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R Check for updates

Improving brain health is a major global
priority, not only because of its scientific

and medical importance but also because

of its societal and economic impacts. The
inaugural World Brain Health ForuminJanuary
2026 brought together diverse stakeholders
to foster co-operation and meaningful action.

InJanuary 2026, the Paris Brain Institute, in partnership with the Euro-
pean Cure-ND Alliance and the International Alliance on Brain Health'?,
convened the inaugural World Brain Health Forum (WBHF) in Paris,
France, hosted at the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cul-
tural Organization (UNESCO) and the Institut de France’. The Forum
brought together scientists, clinicians, patients, leaders of interna-
tional organizations and leaders in the business and industry sector
to address the growing global challenge of brain health — including
mental health — by moving beyond the concept to define aframework
for co-ordinated global action.

Brain health as a unifying concept

Interest in brain health among professionals and the public has
expanded rapidly in recent years*”. The World Health Organization
(WHO) defines brain health as “the state of brain functioning across
cognitive, sensory, social-emotional, behavioural and motor domains,
allowing a person to realize their full potential over the life course,
irrespective of the presence or absence of disorders”®. This definition
reflects a shift towards a holistic, lifespan-based perspective on brain
functionthat cutsacross traditional disease boundaries. Thoughsome
critics argue that the concept risks diluting priorities, its emergence
reflects profound scientific and societal transformations.

Braindisorders already affect oneinthree people worldwide and
are the leading cause of disability and the second leading cause of
death. Theirglobal cost is currently estimated at US $5 trillion annually,
whichis expected torise to US $16 trillion by 2030°. Importantly, brain
disorders account for more disability-adjusted life years than cancer
or cardiovascular diseases, yet receive considerably less research
investment. The combination of high failure rates in clinical trials,
particularlyinneurodegenerative diseases, and disease definitions that
are insufficiently grounded in mechanisms has further discouraged
industry engagement in this area.

Beyond its medicalimpact, brain health profoundly influences our
economies and the resilience of our societies. Indeed, brain function
determines how we think, act, learn and interact with society, making
brain health a key determinant of productivity and innovation as well
associetal stability.

The need for aglobal integrated approach

Several converging developments highlight the need for aunifying frame-
work toaddress brain health. Thefirstis growing recognition of the need
to break down disciplinary silos, particularly between neurology and
psychiatry™. These fields address overlapping disorders with shared risk
factors, underlying neuronal dysfunctions and biological mechanisms,
and mental healthisanintegral part of brain health. Neurological diseases
often present with psychiatric symptoms, and psychiatric disorders can
increase therisk of neurological conditions. Integrating these domains
isessentialtoimprove disease classification and therapeutic discovery.

Second, evidenceincreasingly demonstrates that brain disorders
arise from complex interactions among genetic, biological, environ-
mental and social determinants that act across the life course. Neu-
rodevelopmental pathways influence late-life neurodegeneration, and
early-life exposures can shape later resilience and vulnerability. In par-
allel, brain-body interactions, including vascular,immunological, and
gut-brain axis mechanisms, are now recognized as critical contributors
to brain health.

Third, technological advances have transformed our ability to
interrogate brain biology. High-throughput genomics, multiomics,
single-cell approaches, genetic engineering of induced pluripotent
stem cells, advanced neuroimaging and neurophysiology now enable
exploration of disease mechanisms at unprecedented resolution and
scale, and help to de-risk scientific approaches and hypothesis-driven
research. Multimodal integration of these approaches, coupled with
rapid progessin artificial intelligence (Al), isenabling the development
ofbiologically grounded disease taxonomies, more accurate diagnoses
and more reliable predictive models. Combining these advances with
digitally enabled innovation in community-based trials will increase
researchinclusionandwill accelerate and democratize the development
of personalized therapeutic and preventive approaches.

Finally, these advances are taking place alongside widening global
inequalities. Though the burden of brain disordersin high-income coun-
triesis enormous — they affect more than oneintwo peopleinthe USA’ —
their burden is increasing most rapidly in low- and middle-income
countries, driven by demographic transitions and increasing life expec-
tancy. Overall, 82% of deaths and 85% of disability-adjusted life-years
that are attributable to nervous system conditions occur in low- and
middle-income countries®. Therefore, ensuring that brain health
approachesaregloballyinclusiveis essential, not only to promote equity
butalsotostrengthenscientific validity and the potential for discovery by
including populations with diverse genomic and exposomic backgrounds.

