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„Mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can 
cope with normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to contribute to his or her 
community. In this positive sense, mental health is the foundation for individual well-being and 
the effective functioning of a community.” (WHO)

What is mental health?

To put it simply 
It is all about how people think, feel, 
and behave.

Good mental health is vital for people to be able to lead 

healthy, productive lives (OECD)



•What is mental health?

Mental health matters!

• One in two people experience a mental health problem in their 
lifetime (OECD, 2015)

• Mental illness is the leading cause of disability in the WHO 
European Region.

BURDEN IS BIG AT INDIVIDUAL, SOCIAL LEVEL

The total costs of mental health problems –the 

costs to health systems and social security 

programmes, but also lower employment and 

worker productivity – are estimated to amount to 

more than 4% of GDP across EU countries, about

EUR 600 billion per year.

(OECD 2018)



Mental health matters in childhood!

Depression and anxiety disorders are among the top 5 causes of overall 
disease burden among children and adolescents. 

Children and adolescents with poor mental health have worse educational 
outcomes and job opportunities.

Half of mental health problems develop before the age of 14

Patterns established in childhood and adolescence laid for a lifetime



•What is mental health?

The mental health of school-aged children in Europe

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being, WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020 - HBSC

One in four adolescents report feeling nervous, feeling irritable or having difficulties getting to sleep every week. 



•What is mental health?

The mental health of school-aged children in Europe

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being, WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020

Overall, one in three adolescents (35%) reported multiple health complaints. 

Changes
• Adolescents are more satisfied with their 

lives, have healthier food intake, more 
positive body image, experiment less with 
alcohol and tobacco and are less involved in 
bullying others. 

• But: Gender and social inequalities exist
• overall declines in mental and social well-

being and daily physical activity. 



•What is mental health?

Physical activity and mental health

What is the association among PA and mental health
among children and young people?

➢ There is evidence for a causal association between 
physical activity and cognitive functioning in young 
people

➢ Partial evidence for a causal association between 
physical activity and depression in young people

Biddle et al: Physical activity and mental health in children and adolescents: An updated review of reviews and an analysis of 
causality, Psychology of Sport and Exercise · September 2018

https://www.researchgate.net/journal/1469-0292_Psychology_of_Sport_and_Exercise


•What is mental health?

White, M.P., Alcock, I., Grellier, J. et al. Spending at least 120 minutes a week in nature is associated with 
good health and wellbeing. Sci Rep 9, 7730 (2019). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-44097-3

Nature-based solutions for mental health

For mental health, it is even better to do PA 
outside in the nature or urban green areas. 

• Urban green spaces promote health by offering areas 
for physical activity, social interaction, and stress 
relief

• Doing physical activity in nature may be more 
beneficial.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-44097-3


•WLmental health?

Physical activity of school-aged children in Europe

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being, WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020

Levels have declined in around a third of countries/regions since 2014, mostly among boys, 
and participation remained particularly low among girls and older adolescents

Only 19% of adolescents achieve the recommended daily 60 minutes of moderate-to-
vigorous physical activity 

Physical activity participation is lower among those from low-affluence families. 



•What is mental health?

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being, WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020

Physical activity of school-aged children in Europe

% of children following
PA recommendation



• School health services could encourage positive mental health through 
programmes on the management of cognitive, socioemotional, behavioural and 
relationship skills. 

• Schools should be health-promoting school using a whole-school systems
approach to improve physical and social environments, management and 
organization, teaching, school health services, health promotion and 
extracurricular activities 

• Schools should consider the potential of digital technologies for health 
promotion, combined with peer strategies that are shown to be effective in 
school settings 

What needs to be done about mental health in schools?

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being, WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020



• Common reactions: fear and anxiety
• fear of falling ill and dying, losing livelihoods, being socially excluded/placed in 

quarantine, losing loved ones

• feeling of helplessness, boredom, loneliness, depression, isolation

IASC Reference Group on MHPSS in Emergency Settings

Mental health is even more important during 
the times of COVID-19

People react differently

Adverse, stressful situation:
Threats, uncertainty and unknown
Massive change in daily routine with restriction in 
mobility, space, social contact during the lockdown



•What is mental health?



MENTAL HEALTH TOOLKIT – AS A CONVERSATION STARTER



MENTAL HEALTH TOOLKIT – NATIONAL COORDINATORS



EXTRA TIPS IN STARTING CONVERSATION ABOUT WITH SCHOOLS ON WHAT CAN BE DONE

• Check national health promotion/mental health programs for schools in your country.
• Use your contact list from last year to possible national institutes
• Check your school health system and services
• Check national curriculum for the topic of mental health
• Talk to schools wether they have already running or existing mental health programs and services
• Ask them how they can fit best ESSD 2020 topics: physical activity for mental health, mental health in 

general, how to poromote mental health during COVID-19
• Is there a scools psychologyst in the school? 
• Schools with no specific services or experience
• Involve and target parents too!

We want to support schools and offer help in finding their best ways of promoting mental 
health during ESSD2020.



EXAMPLE: THE WHOLE SCHOOL APPROACH

„A whole-school approach recognizes that all aspects of 
the school community can impact upon students’ health 
and wellbeing, and that learning, and health are linked. 
SHE recommends focus on six components in order to 
seek to achieve a whole-school approach.”

✓Healthy school policies
✓School physical environment
✓School social environment
✓Individual health skills and action competencies
✓Community links: parents, broader community
✓Health services

WHO Life skills approach:
• communication, 
• decision-making,
• problem-solving,
• coping with emotions 

and stress

https://www.schoolsforhealth.org/concepts/whole-school-approach

Check whether your 
country is a member!

https://www.schoolsforhealth.org/concepts/whole-school-approach


EFFECTIVE SCHOOL PREVENTION PROGRAMS



INTERNATIONAL EXAMPLES



ACTIVITY IDEAS FOR ESSD2020

Co-design and co-implementation! Children love drawing, involve them to express their 
thoughts on mental health!



FURTHER RESOURCES



INTERNATIONAL EXAMPLES – COVID-19



INTERNATIONAL EXAMPLES – COVID-19



THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!


