
Mental health

  Coordination and networking
In a given year, it is estimated that up to one third of people living in Switzerland  
suffer from a mental illness, ranging from eating disorders to anxiety states and even 
depression and other serious illnesses. Mental illnesses are thus among the most 
common and most disabling of conditions. Moreover, they generate high direct and 
indirect costs of around 20 billion francs a year, for instance on account of absences 
from work or early retirement. Successful prevention of mental illnesses requires 
coordination and networking of all players involved. "spectra" shows how the Swiss 
Confederation is addressing this challenge. 

  Raising awareness and destigmatising 
Dealings with people who suffer from depression, anxiety disorders or psychoses often 
trigger unease, uncertainty or even rejection among those not affected. This means  
that people with such conditions suffer not only as a result of their illness but also from  
a fear of being stigmatised. Although mental illnesses have gained in terms of visibility 
and attention in recent years, they are still very much taboo topics. But numerous 
organisations in Switzerland are running intelligent campaigns aimed at raising 
awareness of mental illnesses and removing the stigma associated with them. "spectra" 
provides a brief overview of these activities.

  Prevention rather than cure
There is a downside to the increase in life expectancy: the older people become, the 
more likely they are to suffer from non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as cancer, 
cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, respiratory diseases or musculoskeletal disorders. 
About a quarter of people living in Switzerland – around 2.2 million – are affected, while 
80 percent of the country's entire health-related costs are generated by non-
communicable diseases. The Swiss government and cantons have therefore approved a 
national strategy for preventing and combating non-communicable diseases.
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Mental health. Mental illness 
causes a great deal of suffering, 
both for those directly affected and 
for their families. If this suffering 
and the consequential costs for the 
economy are to be reduced, there 
needs to be a more active engage-
ment, better coordination of 
existing activities and improved 
networking of all players in the 
field of mental health. 

Mental health encompasses personal 
well-being, satisfaction, self-confidence 
and the ability to form and sustain rela-
tionships, to work and to cope with eve-
ryday life. In addition, people feel they 
are in good mental health if they are able 
to make full use of their intellectual and 
emotional resources and to contribute to 
the community. But for many people this 
is not possible because they are mentally 
ill. In a given year, up to one third of peo-
ple living in Switzerland suffer from a 
mental illness. Because mental illnesses 
affect all aspects of life, impairing every-
day activities and fitness for work besides 
weighing heavily on the family, they con-
stitute some of the most limiting of condi-
tions. The most common mental illnesses 
include anxiety disorders and depression. 
Between a third and half of all sufferers 

are currently receiving professional help. 
Besides lack of information on treatment 
options, the persistent stigmatisation of 
people with mental illnesses makes it dif-
ficult to seek and accept help. 

Prevention can reduce costs
Mental illnesses are associated with 
substantial costs. These are primarily 
indirect costs generated by lost produc-
tion due, for instance, to illness-related 
work absences, and by disability pen-
sions, premature death or family care. 

Initial estimates for Switzerland put the 
indirect costs of mental illness, includ-
ing dementia, at 13 billion Swiss francs 
in 2011. Prevention therefore not only 
reduces a lot of suffering, it is to be rec-
ommended financially, as is stated in 
the Swiss government's "Health 2020" 
strategy agenda: fewer mental illnesses 
would mean lower costs incurred for 
health insurance and other forms of so-
cial insurance such as disability benefits, 
but also for families and the economy as 
a whole. The prevention of mental ill-

nesses is a challenge that calls for inten-
sive cooperation from all players – both 
within and outside the healthcare sys-
tem. The Federal Office of Public Health 
(FOPH) is actively engaged in promoting 
mental health and in the care and treat-
ment of people with mental illnesses. 

Mental Health Network  
Switzerland  

To promote the coordination and net-
working of players active in the field of 
mental health, the Mental Health Net-
work Switzerland (NPG) was set up in 
December 2011. Its membership is 
growing steadily. The network now 
comprises 170 members, including can-
tons, private-sector enterprises and 
NGOs. It administers the rights of use for 
material generated by the Alliance 
against Depression and the campaign 
"Ten steps for mental health". The evalu-
ated material produced by the Alliance 
addresses the issue at different levels:
–  Information for the general public 
–  Continuing-education courses for 

doctors and other multipliers such as 
teachers, clergy, etc. 

