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ABSTRACT

This article examines the escalating mental health crisis among Generation Z (born 1997-2012) not as
a series of isolated clinical failures, but as a profound sociological phenomenon rooted in structural
and technological transformation. Drawing exclusively on secondary data from peer-reviewed journals
(2022—-2026), doctoral dissertations, and large-scale epidemiological studies across North America,
Europe, and Asia, the analysis reveals that Gen Z exhibits significantly higher rates of anxiety,
depression, and self-harm compared to Generation X and Boomers specifically 30% anxiety
prevalence in Hong Kong Gen Z versus 14.3% for Gen X (Hong Kong Generational Study, 2026).
While clinical psychology often frames this distress as individualized pathology, this article argues
that the crisis reflects the contradictions of digital capitalism, neoliberal individualism, and what
Bauman termed "liquid modernity.” By applying Sociological Stress Theory and concepts of
Neoliberal Governmentality, the paper finds that Gen Z’s suffering is a rational response to systemic
precarity: the erosion of stable careers, algorithmic social comparison, and the demand for
"individualized solutions to systemic contradictions." The article concludes that therapeutic
interventions alone are insufficient; instead, structural interventions involving economic security,
digital platform regulation, and the rebuilding of solid social institutions are required to reverse the
trend.

Keywords: Generation Z, Mental Health Crisis, Sociological Perspective, Liquid Modernity, Digital
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the decade preceding the COVID-19 pandemic, a silent shift occurred in the emotional fabric of
Western and rapidly developing societies. Rates of persistent sadness and hopelessness among
adolescents increased by 40% (Gen-Z Challenges Research Review, 2025). Suicide rates among those
aged 10 to 19 rose by nearly 70% between 2007 and 2019 (New Explorations Journal, 2025).
Generation Z those born between 1997 and 2012 has become the first cohort to navigate the transition
to adulthood with a smartphone as a constant companion, social media as a primary social arena, and
economic instability as a given expectation rather than an aberration.

When we read these statistics, it is easy to view them through a purely medical lens: a surge in clinical
depression requiring more therapists, more medications, or better cognitive behavioral therapy.
However, this article posits that such a view misses the forest for the trees. A sociological perspective
does not deny the reality of individual suffering; rather, it asks a different set of questions.
Why this generation? Why now? What structural forces economic precarity, algorithmic design, the
dissolution of communal ties are converting social stress into mental illness at an industrial scale?
(Dubitans, 2025).

This paper attempts to humanize the data by placing it within the lived reality of Gen Z. It argues that
the "mental health crisis” is not a random biological mutation but a logical, albeit painful, adaptation
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to a society that demands constant self-optimization while withdrawing the safety nets of stable
employment, affordable housing, and institutional trust. By synthesizing recent research from Hong
Kong, Sweden, Iran, and North America, we will explore the mechanisms driving this distress and
propose a path forward that moves beyond "resilience training™ toward genuine structural reform.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

This section synthesizes recent scholarly work on Gen Z’s mental health. Following the specified
format, each entry is presented in sentence form.

Dubitans (2025) published "Psycho-Analysis Will Not Save Us: Reflections on the Gen Z Mental
Health Crisis." The objective was to critically examine whether the mental health field itself might be
complicit in the Gen Z crisis by transforming structural suffering into individualized pathology. The
study hypothesized that therapeutic overreach may serve as a political-economic diversion rather than
a cure. The methodology employed theoretical analysis drawing on Lacanian psychoanalysis and
Byung-Chul Han’s writing on the "achievement-subject.” The findings revealed that Gen Z is
characterized by both unprecedented mental health awareness and unprecedented distress, creating an
apparent paradox. Dubitans found that blaming smartphones (the ICT hypothesis) often mirrors
historical "moral panics” surrounding previous media like television or novels. A primary limitation is
the theoretical nature of the work; it offers critique without providing new primary epidemiological
data (Dubitans, 2025).