The WBHF: towards a shared agenda

InJanuary 2026, the WBHF convened more than 1,000 participants
from across sectors and continents at the Paris Brain Institute, UNE-
SCO House and the French Academy of Science in Paris, France. The
event featured more than 80 world-class international speakers from
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IT and engineering sectors)
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o International organizations

o Intergovernmental organizations (for
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* Regulators
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A scientific mandate to foster
intersectoral collaboration

Missions of the WBHF

use cases and international partnerships

Fig.1| The WBHF as a multisectoral framework for global brain health action across thelifespan. The Forum brings together the academic, business and
international public sectors (left) to promote co-ordinated action towards brain health worldwide and throughout the lifespan via multiple defined missions (right).

academia, industry and global organizations, including former United
Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, WHO Director-General Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus, UNESCO Director-General Khaled EI-Enany, and
2025Nobel Laureate in Economics Philippe Aghion. The Forum under-
scored a central message: brain health is no longer solely a scientific
or medical issue, but a major societal, economic and political priority
that requires multilateral co-operation and long-term investment.

The programme was structured around five themes: redefining
braindisorders across the spectrum of neurological and mental health
conditions through biological and molecular frameworks; accelerat-
ing development of preventive and therapeutic approaches by sup-
porting fundamental research, public-private collaborations and
evidence-based policies; harnessing Al and data science to advance
brain health; developing precision approaches to brain health across
the lifespan, integrating multiomic technologies for prevention and
therapy; and building global, multi-stakeholder partnerships to ena-
ble equitable brain health innovations. The WBHF broke down silos
between disciplines, sectors and continents and created momentum
that could lead to a true quantum leap in advancing brain health if we
now turn dialogue into action.

The WBHEF is not a standalone endeavour; its aim is to act as a
platform that connects and amplifies existing efforts. Many initiatives
already address components of brain health, originating from scientific
expert groups (for example, the Lancet commission on brain health),
scientific societies (for example, the American Academy of Neurology
and the European Academy of Neurology), international alliances (for
example, Cure-ND, the International Alliance on Brain Health? and
the Brain Capital Alliance) and national brain health strategies (for
example, in Switzerland, India, China and Cameroon'*"®). However,
these efforts remain fragmented across disciplines, sectors and/or
geographies. The WBHF, in partnership with the International Alliance
on Brain Health and Cure-ND'?, provides a unique platform to align
priorities and foster cross-disciplinary collaboration across initiatives
and sectors, while keeping the best of science at the core (Fig. 1).

From dialogue toimplementation

A key outcome of the Forum was a high-level roundtable held at the
French Academy of Sciences that brought together international
experts to define actionable priorities. A central recommendation

was that brain health should be recognized as a fundamental human
right and a core economic and societal priority. Governments
thatinvest in brain health stand to improve population health and
well-being, reduce long-term healthcare costs, accelerate innovation
and strengthen economic resilience. Conversely, failure to act will
exacerbate inequalities and impose unsustainable societal burdens.
The prioritiesidentified at the Forum are currently being translated
into a co-ordinated framework for action. This framework is intended
to guide global, regional and national efforts to improve brain health
acrossthelife course, integrating neuroscience, neurology, psychiatry,
mental health, public health, technology, Aland datascience, social sci-
encesand policy. Itexplicitly addresses the growing social and economic
impacts of poor brain health, particularly in low- and middle-income
countries. Measuring and monitoring these impactsis essential to mobi-
lize sustained investment ininnovation for this urgent societal priority.
Developing standardized, scalable and globally applicable metrics of
brain health is also critical to enable population-level monitoring and
abetter understanding of environmental and societal determinants.
The timing of the WBHF isimportant — it coincides with renewed
international attention to brain health, including prioritization of
brain health in the 2026 G7 agenda. At the One Health Summit organ-
izedunder the auspices of the G7, the creation of aglobal observatory
dedicated to the impact of environmental and social transitions on
brain health was announced™. On 19 May 2026, the Science7 (S7) G7
Engagement Group, which brings together the national science acad-
emies of the G7 countries, announced their joint declaration on brain
health®. A decade after the G7 academies first highlighted brain science
and brain health as a global priority at the Ise-Shima G7 Summit in
Japan, there is now an opportunity and urgency to move from vision
toimplementation at the G7 Summitin Evian, France inJune 2026.

Sustaining momentum

Achieving meaningful progress in brain health will require sustained
commitment, visionary and long-term investments, and strengthened
collaborationacross countries, disciplinesand sectors. We propose to use
the WBHF as a platform to monitor progress, reinforce interdisciplinary
dialogue andinternational co-operation, and catalyse investments. The
forthcoming second WBHF meeting, whichis soon to be announced, will
strive to further expand intersectoral and global engagement.
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