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INTRODUCTION

Countries face dynamic, multidimensional
and interconnected crises. The pandemic,
climate change, rising inequalities, food and
energy insecurity, polarisation, misinforma-
tion and declining trends in youth mental
health, are converging to cause enormous
socio-political and economic consequences
that are weakening democracies, corroding
the social fabric of communities, and posing
threats to social stability and national secu-
rity. A Mental Wealth perspective argues that
the extent to which nations can respond to
these poly-crises depends on the quality of,
and investments in, a critical national asset:
brain capital. Brain capital encompasses a
nation’s cognitive and emotional resources
including (1) brain skills—cognitive capa-
bility, emotional intelligence and the ability to
collaborate, be innovative and solve complex
problems, (2) brain health which includes
mental health, well-being and neurological
disorders that critically impact the ability to
deploy brain skills effectively, build and main-
tain positive relationships, and display resil-
ience against challenges and uncertainties.'
Although brain skills and brain health are
commonly examined at an individual level,
brain capital represents a broader, collective
concept and national asset that is a funda-
mental contributor to economic and social
productivity (Mental Wealth—box 1).

The aim of this paper is to provide a
systemic perspective on the interdepen-
dencies between brain capital (particularly
mental health), economic and social well-
being, and resilience. By transcending tradi-
tional disciplinary boundaries, the paper
explores the drivers and potential strategies
for enhancing systemic resilience. As global

SUMMARY BOX

= A paradigm shift is needed in our approach to build-
ing systemic resilience.

= Social and economic systems will continue to be
subject to regular and increasing disruption, wheth-
er a result of cyclical economic contractions or
exogenous (natural disasters, pandemics) and en-
dogenous shocks (financial crises, war, civil disrup-
tion or intensifying technological change).

= This paper emphasises the detrimental impact of re-
sponses such as underemployment and unemploy-
ment on individuals, communities, and the nation’s
cognitive and emotional resources, which are critical
for sustaining productivity.

= The aim of this paper is to provide a systemic per-
spective on the interdependencies between brain
capital (particularly mental health), economic and
social well-being, and resilience.

= Through a Mental Wealth lens, the paper offers fresh
insights into enhancing national prosperity and resil-
ience to better face looming global threats

= While global health researchers endeavour to im-
prove health and well-being, and business leaders
and policy makers seek to promote productivity
and economic prosperity, this paper advocates for a
more interconnected approach to achieve both.

= By urging global public health, business and eco-
nomic audiences to think beyond their disciplinary
boundaries and engage in transdisciplinary efforts,
this holistic perspective opens new possibilities
for fostering stability, cohesion, prosperity and
sustainability.

health researchers endeavour to improve
health outcomes and foster more resilient
societies, and business and economic policy
audiences seek to promote productivity and
economic prosperity, this paper advocates for
a more interconnected approach. It urges
global public health and business audiences

BM)

Occhipinti J, et al. BMJ Glob Health 2023;8:6012942. doi:10.1136/bmjgh-2023-012942 1


http://gh.bmj.com/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmjgh-2023-012942&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-09-19
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2380-1092
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2890-7216
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4827-8258
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9684-7967
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9823-1506
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8832-9895
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2023-012942
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2023-012942

BMJ Global Health 8

Box1 Whatis Mental Wealth?

Currently, Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is the key measure used

by governments, the media and the community to understand,

track and compare national economic performance. However, GDP

is inadequate as a measure of national prosperity. The exclusion of
social production from this predominant indicator sends a signal that
society does not value the many other ways that people contribute
to civic vibrancy, community well-being and national prosperity.
Mental Wealth is a holistic measure of national prosperity that
captures the value generated by economic and social productivity.

It broadens the boundary of GDP to include the monetary value of
unpaid activities that contribute to strengthening the social fabric of
nations.% In essence, Mental Wealth is a measure of the strength

of a Wellbeing Economy. While its calculation is described in detail
elsewhere,? in summary a non-market valuation method is used to
estimate the value contributed to a nation by hours spent on unpaid
activities including volunteering, caring for children, the sick or
disabled, ecological restoration, building community infrastructure,
unpaid informal education, training and mentoring, providing a crowd
service, and making unpaid contributions to the creative arts (ie,
social production). The value of social production is then added to
the value of economic production (GDP). Further explanation on how
the monetised Mental Wealth metric differs from other well-being
indices is provided in Occhipinti et al.% Further, Mental Wealth is more
than simply an indicator, it provides a framework for understanding

a critical feedback loop—whereby economic and social factors
influence the accumulation and deployment of brain capital, which in
turn drive economic and social productivity.'