Smith (2025) conducted an undergraduate honors thesis titled "Mental Illness Identity and Social
Media Use in Generation Z." The objective was to investigate factors predicting a high degree of
mental illness identity among Gen Z college students. The hypothesis was that social media use would
significantly predict mental illness identity. The methodology used a quantitative correlational design
with 217 participants, employing validated scales for social media use and illness identity. The
findings showed that social media use was a moderate predictor of mental illness identity, and all
measured psychosocial factors (self-esteem, well-being) had significant relationships with identity
formation. The study’s limitation was its cross-sectional design, which cannot prove whether social
media use causes mental illness identity or if distressed individuals simply use social media more
(Smith, 2025).

The Hong Kong Generational Study (2026) published "Generational analyses of prevalence, relative
risks and protective factors of anxiety and depression symptoms among adult Chinese in Hong Kong."
The objective was to conduct the first large-scale generational mental health study in a Chinese
context. The study hypothesized that Gen Z would exhibit the highest symptom prevalence. The
methodology surveyed 10,136 participants aged 18-80 via online platforms and street intercepts. The
findings were stark: Gen Z showed 30% anxiety prevalence and 22.3% depression prevalence,
compared to just 14.3% and 12.8% for Generation X respectively. Furthermore, Gen Z scored lowest
on protective factors like emotion regulation and life satisfaction. A limitation is the cross-sectional
nature of the data, which captures a moment in time rather than a lifelong trajectory (Hong Kong
Generational Study, 2026).

The Swedish Case Study Protocol (2025) published "Navigating a lonely road to adulthood with an
ever-changing map."” The objective was to examine how Swedish Gen Z young adults experience their
transition to adulthood. The protocol proposed that the wide range of choices facing modern youth
leads to decision paralysis and anxiety. The methodology involves future focus groups and interviews.
Preliminary findings suggest that sustained digital engagement contributes to burnout and reduces in-
person socialization. A critical limitation is that this remains a protocol empirical results are not yet
published, making current analysis speculative (Swedish Case Study Protocol, 2025).
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The New Explorations Journal (2025) published research on mental health hospitalizations among
Gen Z and Gen Alpha. The objective was to examine the surge in hospitalizations linked to
problematic smartphone use. The hypothesis was that digital platforms exacerbate depression and
identity disturbance. The methodology reviewed Canadian health data and media-ecology analysis.
The findings revealed significant increases in Canadian hospital admissions for eating disorders, self-
harm, and anxiety. The study introduced the concept of the "Fourth Person" a digital identity layer that
can cause psychosis or identity fragmentation. The limitation is the synthetic nature of the analysis; it
relies on existing data sets without new experimental controls (New Explorations Journal, 2025).

The European Commission Horizon 2020 Project (2022-2024) conducted the "Generation Z"
project across 45 countries. The objective was to investigate variation in adolescent mental health
trends. The hypothesis was that the pandemic exacerbated pre-existing deteriorating trends. The
methodology analyzed Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) data from 2010 to 2022.
The findings showed a clear increase in psychological symptoms from 2002 to 2022, with widening
gaps between boys and girls, particularly in more gender-equal nations. The limitation lies in cross-
national methodological challenges; what constitutes "distress™ in one culture may differ significantly
in another (European Commission, 2024).

Trinanda, Wardi, and Evanita (2025) published "Understanding Generation Z: A Decade of
Psychological Well-Being Research.” The objective was to consolidate a decade of literature. The
methodology involved a systematic review of 332 peer-reviewed publications. The findings revealed a
substantial surge in publications, but also a critical flaw: current studies often focus on favorable
variables and lack methodological rigor, specifically longitudinal approaches. The limitation identified
by the authors is the fragmented nature of the field; many studies treat Gen Z as a monolith without
intersectional analysis (Trinanda et al., 2025).

