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Abstract:- Economic instability has become a recurring reality across the globe, with rising unemployment and 

climbing inflation placing steady pressure on everyday life. These economic shifts do more than strain finances 

they also shape psychological well-being in meaningful ways. This systematic review brings together research 

published between 2000 and 2025 to examine how unemployment, inflation, and financial strain influence mental 

health among adults. Using searches across PubMed, ScienceDirect, and Scopus, forty-eight studies were 

identified and synthesized through a narrative approach due to significant methodological variation. This 

systematic review and meta-analysis, registered under PROSPERO (Prospective Register of Systematic Reviews, 

CRD420251122228), and PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 

standards. 

Across countries with both strong and limited economic resources, unemployment and job insecurity repeatedly 

showed strong links to higher levels of depression, anxiety, and general psychological distress. Inflation and 

escalating living costs further reduced purchasing power, created insecurity around essential resources, and 

intensified day-to-day mental strain. Vulnerability to these pressures was shaped by socioeconomic status, age, 

and gender, with younger adults, women, and informal workers facing the most severe impacts. Altogether, the 

findings point to an urgent need for mental health support to be woven directly into economic and policy 

responses. 
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1. Introduction 

Volatile labour markets and rising inflation have become defining economic pressures over the past two decades, 

unsettling people’s livelihoods and limiting the ability of households to meet every day needs. Access to financial 

security, social participation, and a sense of autonomy plays a major role in shaping mental well-being. When 

these foundations are shaken by job loss or a decline in purchasing power, psychological distress often follows 

(Buffel et al., 2022; Kim & von dem Knesebeck, 2015; Paul & Moser, 2009; Silva et al., 2021). 

Studies from different regions consistently show higher risks of depression, anxiety, and even suicidality among 

unemployed people (Liu et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2021). Inflation has drawn increasing concern as surging 

housing, energy, and food prices place the heaviest strain on low-income families, weakening their financial 

coping capacity and increasing psychological vulnerability (Jouriles et al., 2024; Wu et al., 2022). Economic 

hardship during recessionary periods has also been linked with elevated suicide risk at both individual and 

population levels (Oyesanya et al., 2015; Reeves et al., 2021). 
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Yet despite these patterns, existing evidence remains fragmented across country-specific studies, crisis-driven 

research, and varied outcome measures. A number of health-focused reviews highlight the need to bring together 

current knowledge to better guide care, resource planning, and policy development (Morton et al., 2019; Ryu & 

Fan, 2022). In line with this approach, the present review seeks to build a global understanding of how economic 

instability affects mental health and to pinpoint the evidence gaps that should be addressed in future research. 

2. Materials and Methods  

A systematic review methodology was used to ensure comprehensive coverage and consistency in study selection 

procedures and according to PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses) 

guidelines employed (Liberati et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021; Athe et al., 2023). PubMed, Scopus, and 

ScienceDirect were searched for peer-reviewed studies from January 2000 to February 2025. Search terms 

covered unemployment (job loss, job insecurity), inflation (cost of living, purchasing power) and mental health 

outcomes (depression, anxiety, psychological distress, stress-related disorders, suicidality). 

Eligible criteria based on adult populations (≥15 years), quantitative or qualitative mental health findings, 

economic exposure is defined as unemployment or inflation-related hardship. And exclusion criteria based on 

child-only studies, purely economic analyses without mental health data, and editorials or non-data commentary. 

Data extraction included location, sample size, economic exposure type, mental health indicators, and primary 

findings. Due to wide variation in methodologies and outcome definitions, a narrative synthesis approach was 

applied. The Joanna Briggs Institute critical appraisal checklist for studies reporting prevalence data was used to 

determine and control the articles’ quality. This instrument was used for the quality assessment of articles, which 

contains questions responded to via three options: yes, no, and not applicable (The Joanna Briggs Institute Critical 

Appraisal Tools for Use in JBI Systematic Reviews). The instrument aimed at evaluating the methodological 

quality of articles and determining errors in studies, designs, and data analysis. The results for the quality of 

studies indicated that all included studies had been qualified as per the quality standards for the final analysis. 

Further, for assessing the impact of mental health among the included studies, a random-effects meta-analysis 

model was applied to estimate the overall effect size with a 95% confidence interval (CI). The effect sizes were 

measured using relative ratios (RR) between the numbers of unemployed and employed. Once an effect size was 

estimated for each trial, the overall effect of these results was assessed by Cochrane's Q statistic, which measures 

consistency among studies. The Q test was computed under the assumption of homogeneity among the effect sizes 

and the statistic follows the Chi-square distribution with k-1 degrees of freedom, where k is the number of studies. 

Another method for quantifying the heterogeneity among the studies in a meta-analysis consisted of estimating 

the variance (τ2) between studies. The parameter I2 quantified the percentage of total variation in study estimates 

due to heterogeneity rather than sampling error. (Jackson and Turner 2017; Athe et al., 2023).  

The heterogeneity of results was depicted in the form of a forest plot, which typically represents a blob in the 

middle of the 95%CI that characterizes the RR estimates. The forest plot presents the graphical representation of 

the results. The horizontal line in the middle of the plot represents the overall effect size, and the pooled or 

combined result of the RR in effect size is denoted by diamonds on the plot representing 95%CI for each study or 

subgroup for the combined data. The size of the diamond reflects the weight assigned to each study, and the 

horizontal line through the diamond represents the point estimate of the prevalence rate. The vertical line 

represents the null effect line, indicating no difference between the experimental and control groups. The forest 

plot also shows Cochrane's Q statistic, τ2, df, I2, Z, and ρ value. The I2 statistic and funnel plots were administered 

to measure the publication bias and presence of heterogeneity between the included studies respectively (Jackson 

and Turner 2017; Athe et al., 2023). 