to think beyond their usual disciplinary confines and
engage in transdisciplinary efforts to achieve systemic
change. In doing this, the paper navigates a critical
tension arising from the need for both immediate action
and systemic change, that is, improving the existing
economic system to foster brain capital in the short term
and simultaneously taking initiatives to achieve systemic
resilience by challenging the dominant economic para-
digm fundamentally. Rather than advocating for a
singular approach, the paper embraces both agendas,
striving for an inclusive, balanced and practical strategy
to tackle this complex issue in the near term while also
offering more radical suggestions to achieve systemic
transformation over the longer term.

RESILIENCE AT RISK

Resilience is vital if individuals, communities, businesses,
institutions and economies are to flourish. Commonly
considered the ability to endure and recover quickly
from crises, resilience may be more aptly defined as ‘the
capacity of social, economic, and environmental systems
to cope with a hazardous event or trend or disturbance,
responding or reorganizing in ways that maintain their
essential function, identity, and structure, while main-
taining the capacity for adaptation, learning, and trans-
formation’.? With this broader definition, resilience
depends as much on the ability to let go of qualities,
beliefs and directions that can no longer be sustained, as

it does on understanding and preserving central ‘identity’
and function throughout a process of adaption. Funda-
mental to success in navigating the adaption process are
decisions about what we value.”

Economic downturns are not exceptional events. The
US economy, for example, is estimated to have been in
recession almost as often as not over the last century
(excluding periods of active government intervention
to maintain full employment).*® Globalisation and digi-
talisation are synchronising, amplifying and acceler-
ating the diffusion of downturns globally. In addition to
cyclical economic downturns, countries face dynamic,
multidimensional and interconnected crises including
climate change, energy shortages, rising inequity, food
insecurity, and internal and international conflict,
which cause significant economic and social disruption.’
Therefore, whether a result of the cyclical inevitability of
market-based systems, given their design, operation and
management, or of exogenous and endogenous shocks,
social, economic and business systems will continue to be
subject to frequent disruptions.

Mass unemployment and underemployment in
response to economic downturns, often characterised as
a ‘necessary’ element of ‘adjustment’, can have long-term
scarring effects (due to hysteresis), especially in the face
of fiscal consolidation (particularly austerity). In addi-
tion, economic challenges such as inflation often prompt
policy induced unemployment aimed at reducing
demand and promoting price stability. This labour
under-usage reduces the capacities, capabilities and well-
being of the single most valuable asset and central iden-
tity of any nation: its people. In essence, key short-term
responses aimed at safeguarding business survival and
a ‘stable economic environment’ (traditionally viewed
as vital for business resilience) ultimately acts to under-
mine the very productive potential that is critical to an
economy’s longer-term resilience and competitiveness.
While economic resilience has several important facets—
geopolitical, energy, climate, supply chains, technology,
organisation, education and healthcare—underpinning
them all is human ingenuity, solidarity and productivity.
This paper uses a Mental Wealth lens to describe the
preconditions for sustainable social, economic and busi-
ness resilience.

HUMAN PRODUCTIVITY AND WELL-BEING: PRESERVING WHAT
IS MOST VALUABLE

Human productivity is central to the functioning of
society and its preservation is a critical starting point for
achieving multisystem resilience. As Nobel prize winning
economist Paul Krugman famously stated; ‘Produc-
tivity isn’t everything, but in the long run it is almost
everything’.” Productivity growth raises living standards
(when equally distributed across society), increases
competitiveness and improves business performance
and investment opportunities. Given a concern with the
human dimension of economic performance the labour
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element of productivity is of particular interest. The
global slowdown in aggregate labour productivity since
the 1990s has ignited significant debate.*'" Commonly
reported causes of the slowdown include declining inno-
vation, an imbalance or deterioration in diffusion of
innovation across sectors, a stabilisation of educational
attainment, a deceleration of working-age population
growth and increasing monopolisation with global fron-
tier firms increasing their market share.®'' '* The role of
brain capital (encompassing brain health, mental capital,
mental health and well-being) as a key driver of produc-
tivity and resilience is part of an emerging interdiscipli-
nary (neuroscience, medicine, social science, etc) and
systemic perspective in the broader, largely economic
debate.