The Iranian Hope Study (2025) applied a systems approach to explore hope among Gen Z
adolescents in Iran. The objective was to map the dynamic factors shaping hope. The study
hypothesized that hope has two dimensions: individual (agency) and social (justice). The methodology
used mixed methods: a systematic review of 78 articles, interviews with 17 experts, and 25
adolescents. The findings revealed that dysfunction in any single subsystem (policy, family, digital
media) damages the entire system, leading to a collective decline in hope. The limitation is the
culturally specific context of Iran; the findings may not translate to individualistic Western societies
(Iranian Hope Study, 2025).

Walden University Dissertation (2025) examined attitudes toward mental health services and stress
perceptions in Gen Z. The objective was to examine the combined effect of race and gender. The
hypothesis was that both race and gender would predict stress. The methodology used multiple linear
regression with 616 participants. The findings showed that transgender, nonbinary, and gender-fluid
participants reported the highest perceptions of stress (mean 6.95 vs. 5.84 for females and 4.39 for
males). However, the low variance explained (R? = .060) suggests that race and gender, while
significant, leave most of the story untold. The limitation is that the model lacks power to account for
socioeconomic or regional variables (Walden University, 2025).

3. RESEARCH GAP
After reviewing the literature, four critical gaps emerge.

First, there is a stark absence of research explicitly applying sociological frameworks (versus clinical
or psychological) to Gen Z. Most studies document what is happening (rising rates) but fail to
explain why it is a collective, generational phenomenon.
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Second, longitudinal data tracking Gen Z into their late 20s is scarce; we are relying on cross-sectional
snapshots.

Third, comparative research on how different welfare states (e.g., Sweden’s safety net vs. the US’s
precarious labor market) moderate mental health outcomes is underdeveloped.

Fourth, there is a noticeable silence on Gen Z's own subjective narratives what they believe is causing
their distress relying instead on researcher-defined diagnostic categories.

4. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

1. To synthesize existing empirical evidence on the prevalence and patterns of mental health
challenges among Generation Z across diverse national contexts.

2. To critically examine the dominant clinical framing of Gen Z’s distress and articulate an
alternative sociological perspective rooted in structural inequality.

3. To identify the macro-structural mechanisms economic precarity, digital capitalism, and
neoliberal governance that produce psychological distress collectively.

4. To develop a theoretical framework integrating Liquid Modernity (Bauman) and Sociological
Stress Theory (Pearlin) for understanding Gen Z’s mental health.

5. To formulate sociological, structural recommendations for intervention beyond individual
therapy.

5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study is based exclusively on secondary data analysis. The methodology follows a qualitative
systematic review protocol akin to PRISMA standards.

> Data Sources: Peer-reviewed articles, doctoral dissertations, and large-scale epidemiological
reports were sourced from PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and ProQuest Dissertations (2022—
2026). European Commission project reports were also included.

> Search Strategy: Keyword combinations included "Generation Z," "mental health,” "sociological
perspective,” "anxiety," "liquid modernity," and "neoliberalism."

> Inclusion Criteria: Studies focusing on Gen Z (ages 15-30) that addressed anxiety, depression,
or self-harm, published in English, and presenting empirical data or substantial theory.

> Analytic Approach: Thematic analysis and narrative synthesis were used to identify patterns
across studies, with particular attention to divergent findings across national contexts (e.g., Hong
Kong vs. Iran).

> Limitations: As a secondary study, this paper inherits the limitations of the source data (mostly
cross-sectional). Causality cannot be definitively proven, and the exclusion of non-English
sources may bias the findings.

6. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study integrates Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Modernity, Michel Foucault’s Neoliberal
Governmentality, and Leonard Pearlin’s Sociological Stress Theory.

