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Dear Editor-in-Chief 
 
Researchers have long been concerned about the 
relationship between economic growth and men-
tal health. Periods of recession have been linked 
with an increase in mental health disorders and 
suicides in many market economies like the US 
and England (1, 2) and the effect is different be-
tween males and females (3). 
In Asia, Wang and Granados (4) used Chinese 
survey data and contrastingly find that increased 
economic growth is associated with increasing 
mental health problems even though the effects 
are small and quite similar in women and men. 
Researchers have stressed the heterogeneity of 
the findings on this issue and suggested that the 
impact of economic growth on mental wellbeing 
is not universal and may vary over time (4, 5). 
Thus, we are interested in the evidence for South 
Korea, which has experienced such an unprece-
dented economic growth since the Korean War.  
The main dependent variables are two variables 
related to mental health: mental disorders and 
substance-use disorders collected from the Glob-
al Health Data Exchange (GHDx) database 
maintained by the Institute for Health Metrics 
and Evaluation (6). We collated data on the 
number of new cases (incidence) from 2000 to 
2018, scaled by the population. The main inde-
pendent variable is Gross Domestic Product (log 

of GDP), sourced from the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). We controlled for other factors that 
can affect economic development: all the control 
variables are lagged by one year.  
The results in Table 1 suggest that in South Ko-
rea, economic growth is significantly positively 
associated with mental health problems. Specifi-
cally, we found that an increase in GDP is associ-
ated with a 1.5% significant increase in the inci-
dence of mental disorders (1.5%, P<0.01) sup-
porting a similar positive relationship found by 
Wang and Granados in China (4). The relation is 
also positive for substance-use disorders (0.61%, 
P<0.01). The increase in mental disorders and 
substance-use disorders is significant for males as 
well as females but the increase is greater for fe-
males (1.14%, P<0.01) than for males (0.36%, 
P<0.05) in the case of mental disorders; while the 
increase is slightly greater for males (0.32%, 
P<0.1) than for females (0.28%, P<0.01) in the 
case of substance-use disorders. Even though 
South Korea is a market economy, these results 
contrast the results of other market economies (1, 
2) but support that of Wang and Granados (4) 
for China. We believe that the similarities in 
workplace culture, which are strict and stressful 
in terms of overtime requirements and rapid pace 
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of work; less time for recreation and rest; stress 
from rising income inequality, etc. in these Asian 
countries (4, 7) possibly play a stronger role in 
dictating this relationship rather than the influ-
ence of South Korea’s state as a market economy.    
While this work is limited and does not compre-
hensively consider all dimensions of the relation-
ship between economic development and mental 
health wellbeing, the results help us to suggest 

and opine that in South Korea, the rapid eco-
nomic development has been associated with 
poor mental health wellbeing, with this effect 
holding for both males and females. Thus, we call 
on the government and related agencies to not 
only focus on increasing economic growth but 
also to pay adequate attention to the mental well-
being of its citizens. 

 
Table 1: OLS regression 

 

 Variables 1 2 3 
PANEL A (Mental Disorders) 

 Both Male Female 

GDP 0.0150*** 0.0036** 0.0114*** 
Interest rate 0.0063 0.0077 -0.0014 
Inflation rate -0.0253* -0.0087 -0.0166 
Export-import ratio 0.0010 0.0006 0.0004 
Employment rate -0.0360* -0.0080 -0.0280* 
Environmental pollution 0.0224* 0.0141*** 0.0083 
Health expenditure -0.0303 0.0532** -0.0835* 
Constant -0.1625*** -0.0403* -0.1222*** 
Observations 19 19 19 
R-squared 0.973 0.977 0.957 
 PANEL B (Substance-use disorders) 
  Both Male Female 
GDP 0.0061*** 0.0032* 0.0028*** 
Interest rate -0.0066 -0.0077 0.0011 
Inflation rate 0.0021 0.0005 0.0016 
Export-import ratio 0.0018 0.0012 0.0005 
Employment rate -0.0011 0.0125 -0.0136*** 
Environmental pollution -0.0114* -0.0090* -0.0024* 
Health expenditure -0.1157*** -0.0873*** -0.0285*** 
Constant -0.0617** -0.0361 -0.0256*** 
Observations 19 19 19 
R-squared 0.938 0.915 0.970 

The table represents an OLS regression of mental disorders (in Panel A) and substance-use disorders (in Panel B) on 
GDP and other control variables for South Korea from 2000 to 2018. P-values: *** < 0.01, ** < 0.05, * < 0.1  
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