Being productive is important for mental health.
Studies dating back to the 1930s highlight the relation-
ship between labour market status and well-being, demon-
strating both the positive impacts of being engaged in
productive work and the negative effects of unemploy-
ment."”” Unemployment and underemployment are
associated with significant increases in psychological
distress, mental ill-health and suicidal behaviour.'*%
With increasing duration of unemployment, perceived
helplessness is theorised to reduce a person’s motivation
to search for employment or acquire new skills due to
the belief that actions will have little or no effect on their
circumstances.” * Well-being impacts can also occur
when workers experience a reduction in wages, condi-
tions and job security on reemployment.

In addition to its detrimental effect on mental health
and well-being, unemployment is thought to erode
mental capital. According to Kirkwood et al,”® unlike
fiscal capital, mental capital ‘is not depleted by ‘spending’
it’®%; rather, the ongoing acquisition and deployment of
new skills through work is essential for the growth of
mental capital that underpins innovation and in turn,
productivity. The extent of mental capital depreciation
associated with unemployment and its impact on future
productivity is dependent on duration of unemployment
and the extent to which there is a mismatch between
former and new occupations.?’ **

RESILIENCE: A MENTAL WEALTH PERSPECTIVE

Broadening the lens of productivity

Intrinsic to the concept and measurement of Mental
Wealth is a broader perspective of human productivity
(encompassing the domains of economic and social
productivity), and an understanding that these domains
are inextricably linked (box 1). Under the Mental Wealth
framework, socially productive activities include unpaid
charity work, volunteering, participation in community
groups and organised civic engagement, the education
and care of children, environmental restoration and
caring for country, and developing physical and institu-
tional social infrastructure; essentially any activity that
contributes to strengthening civic life. Richer depictions

of social production and its mental health and social
value are articulated elsewhere.” Recognising the value
of social production for national prosperity counters the
marginalising and exclusionary effects (on caregivers,
the unemployed, the disabled and older adults) of only
valuing contributions made to the formal, monetised
economy. Recent reports highlight that the greatest
contributors to social production are those that are
traditionally undervalued by the formal economy. For
example, Americans aged 65 and over contributed
US$319.22 billion in social production through volun-
tary work and community building activities, the largest
contribution of any age group.”’ !

Social productivity acts as a temporary stabiliser to
disruptive events by redistributing resources between
the economic and social arenas and mobilising work-
forces.” **% During the COVID-19 pandemic, neighbour-
hood initiatives and ‘Buy Local’ campaigns supported
small businesses.” In the aftermath of the 2004 Indian
Ocean Boxing Day tsunami, grass-roots mobilisation and
community networks supported the recovery of small-
sized and medium-sized enterprises.”” In the Australian
bushfires of 2019-2020, communities rallied to save local
businesses and houses from damage, and in the recovery
phase established campaigns such as ‘Empty Esky’ and
‘Spend With Them’ to support regional business revival.
Maintaining adequate levels of social productivity creates
readily deployable workforce surge capacity able to mount
an effective and coordinated response against local,
national and global threats. Volunteer and community
mobilisation have long played a critical role in successful
disease control and elimination campaigns globally,
from smallpox eradication in the 1960s and 1970s to
the COVID-19 pandemic, where volunteers mobilised to
support contact tracing, phone hotlines, childcare for
frontline workers, and awareness campaigns in efforts
to control transmission and expedite the reopening of
businesses.”

The maintenance of social productivity during periods
of economic stability and expansion can also increase
access to employment™ and enhance economic produc-
tivity through access to additional networks, resources,
opportunities, informal skills training and mentorship,
the social development of intellectual property and inter-
generational knowledge transmission.”’ Therefore, the
relationship between civil society and the business sector
is one of mutual dependence, with economic and social
productivity being two sides of the same coin. Both are
required to achieve multi-sector resilience.

The importance of brain capital

The concept of Mental Wealth also calls attention to
brain capital. This concept has been the focal point
for a novel research and policy agenda underpinned
by a broad range of disciplines concerned with brain
health. Brain capital is a new asset class that recognises
brain skills and brain health as fundamental drivers of
the economy. Brain skills (or mental capital) include
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cognitive, emotional, and collective intelligence and
creativity, while brain health includes mental health and
well-being which affect the ability to acquire and deploy
mental capital, as well as neurological disorders which
fundamentally change social and economic productive
potential.' * Worldwide, it is estimated that the cost of
lost productivity attributable to depression and anxiety
alone is US$1.15trillion per year."’ However, such esti-
mates fail to adequately capture the counterfactual;
namely, the potential increase in innovation and collec-
tive productivity (beyond individual absenteeism and
presenteeism) that may have been possible with optimal
population brain health.