– Promotion of self-help groups

The "Ten steps for mental health" cam-
paign originated in Upper Austria and 

Mental health in the context of health policy

"Wahn oder Wirklichkeit" 
[Delusion or reality]  
(Canton of Basel-Stadt)

The campaign "Delusion or reality – for 
you it's a poster, for the psychotic it's re-
ality" was launched by the Canton of Ba-
sel-Stadt in 2014. The core of the cam-
paign comprises 30 posters illustrating 
the symptoms of schizophrenic psycho-
sis. Surreal elements have been inte-
grated into an everyday scene, for in-
stance a sinister figure in a clothing 
store or a grotesque face on an ivy-cov-
ered wall. The objective of the campaign 
is to raise public awareness of schizo-
phrenic illnesses, promote empathy 
with those directly affected and commu-
nicate the fact that schizophrenic psy-
choses are treatable. The poster cam-
paign is backed up by in-depth 
information and a booklet on the subject.

www.alles-gute-basel.ch 

"Ich bin leer" [I feel empty]  
(Pro Infirmis)

Depression or other mental illnesses 
can have as disabling an effect as a 
physical impairment on the lives of 
those affected and their families. Almost 
one third of cases taken up by the Pro 
Infirmis organisation for helping the 
disabled are rooted in mental problems. 
With the film "Ich bin leer" [I feel emp-
ty], Pro Infirmis puts the focus on mental 
disability in its campaign launched in 
2014. The film shows a day in the life of 
a seriously depressive man who is 
scarcely able to get out of bed, avoids 
people and no longer feels anything. 

Under the motto "Come closer", the 
campaign calls for people to engage 
with those affected and not to look away 
from them, because – unlike physical 
disabilities – mental problems are often 
difficult for outsiders to recognise. 

www.proinfirmis.ch 

"10 Schritte für die psychische 
Gesundheit" [Ten steps for 
mental health] (Mental Health 
Network Switzerland, Canton  
of Aargau)

Most people know how to promote their 
physical health – through a healthy diet 
or daily physical activity. But there is lit-
tle discussion of mental health and what 
people themselves can do for it. The 
"Ten steps for mental health" campaign 
provides food for thought on what each 
of us can do to promote our mental 
health. The campaign uses simple picto-
grams as illustrations. Since mid-2014, 
the Mental Health Network Switzerland 
has administered the rights of use for 
the "Ten steps" and made them availa-
ble to its members free of charge. The 
project originated in Upper Austria and 
was taken up in Switzerland by the Can-
ton of Zug. This year, the Canton of Aar-
gau produced a short film on the topic. 
It shows the ten steps that can be taken 
in everyday life to strengthen and main-
tain mental health. The film includes ten 
brief portraits of inhabitants of Aargau 
who, using simple means, carry out one 
of these steps in their everyday life, thus 
doing something to maintain their men-
tal health.

Projects/action days. Although 
much more attention has been 
given to mental illnesses in the last 
few years, stigma or taboos still 
attach to conditions such as 
depression, burnout or psychoses. 
While the Swiss government lacks 
a legislative framework for taking 
preventive action in this field, a 
large number of NGOs are actively 
engaged in running campaigns and 
other activities aimed at prevent-
ing, destigmatising and raising 
awareness of mental illness. Here 
is a brief overview.

"Wie geht’s dir?" [How are you?] 
(Pro Mente Sana/Canton of Zurich) 

A conversation is often the first step to-
wards mitigating or curing mental illness-
es. For many people with mental illness, 
however, this first step is the most difficult 
of all. The "How are you" campaign is cur-
rently supported by Pro Mente Sana and 
the cantons of Zurich, Aargau, Berne, 
Graubünden, Lucerne, Schwyz and Thur-
gau and by the Coordination Romande 
des Associations d'Action en Santé Psy-
chique (CORAASP). In addition to posters, 
it has operated a website since 2013 
which offers conversation tips for those 
concerned and their families and friends. 
It also provides information on the differ-
ent types of mental illness, their preven-
tion and the support services available. 
The first campaign waves focused on the 
topic of work and mental health. As from 
autumn 2016, the focus will shift to a new 
topic. www.wie-gehts-dir.ch

Combating stigmatisation of mental illness
Link Network: www.npg-rsp.ch 
Link Canton of Aargau: www.ag.ch

"Stopp Cyber-Mobbing" 
[Prevent cyberbullying]  
(Pro Juventute)

Bullying by text message or slander on 
Facebook: harassment from the virtual 
world causes very real mental trauma. 
The "Prevent cyberbullying" campaign 
(2012) run by Pro Juventute urges young 
people to combat internet harassment 
and shows them what action they can 
take against such attacks and that they 
can obtain assistance by calling the 147 
help line. Parents and schools receive 
information on cyberbullying and on 
how they can support young people af-
fected by it. The campaign seeks to raise 
awareness among the entire general 
public. It consists of a campaign plat-
form, a TV commercial, posters, a Face-
book campaign and leaflets.