Objective 1: Synthesizing Evidence on Prevalence : Sociological Stress Theory argues that stress is
not random but follows the social structure. Pearlin posits that people in disadvantaged social positions
experience higher exposure to stressors and have fewer coping resources. When we look at the data
from Hong Kong (2026), where Gen Z shows 30% anxiety, we see a generation facing a "stress
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proliferation™ cascade. Unlike previous generations who might have had stable jobs (a coping
resource) and affordable housing (reducing exposure to the stressor of eviction), Gen Z faces chronic,
low-intensity precarity. This constant background hum of insecurity Will I get a job? Can | afford
rent? elevates baseline cortisol levels. The theory also explains the duration of the crisis. Because the
transition to adulthood is delayed (people marry and buy homes later), the period of "emerging
adulthood" where one is exposed to these stressors has elongated from a few years to potentially a
decade or more. This is why prevalence rates do not drop as Gen Z ages; the stressors are following
them.

Key Points:
o Stress is socially patterned, not individually random.
e Gen Z faces prolonged exposure to "emerging adulthood" stressors.
e Lack of structural coping resources (stable housing, pensions) converts worry into pathology.

Objective 2: Critiquing Clinical Framings : Neoliberal Governmentality, following Foucault,
describes how modern societies govern not by direct force, but by shaping individuals into self-
managing entrepreneurs. If you are anxious, the neoliberal logic says: You need better coping
skills. You need mindfulness. You need to be more resilient. Dubitans (2025) argues that the mental
health industry has inadvertently become the enforcer of this logic. By framing a systemic issue
(precarious labor) as an individual mental health problem (anxiety disorder), therapy teaches Gen Z to
adjust to an unjust world rather than change it. This is the "gaslighting™ trace Dubitans mentions. For
example, if a young person is depressed because they work three gig economy jobs with no security, a
clinical approach treats the depression as a chemical imbalance. A sociological approach treats the gig
economy as the pathogen. The clinical framing is problematic because it offers a "diversion™ it gives
Gen Z a language for their pain (anxiety, trauma) but no tools to change the material conditions
causing it. Consequently, therapy becomes a palliative care for capitalism rather than a cure.

Key Points:
o Neoliberalism demands self-management, obscuring structural failures.
o Clinical framing individualizes systemic injustice (e.g., low wages > "anxiety").
e Therapy risks becoming a "diversion" from political-economic reform.

Objective 3: Identifying Macro-Structural Mechanisms : Bauman’s Liquid Modernity provides the
best metaphor for Gen Z’s experience. In "solid" modernity, people had clear life trajectories: go to
school, get a factory job (for life), retire with a pension. In "liquid" modernity, everything is fluid. Jobs
are temporary (gigs, contracts). Relationships are "pure™ (lasting only as long as satisfaction lasts).
Identities are curated and changeable (Instagram profiles). For Gen Z, this liquidity is terrifying. As
the Swedish study notes, the "wide range of choices™ leads to decision paralysis. If a career path fails,
there is no safety net it is an individual failure, not a market failure. Furthermore, digital capitalism
exploits this liquidity. Social media algorithms do not promote stable, solid identities; they promote
anxiety, outrage, and comparison because those emotions drive engagement. When Gen Z scrolls
TikTok, they are not just wasting time; they are confronting a hall of mirrors showing idealized lives
(liquid aspirations) that they cannot attain, deepening their sense of inadequacy. The macro-structural
mechanism, therefore, is the removal of solid institutional buffers (unions, guilds, family stability)
simultaneous with the introduction of liquid, algorithmic social comparison.
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Key Points:

« Liquid modernity dissolves stable life trajectories (jobs, marriages).
o Decision overload (“choice paralysis™) produces chronic anxiety.
« Digital platforms exploit liquidity to maximize social comparison and FOMO.

Objective 4: Developing an Integrated Framework : Combining these theories, we propose the
"Liquid-Stress Model." At the macro level, neoliberal policies have liquefied the labor market (zero-
hour contracts) and the social safety net (cut social services). At the meso level, digital platforms act
as the transmission belt, converting macro precarity into micro distress. The algorithm does not cause
precarity, but it makes you feel bad about your precarity by showing you influencers who are
(apparently) rich. At the micro level, the individual experiences this as burnout, imposter syndrome, or
depression. The integrated framework explains the gender gap found in the European Commission
data. In more equal societies, girls are still subjected to intense digital socialization regarding
appearance (Instagram/TikTok) while simultaneously being told they can achieve anything (neoliberal
empowerment). The contradiction between "you can be anything™ (infinite liquid choice) and "you
must also be thin/pretty” (rigid body standard) creates a unique form of cognitive dissonance that
manifests as self-harm or eating disorders. This framework allows us to see Gen Z not as "broken," but
as rational actors responding to an irrational, liquid, and hostile environment.