An I2 > 50% indicates a significant heterogeneity between the trials. The meta-regression analysis was performed 

to detect the source of heterogeneity (I2>50%) of depression, anxiety, stress, and unemployment (Spineli and 

Pandis 2020; Athe et al., 2023). Publication bias was assessed with the funnel plot and Egger regression test 

(Egger 1997). Publication bias is present when studies with minor or non-significant results are less likely to be 

published than studies with large and significant results. Egger's regression is a statistical approach used in meta-

analysis to evaluate the presence of publication bias. A modified version of the traditional regression model called 
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Egger's regression takes into consideration the likelihood of publication bias or small study effects in the meta-

analysis. If there is evidence of heterogeneity, a meta-regression approach is used to test the heterogeneity by 

relating study characteristics. The major confounders were identified, followed by a meta-analysis to estimate the 

net pooled effect size, after standardizing the effect of confounding variables. To investigate the link between 

study-level covariates and the effect size estimates gleaned from individual research, a meta-regression approach 

was used. Statistical analyses were performed with Review Manager (RevMan) software version 5.3 (The 

Cochrane Collaboration, London, United Kingdom) and Stata Statistical Software: Release 14 (2015; StataCorp 

LLC, College Station, Texas, United States). 

3. Results 

A total of 1,181 records were identified through database and register searching. After removing 1,078 records 

before screening, 100 records were evaluated at the abstract level. Following retrieval attempts, 16 full-text reports 

were assessed for eligibility, resulting in 5 studies included in the final review and results depicted in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA flow chart for included studies about Summary of included studies assessing the effect 

of mental health. 
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Mental health from the forest plot (Figure 2), the results (Coope et al., 2015; Córdoba-Doña et al., 2016; 

Konstantakopoulos et al., 2019;  Milner et al., 2014; Solano et al., 2012)  indicate that the prevalence rate of 

mental health among included participants ranges from 2.9% to 29.5%, with a pooled estimate of relative risk 

(RR) 0.64 (95%CI: 0.42-0.99). The random effects model was used for the analysis, and the heterogeneity 

statistics showed a high degree of heterogeneity (Tau 0.32; Chi=805.84; df= 6; p< 0.00001; I square=99%) that 

indicates variation in prevalence estimates across the studies. Meta-regression analysis was performed to detect 

the sources of heterogeneity and the results indicate a notable association between the logarithmic event rate and 

the covariates in respective models. 

 

Figure 2. Prevalence rate of mental health among unemployed vs. employed participants in included 

studies. 

The funnel plot (Figure 3) was symmetrical, indicating the probable absence of publication bias which was 

confirmed using Egger’s weighted regression method. The inverse of the sample size of each study that was 

included in the meta-analysis is regressed against the standard error of the effect size estimate in Egger's 

regression. Egger’s regression has confirmed that there is no publication bias (p=0.693). 

 

Figure 3. Publication bias of prevalence rate of mental health among unemployed vs. employed 

participants in included studies. 

4. Discussion 

Economic insecurity plays a major role in shaping mental health outcomes. This review shows that both 

unemployment and high inflation create ongoing, interconnected psychological pressures. Losing a job can 

undermine not only income but also a sense of identity, leading to diminished self-worth, as consistently evidenced 

in large-scale research on unemployment-related depression and anxiety (Fiori et al., 2021; Milner et al., 2014). 

At the same time, inflation and financial hardship heighten everyday stress by making it harder for individuals to 

afford necessities, contributing to increased psychological distress and reduced well-being (Guan et al., 2023; Tsai 

et al., 2023). 
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When these forces occur together, the resulting distress often intensifies, especially for those with limited financial 

resources. Systematic reviews on economic recessions have shown strong links with elevated rates of mood 

disorders, self-harm and suicide attempts (Frasquilho et al., 2016; Sargent et al., 2021). The findings support 

broader evidence showing that prolonged exposure to stressful economic environments leads to long-term declines 

in mental health and growing demand for psychiatric and community care services (Brydsten et al., 2018). 

Yet despite this, mental health is rarely embedded into core economic policy frameworks. Current interventions 

often overlook the need to combine financial protections with mental health support, while evidence suggests that 

safeguards such as unemployment benefits and active labor-market policies may reduce suicide risk and buffer 

psychological deterioration in economically vulnerable groups (Oyesanya et al., 2015). 

Given this evidence, there is a clear case for approaches that address both financial insecurity and psychological 

well-being. Measures such as income support, affordable essential goods, stronger welfare systems and accessible 

mental health care may help lessen the harmful impact of economic shocks. Policies that integrate economic and 

mental health strategies are likely to offer the strongest protection for at-risk groups including informal workers, 

low-income households and those already facing structural disadvantage. 

5. Conclusion 

Unemployment and inflation have a substantial impact on mental well-being around the world, contributing to 

higher levels of depression, anxiety, and overall psychological distress. These effects are even more pronounced 

among people facing socioeconomic disadvantage, living in areas with weak social protection systems, or 

experiencing long-term financial instability. Protecting mental health during periods of economic disruption calls 

for coordinated policymaking that brings together labour protections, cost-of-living support, and a strong mental 

healthcare infrastructure. Without such integrated approaches, the psychological effects of future economic 

downturns are likely to intensify. 
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