www.projuventute.ch

"Stopp Jugendsuizid" [Stop 
suicide in young people] (Pro 
Juventute)

Suicide is the second most common 
cause of death among adolescents in 
Switzerland. At least two children or ad-
olescents who are thinking about com-
mitting suicide contact the Pro Juven-
tute counselling & assistance service 
helpline 147 each day. Since 2011, Pro 
Juventute has been running a nation-
wide prevention campaign aimed at 
sensitising the public to the problem of 
suicide in the young and drawing atten-
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Anyone who addresses health-related  
issues soon realises how important mental 
health is. It plays a crucial role in deter-
mining our well-being, whereas mental 
illnesses can seriously impair our quality of 
life and, particularly, our relations with the 
world around us. In recent decades, this 
awareness has generated a wide range 
of projects and initiatives in the fields of 
prevention, health promotion and primary 
healthcare, but also in education and the 
work environment. 

Furthermore, mental health has evolved 
into an important health-policy topic. Both 
the Swiss government and the cantons 
now acknowledge that mental illness re-
presents a heavy burden of disease and 
that mental health has to be protected and 
promoted just as physical health does. The 
Swiss government's overall "Health 2020" 
strategic agenda also includes mental 
health as a topic. It puts particular empha-
sis on the workplace setting: people with 
mental illness must be helped so as to 
avoid exclusion from the employment pro-
cess when mental problems occur. 

The Federal Office of Public Health is ac-
tive in the field of mental health, working 
in close and successful cooperation with 
the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Health 
Ministers (GDK) and the Health Promotion 
Switzerland Foundation. Last year saw the 
completion of the joint report on "Mental 
Health in Switzerland", which describes 
the measures envisaged for the next few 
years. Work on drawing up an action plan 
to prevent suicides is currently under way. 
Although the suicide rate in Switzerland 
has fallen in recent years, a great deal can 
still be done to bring about a further, sustai-
nable reduction in suicides and attempted 
suicides. 

Great importance also attaches to the 
range of healthcare services available to 
people with mental illness. According to 
the "Future of Psychiatry in Switzerland" re-
port produced in response to a parliamen-
tary postulate and approved by the Swiss 
government in March 2016, Switzerland 
enjoys high-quality provision of psychiatric 
care. But the report also shows that there 
is still potential for development.

With the measures scheduled to be put 
in place by 2020 in cooperation with the 
cantons, the Health Promotion Switzerland 
Foundation and private-sector organisa-
tions, I am confident that major advances 
can be achieved in the field of public men-
tal health. 

Margreet Duetz Schmucki,  
head of National Health Policy Section,  
Federal Office of Public Health

At first handMental health in the context of health policy

Combating stigmatisation of mental illness

was taken up in Switzerland by the Can-
ton of Zug. Using simple pictograms, it 
provides food for thought on what 
every one can do to promote their own 
mental health (figure). Both services are 
made available free of charge by the 
members of the Mental Health Network 
Switzerland.

Need for action established
In 2014 and 2015, the FOPH together 
with the cantons and the Health Promo-
tion Switzerland Foundation drew up the 
report on "Mental health in Switzerland. 
Current situation and need for action". 

The report was a response to parliamen-
tary postulate 13.3370 "Intended meas-
ures regarding mental health in Switzer-
land". It focuses on the promotion of 
mental health, prevention and early 
identification of mental illnesses and 
their interfaces with primary healthcare. 
Analyses showed that a great deal was 
already being done in Switzerland to 
promote and maintain mental health. 
There is a need for action at the national 
level in the following fields: 
–  Awareness-raising, information and 

destigmatisation 
–  Strengthening and improving 

activities aimed at health promotion, 
prevention and early identification, 
particularly during transitional life 
phases and critical life events

– Coordination of players
– Knowledge bases 

Further development  
of service structures

In its report on "The Future of Psychia-
try in Switzerland" the Swiss govern-
ment approved recommendations for 
further developing service structures for 
the treatment of mental illnesses in 
March 2016. In future, the Swiss gov-
ernment will seek to promote the coor-
dination of services, help raise the qual-

ification standards of the professionals 
involved and improve the data available 
on mental health services.