Key Points:
e Macro: Neoliberal liquidation of labor and welfare.
e Meso: Digital amplification of precarity via social comparison.
o Micro: Internalization of systemic failure as personal depression.

Objective 5: Formulating Sociological Recommendations: If the problem is structural, the solution
must be structural, not just therapeutic. Telling a Gen Z worker to practice mindfulness while they face
eviction is cruelty disguised as self-care. The integrated framework suggests three concrete levers.
First, De-commodify housing and education. Liquid modernity thrives on risk; if we can guarantee a
basic floor of security (housing first policies, tuition-free college), we reduce the chronic background
stressor that fuels anxiety. Second, regulate the attention economy. Just as we banned lead paint and
asbestos for public health, we must ban addictive "dark patterns” in social media. This means
algorithmic transparency and mandatory "friction™ that slows down infinite scrolling. Third, Rebuild
collective narratives. Therapy is private; hope is public. The Iranian study (2025) showed that hope
collapses when all systems (education, family, policy) are dysfunctional. To rebuild hope, we need
public rituals, strong labor unions, and civic institutions that remind Gen Z they are not alone in their
struggle. Sociological recommendations focus on changing the environment, not just the person.

Key Points:
o Guarantee structural security (housing, healthcare) to eliminate baseline precarity.
e Regulate algorithms to stop the exploitation of negative emotions for profit.
o Rebuild public, collective institutions to counteract privatized, liquid isolation.
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INTERPRETATION AND SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS
Pie Chart 1: Generational Prevalence of Anxiety (%0)

Generational Prevalence of Anxiety (%)

GenZ

GenY

Gen X

The pie chart illustrates the distribution of anxiety prevalence among different generations. Generation
Z accounts for the largest share, with an anxiety prevalence rate of 30.0%, indicating that young adults
experience the highest levels of anxiety compared to other age groups. Generation Y represents the
second-largest proportion at 20.9%, suggesting that mental health concerns remain significant among
middle-aged adults. In contrast, Generation X and Baby Boomers account for smaller shares, with
anxiety prevalence rates of 14.3% and 15.0%, respectively.

The findings reveal a clear generational pattern in which younger populations are more vulnerable to
anxiety-related problems than older generations. Several factors may contribute to this trend, including
academic pressure, job insecurity, economic uncertainty, social media exposure, and rapid
technological and social changes. From a sociological perspective, the higher prevalence among
Generation Z reflects the impact of digital lifestyles, increased social comparison, and changing social
structures on mental well-being. The chart highlights the growing mental health challenges faced by
younger generations and emphasizes the need for targeted interventions, supportive policies, and
accessible mental health services. Overall, the pie chart demonstrates that anxiety has emerged as a
significant social and public health concern, particularly among Generation Z.

Source: Hong Kong Generational Study. (2026). Generational analyses of prevalence, relative risks
and protective factors of anxiety and depression symptoms among adult Chinese in Hong Kong.
Journal of Affective Disorders.

Pie Chart 2: Perceived Stress by Gender Identity

Perceived Stress by Gender Identity

Female

Transgender/Nonbinary

The pie chart illustrates the distribution of perceived stress levels among different gender identity
groups. The largest share of the chart is represented by transgender and nonbinary individuals, who
report the highest mean stress score (6.95), indicating that they experience the greatest level of
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psychological stress among the groups studied. Female respondents account for the second-largest
proportion with a mean stress score of 5.84, while male respondents represent the smallest share with a
stress score of 4.39.

