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On this World Mental Health Day 2021, we reflect on the state of 
mental health among South African youth with Dr. Rita Sonko, a Public 
Health Doctor whose main area of interest is addressing mental health 
especially among children and youth. Dr. Sonko heads up Strategic 
Analytics and Management (SAM), a Pretoria-based South African firm 
that works to support South African Government departments and 
the civil society sector to generate quality data and insights through 
state-of-the-art mobile data systems and analytics. Dr. Sonko also runs 
the Body Mind Wellness Clinic which provides holistic wellness 
services in Pretoria. 

What is Mental Health?  

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), mental health is a state of well-being in which 
an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 
productively, and is able to contribute to his or her community. 

Understanding that what makes us human is BODY, MIND and SPIRIT. Mind (mental) wellness is 
a critical element that influences our overall wellbeing and optimal functioning.  The health and 
wellbeing of the mind is, therefore, just as essential as that of the physical body. Holistic wellness is 
achieved when we attain an optimal balance between the body, the mind, and the spirit.  

What is the state of mental health among South African youth? 

In South Africa, as in many countries around the world, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a major 
impact on mental health. This has particularly affected some groups of people including health and 
other frontline workers, students, people living alone, and those with pre-existing mental health 
conditions.  A WHO survey conducted in mid-2020 clearly showed that mental health services had 
been significantly disrupted during the pandemic. “Isolation, loss of income, the deaths of loved 
ones and a barrage of information on the dangers of this new virus can stir up stress levels and 
trigger mental health conditions or exacerbate existing ones,” Dr Matshidiso Moeti, WHO Regional 
Director for Africa. 

However, even before the COVID-19 pandemic, mental illnesses were a big concern that was 
causing a high level of disease burden particularly among young people. The WHO estimates that 
mental illnesses account for 16% of the global disease and injury burden among the 10-19 years old; 
and suicide is reported to be the fourth leading cause of death among children between the ages 
of 15-19 years.  

Data from a recent study1 by Strategic Analytics and Management (SAM) and the University of the 
Witwatersrand, School of Public Health (Wits SPH), which was conducted with support from 
UNICEF and Department of Social Development found that among vulnerable teenagers from poor 
communities across South Africa, there were high levels of worry and anxiety, both indicators of 
poor mental health. At least one (1) in every four (4) young people we surveyed reported feeling 
worried and anxious “always or most of the time”. The study also found that one (1) in every ten (10) 
teens reported experiencing suicidal thoughts, and 7% of those had proceeded to make plans to 
commit suicide.  

 
1 Sonko-Najjemba R., Mataboge R., Igumbor J., Otwombe K., Chibawara T., Oladokun P., Cindi J., Kamoga N., and Mtoba 
C. (2021) Findings from the Rapid Assessment of Key Monitoring Indicators Measuring the Impact of COVID-19 
Lockdown on Child Wellbeing in South Africa. National Department of Social Development, Pretoria, South Africa  
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the 2021 slogan for World Mental Health Day (October 10) 
highlights the fact that access to mental health services are often 
very limited especially among poor communities. “Majority of the 
people living with mental health problems in the low-and 
middle-income countries do not get adequate treatment. The 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has increased our challenges 
multifold which need to be addressed on a priority.”Dr Poonam 
Khetrapal Singh, Regional Director WHO South-East Asia Region 

What are some of the issues that may be contributing 
to poor mental health among young people in South African?  

Based on findings from the research done by SAM and Wits SPH, it is evident that young people, 
especially those from vulnerable communities, are affected by multiple depravations and risks to 
their mental health. We found that teenagers who reported high levels of anxiety also reported 
feeling unsafe in their communities and often witnessed violence among adults. Many of those 
children also reported having other health challenges including recent illness. HIV positive status 
was also correlated with high levels of stress and anxiety among teens.  

Lack of access to basic needs such as food, clothes and water were among the other factors that 
seem to trigger worry and anxiety among vulnerable teenagers. Those children were also likely to 
report that they struggled to make friends.   

The impact of COVID-19 mitigation measures such as the high levels of lockdown (during which 
children were more isolated due to not being able to attend school or other regular social activities 
such as attending church or social gatherings), may have further exacerbated the situation for those 
already vulnerable to poor mental health.  

What are some of the biggest challenges with improving mental health among 
individuals in our communities?  

Low levels of awareness about mental health and the high levels of stigma and discrimination are 
some of the major challenges in many South African communities. As a result of these, many people 
do not seek help for mental health concerns and, in many cases, illnesses are diagnosed at very 
advanced stages, if at all. Furthermore, access to quality mental health services remains a big 
problem, with very limited provision of screening, diagnosis, and treatment of the condition within 
the health care system. 

What should be done to de-stigmatize mental illness in our communities and 
improve access to services? 

Ongoing campaigns to raise awareness and increase knowledge about mental health are essential. 
These campaigns must address the myths and misconceptions about mental illnesses such as the 
common myth: “Black people don’t suffer from depression.” We must work towards getting people 
in our communities to be comfortable to talk about mental health and mental illnesses without 
feeling ashamed or embarrassed.  

We have learned from the COVID-19 pandemic that investing in public awareness campaigns is one 
of the most effective ways to activate communities into action with regards to implementing 
mitigation measures as well as accessing services. Improving mental health will take having a 
similar approach where investments such as those made in implementing public health 
interventions that promote awareness, access to screening, and diagnostic services. Additionally, 
referral for professional help for those that need it should be emphasized. Screening for mental 
illnesses should be integrated into routine health services for all clients in all public and private 
health facilities. This is how we will improve case finding and ensure that people get diagnosed and 
treated as soon as possible.  

“Mental Health 
care for all; let’s 

make it a reality”, 
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Innovations in digital health are essential in facilitating 
access to information and screening services. One such 
innovation is Mind-Wisdom, a mental health assessment 
app created by the Body Mind Wellness Clinic in 
conjunction Strategic Analytics and Management. Using an 
easily accessible digital tool that is available in multiple 
South African languages the app enables access to mental 
health screening support.  

For more information on the Mind-wisdom app – visit 
www.cleopatraz.com 

Where can people who are concerned about mental health seek help?  

There are multiple call centers/ helplines where people can get help 24/7 including: 

SADAG Mental Health Line  011 234 4837 

LifeLine: 0861 322 322 

Department of Social Development Substance Abuse Line 
24hr helpline 

0800 12 13 14 
SMS 32312 

Cipla 24hr Mental Health Helpline 0800 456 789 

Pharmadynamics Police &Trauma Line 0800 20 50 26 

Adcock Ingram Depression and Anxiety Helpline 0800 70 80 90 

ADHD Helpline 0800 55 44 33 

Suicide Crisis Line 0800 567 567 
 

 

Mental Health Awareness, 
Screening and Support 

Program 

 

For More Information, Contact Dr Rita Sonko: Email: rita.sonko@strategicanalyticsmx.co.za 
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