Action plan for suicide prevention
Around 1,000 people die in Switzerland 
every year from non-assisted suicide. 
Suicidal actions usually occur during ex-
ceptional mental states and are seldom 
the product of sober reflection. Since 
2014, the FOPH, the Conference of Can-
tonal Health Ministers (GDK) and the 
Swiss Health Promotion Foundation 
have been working on an Action Plan for 
Suicide Prevention. The impetus for the 
action plan came from the parliamen-
tary motion Ingold.11.3973. "Suicide 
prevention: making more effective use 
of the scope for action". The action plan 
is aimed at bringing about a further, 
sustainable reduction in non-assisted 
and attempted suicides. It will be sub-
mitted to the Swiss government and the 
"Dialogue on National Healthcare Policy" 
platform for approval at the end of 2016. 
The action plan is to be implemented as 
from 2017.

Contact: Chantale Bürli and Esther Walter, 
National Health Policy Section, 
chantale.buerli@bag.admin.ch and 
esther.walter@bag.admin.ch 

tion to the immediate assistance avail-
able via the 147 helpline. The campaign 
consists of a TV commercial, informa-
tion targeting schools and youth centres 
and a campaign platform offering infor-
mation material on the topic.

www.projuventute.ch

"Freiraum – mehr Platz für 
Kinder" [Free space – more room 
for children] (Pro Juventute)

Under Article 31 of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child, children have 
a right to freely engage in play activities. 
With the "Free space – more room for 
children" campaign, Pro Juventute calls 
for this right to be respected and for 
parents, children and professionals to 
create more room for children in public 
spaces and to design and maintain them 
so that they are child-friendly. Children 
should be actively involved in this pro-
cess and have a say in the design of the 
spaces. The campaign consists of post-
ers, a paper-chase app for children and 
information leaflets for children, par-
ents and professionals. 

www.projuventute.ch

"Für Menschen, die vom Glück 
verlassen wurden" [For people 
who are down on their luck] 
(Salvation Army)

Since 2013, the Salvation Army has, as 
part of their "For people who are down 
on their luck" campaign, been raising 
awareness of the situation of people af-
fected by bullying and burnout. The 
campaign uses filler ads to sensitise the 
public to people with mental problems 
and illnesses. Publishers can support 
this engagement of the Salvation Army 
by placing one of these ads free of 
charge.

www.heilsarmee.ch

"Psychisch krank? Kein Tabu!" 
[Mentally ill? No taboo!]  
(Werner Alfred Selo Foundation, 
supported among others by the 
Canton of Zug)

Using creative talking aids, the "Mentally 
ill? No taboo!" campaign aims to en-
courage open discussion of mental ill-
ness. It adopts a playful approach by de-
ploying "talking" objects of everyday use 
which serve as examples by naming 
their problems: "I'm damaged" says a 
folded flyer, "I'm down" sighs a floor 
sticker, "I've lost my grip" groans a post-
er peeling off a wall. The campaign thus 
creates a connection to human behav-
iour. Its message is that mental illness 
should be taken seriously and addressed 
openly.

www.kein-tabu.ch

Action days
October 10 is World Mental Health Day. 
Every year on this date, various organi-
sations in Switzerland stage activities 
that focus on mental health. Further-
more, many additional action days fo-
cusing on mental health are organised 
around this date and during the autumn 
months, for instance, the Bernese Men-
tal Health Action Days, the Canton of So-
lothurn Action Days for Mental Health 
and the Aargau Mental Health Action 
days. Besides lectures, films and plat-
form discussions, there are also interac-
tive events such as jointly preparing 
meals or theatre pedagogy workshops.

www.psychische-gesundheit-bern.ch

Ten steps 
for mental 
health

Accept yourself Talk about it

Stay active

Learn new things
Keep in touch 
with friends

Do something creative

Take part

Seek help

Relax Don't give up on yourself

MOBBING kann aus einem Menschen 
einen anderen machen. S
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Für Menschen, 
die vom Glück 

verlassen wurden.

PC 30-444222-5
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Prevention. The Swiss government 
and cantons have approved a 
national strategy for preventing 
and combating non-communicable 
diseases. Some 2.2 million people 
in Switzerland currently suffer 
from one or more chronic diseases, 
generating around 80 percent of 
the country's entire health-related 
costs. The objective of the strategy 
is to prevent or delay the develop-
ment of conditions such as cancer, 
cardiovascular diseases and 
diabetes and to mitigate their 
consequences. It builds on existing 
prevention activities and bundles 
the resources of all the players 
involved. Appropriate measures 
will be drawn up by the end of the 
year.