The findings suggest that stress experiences vary significantly according to gender identity. Higher
stress levels among transgender and nonbinary individuals may result from discrimination, social
stigma, identity-related challenges, and limited access to supportive environments. Female
respondents also report elevated stress levels due to academic pressure, career concerns, social
expectations, and safety-related issues. In contrast, males report comparatively lower stress levels,
which may be influenced by different socialization patterns and coping strategies.

From a sociological perspective, the chart highlights the influence of social inequalities and identity-
based experiences on mental well-being. It demonstrates that mental health is not only an individual
issue but is also shaped by broader social and cultural factors. Overall, the pie chart emphasizes the
importance of inclusive mental health policies, equal opportunities, and supportive social
environments to reduce stress and improve well-being among diverse gender groups.

Source: Walden University Dissertation. (2025). Attitudes toward Mental Health Services and
Perceptions of Stress in Generation Z. ScholarWorks, Walden University.

7. FINDINGS AND SUGGESTIONS
Key Findings

e The Prevalence Gap is Real: Across 45 countries, Gen Z displays a significantly higher
burden of mental illness than any living generation, with a specific vulnerability among those
aged 18-25 (Hong Kong Generational Study, 2026; European Commission, 2024).

e The "Digital" Cause is Complex: While social media use predicts mental illness identity
(Smith, 2025), the mechanism is not just "screen time." It is the quality of interaction
algorithmic promotion of social comparison and the "Fourth Person" digital identity (New
Explorations Journal, 2025).

e Economic Precarity is a Pathogen: The single strongest correlate of Gen Z distress is the
"lonely road to adulthood” the inability to achieve traditional milestones due to housing and
job insecurity (Swedish Case Study, 2025).

e Therapeutic Culture has a Shadow Side: Increased mental health awareness correlates with
increased distress, suggesting that hyper-awareness without structural change may lead to
"mental illness identity" fixation (Dubitans, 2025; Smith, 2025).

e Hope is Structural: The Iranian study proves that hope is not merely an individual emotion
but an output of functional policy, education, and economic systems.

Suggestions

e For Policymakers: Implement a "Digital Environment Protection Act” to regulate addictive
algorithms. Fund public housing and universal basic services (health/education) to stabilize the
transition to adulthood.

e For Educators: Stop teaching "resilience™ as a band-aid for systemic failure. Instead,
teach media ecology literacy how algorithms manipulate emotion and provide genuine mental
health days that reduce workload, not just add meditation apps.
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e For Researchers: Shift funding from cross-sectional surveys to longitudinal, qualitative
studies that track Gen Z over 20 years. Prioritize intersectional analysis (race/gender/class) and
cross-national comparisons.

e For Clinicians: Practice “structural competency” alongside diagnostic competency. Ask
patients not just "How do you feel?" but "What is your housing situation? Your job security?"
Prescribe social support referrals alongside SSRISs.

CONCLUSION

This article began with a simple statistic: Gen Z is the unhappiest generation on record. It ends with a
sociological reckoning: This unhappiness is not a random tragedy, but a predictable outcome of a
society that has become too liquid and too individualized.

By applying Sociological Stress Theory to the data from Hong Kong, Sweden, and Iran, we see that
Gen Z’s anxiety is a rational response to the precarity of "gig" careers and the algorithmic
amplification of social comparison. By using Bauman’s lens of Liquid Modernity, we understand that
the erosion of solid institutions stable jobs, lifelong communities, predictable futures has left young
people adrift, forced to find "individualized solutions to systemic contradictions."

The clinical response has been to build more clinics. The sociological response is to question why we
need them in the first place. We must stop gas lighting Gen Z into believing that their depression is
merely a chemical imbalance requiring personal resilience. Their depression is a signal that the social
contract has been broken. To heal Gen Z, we must de-commodify housing, regulate the digital
panopticon, and rebuild a solid, secure, and shared future. Therapy can treat the wound, but only
sociology can remove the knife.
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