Much of the economic discourse regarding the rela-
tionship between brain capital and labour productivity
has been unidirectional, focussing on how boosting
brain capital has benefits for productivity. The ‘happy-
productive worker thesis’ has deep roots in the organi-
sational psychology literature and posits that individuals
with higher levels of well-being tend to be more produc-
tive.*** The evidence to some extentsupports this thesis.**
Representing a potentially ‘low energy, low material way
of raising labour productivity’** this thesis gave rise to
a thriving corporate ‘wellness market’ in the late 20th
century. In 2021, the Corporate Wellness market globally
was valued at US$54.1billion and is expected to reach
US$93.4billion by 2028." However, fitness member-
ships, mindfulness training, on-site yoga and workplace
health promotion are inadequate to tackle the challenge
of declining productivity. ‘Add on’ programmes of this
nature leave problematic structures in place. Evidence
additionally suggests a converse relationship, namely,
that macroeconomic structures and organisational strat-
egies engaged to continuously grow labour productivity
can in the long run reduce job quality and circle back to
negatively influence worker well-being and productivity,
thereby countering workplace well-being promotion
efforts.*’

A recent review of the literature emphasised the poten-
tial negative relationship between a pursuit of continuous
growth in labour productivity and worker well-being,
resulting from increases in alienation, job demands,
pervasive technology that blurs the boundary between
work and home life, and industrial relations reforms
that increase insecure work.** Higher job demands
have been associated with greater anxiety, work-related
family conflict and burnout. Job insecurity has been
shown to have detrimental effects on job satisfaction,
mental health and well-being, and increases psychoso-
matic complaints.””™* Conversely, improvements in job
security have been associated with stepwise improve-
ments in mental health scores.” In addition to the work
environment, the broader social environment in which
people live can have a significant influence on brain
capital. Economic structures and policies drive intercon-
nected disparities in income, wealth, education, health
and opportunities.”’ ®® This can lead to increased rates
of violent crime, substance misuse, domestic violence,

child abuse and neglect, inadequate housing, inade-
quate mental healthcare systems and poor education
quality, resulting in significant functional impairment
that erodes productive potential—both in the near
term and intergenerationally.””™® Additionally, globali-
sation, while offering opportunities, can also bring with
it resource over-exploitation, environmental destruction,
and cultural dissonance, exacerbating poverty, polarisa-
tion, and social unrest, and eroding social cohesion.” ®
These structural factors can have a profound impact on
brain capital and productivity.

In sum, there is a reciprocal dependence between
brain capital and productivity. Social and economic
productivity are needed to maintain brain capital, and
investments in brain capital are needed to boost produc-
tivity. However, when productivity demands (be they
economic or social® %) exceed brain capital capacity,
resilience can be undermined. This thesis gives rise
to several questions: (1) where does the threshold lie
beyond which demands in productivity growth exceed
brain capital capacity, thereby reducing resilience, (2)
can the threshold be raised by technological advances,
reductions in inequality, and investments in brain and
social capital infrastructures and (3) what is the optimal
balance between economic and social productivity at a
macro level needed to support multisystem resilience?
These are important questions for further empirical
exploration. The balance required in any context will
depend on prevailing circumstances, especially legacies
concerning the role of the state, business and civil society
in the organisation of production and consumption
and the arrangements determining the distribution of
income and wealth. In thinking through ways to achieve
balance and enhance resilience, table 1 (and online
supplemental file 1) highlights four domains requiring
attention: investing in brain capital, guarding against
mass unemployment and productivity loss, fostering
social productivity and establishing a legal framework
for resilience. Systems modelling and simulation is addi-
tionally proposed to explore the viability of the recom-
mended strategies in different political and economic
contexts and how best to allocate resources across
them to build resilience and foster the Mental Wealth
of nations.”” A paradigm shift in our understanding of
resilience is imperative. By embracing a transdisciplinary
Mental Wealth perspective and nurturing a nation’s most
critical asset (brain capital), we deepen and enrich our
capacity to evolve and adapt in a more stable, cohesive,
prosperous and sustainable way.
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