Non-communicable diseases (NCDs) 
pose major challenges for the Swiss 
healthcare system. At the present time, 
every fourth person in Switzerland suf-
fers from one or more chronic diseases, 
and NCDs are the most common cause 
of death. They are responsible for half 
of all fatalities among men and 60 per-

cent among women under the age of 70. 
Demographic developments will result 
in a marked rise in the number of elder-

ly people – and therefore also 
of chronically ill patients – in 
Switzerland. 

Non-communicable diseases 
not only cause a great deal of 
suffering for those directly 
affected and limit their qual-
ity of life, they also generate 
substantial costs. In 2011, 
they were responsible for 80 
percent of Switzerland's to-
tal health-related costs of 
just under 65 billion francs. 
On top of this come the esti-
mated indirect costs of 
around 30 billion francs a 
year that are generated by 
absences from work, provi-
sion of care by family mem-
bers and early retirement. 

Strengthening  
personal responsibility
In its overall "Health 2020" 
strategy agenda, the Swiss 
government defined the 
National Strategy for the 

Prevention rather than cure:  
National Strategy for the Prevention of Non-communicable Diseases

Prevention of Non-communicable Dis-
eases 2017–2024 (NCD Strategy) as a 
health-policy priority and made it a key 
issue of the 2016–2019 legislative peri-
od. Because the Swiss healthcare sys-
tem was designed primarily to care for 
the acutely ill, it is only partially 
equipped to deal with the steady rise in 
chronically ill patients. 

Prevention is of cardinal importance. In-
dividual behaviour plays a determining 
role in the development and course of 
NCDs. Key risk factors include smoking, 
excessive alcohol consumption, low lev-
els of physical activity, unbalanced diet 
and the frequently associated over-
weight. According to the World Health 
Organization (WHO), a healthy lifestyle 
can prevent or at least delay around half 
of all illnesses. 

Focus on the five  
most common diseases

The National Strategy for the Preven-
tion of Non-communicable Diseases fo-
cuses on the five most common condi-
tions – cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular 
diseases, chronic respiratory diseases 
and disorders of the musculoskeletal 
system. These generate direct costs of 
about 25 billion francs a year. The 
strategy will support the population in 
its efforts to maintain a healthy lifestyle 
and to prevent the development of risk 
factors. 

The strategy is now being fleshed out in 
three priority areas: the responsible or-
ganisations are jointly drawing up 
measures aimed at improving coopera-
tion between all players, institutionalis-
ing prevention in primary healthcare 
and strengthening health management 
at the workplace. The measures will be 
submitted to the Swiss Parliament and 
the "Dialogue on National Healthcare 
Policy" platform in autumn.

Improving coordination  
of activities 

A substantial proportion of the preven-
tion activities will be implemented at the 
cantonal and municipal levels in the 
framework of cantonal prevention pro-
grammes. An objective of the strategy is 
to improve coordination of the activities 
of NGOs, private-sector health organisa-
tions, cantonal agencies and other play-
ers among themselves and with those of 
the federal government. The available 
resources are to be deployed in a more 
efficient and more targeted manner. The 
groundwork builds on tried and tested 
approaches used in the current national 
programmes on tobacco, alcohol and 
nutrition & physical activity. The Feder-
al Office of Public Health, together with 
the cantons and a wide range of part-
ners, have been implementing these 
programmes for a number of years. The 
programmes have helped bring about a 
rise in the number of physically active 
people and stabilisation, after an initial 
marked decline, in the number of smok-
ers over the last few years. Alcohol use, 
particularly high-risk consumption 
among schoolchildren, has steadily fall-
en in recent years.

Institutionalising prevention  
in primary healthcare 

The strategy aims to establish preven-
tion as an integral component of pri-
mary healthcare in domiciliary practice, 
pharmacies, domestic care services, 
hospitals and care homes. It attaches 
particular importance to preventing or 
delaying conditions in which people re-
quire care. This area will build on expe-
rience acquired in projects such as 
health coaching.

Closer Cooperation  
with the industry

The strategy aims to improve workplace 
health management in cooperation with 
industry. It also aims to strengthen part-
nerships, for instance with a view to  
developing and marketing healthier 
products. 

Participatory approach
The NCD Strategy has been drawn up by 
the Federal Office of Public Health 
(FOPH), the Swiss Conference of the 
Cantonal Ministers of Public Health 
(GDK) and the Swiss Health Promotion 
Foundation in close cooperation with a 
wide range of other players.  

Contact: Eva Bruhin, 
Head of NCD Administrative Office, 
eva.bruhin@bag.admin.ch

Nationale Strategie zur Prävention nichtübertragbarer Krankheiten (NCD-Strategie)   1
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Alain Berset presented the national NCD Strategy at the beginning of April. 


