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PLA Mental Health

 What is the state of mental wellbeing in the PLA? What 

are the trends and patterns? What are the challenges 

facing leaders seeking to ameliorate the situation? How 

are the challenges being addressed amid China’s 

comprehensive military reform?

 Importance? Mental health is critical to morale, combat 

capability and war readiness, especially in high tempo, 

high pressure modern wars. 





Source Assessment

 Author: background and qualifications. 

 Quality: amount of details. Organization and 

presentation of information. Methodology. 

 Audience: to whom the author/s is talking to? 

Foreigners? Domestic average Joe? Specialists? 

 Timeliness of information: the more recent, the better. 





2016 Standard
 53,847 PLA service members interviewed. 

 PLAA constitute the largest sample of 34,768 (male 

33,693, female 1,075), followed by PLASSF of 13,594 

(male 8,031, female 5,563), PLAAF 2,570 (male 2,505, 

female 65), PLAN 1,610 (male 1,198, female 412), and 

the PLARF of 1,305 (male 1,114, female 191). 

 Incidence rate of psychological problems at 29.7 

percent. 

 Men>women. PLASSF>PLAA>PLAN>PLAAF>PLARF. Cadets 

and officers>NCOs and enlistees. Countryside>urban. 

Family with siblings>only child. Highly educated>poorly 

educated.  



Individual Units and 

Environmental Stressors
 Natural, artificial, social and psychological, operational. 

 The plateau environment takes the greatest toll on 

military mental health, followed by tropical, oceanic, 

overseas, acceleration, frigid, cabin, tunnel and airtight 

environments. 





The Plateau Environment

 Strong ultraviolet radiation, thin air, scarce vegetation, 
unpredictable weather patterns, absence of water 
sources and dramatic temperature fluctuations. 

 Degrades immune system and mental wellbeing.

 Depression rate higher than PLA norm.

 Changing personality—more unstable. 

 Sleep disorder when moving from lowland to highlands. 
Part of acclimatization. 

 But things are changing. Better test results and 
reduction of PTSD incidence. 





Tropical Maritime Environment

 Heat, social isolation, constant state of alert. 

 Island defenders lack social support. Mental health 

levels lower than warship and submarine crew. 

 165 male soldiers on Fiery Cross Reef—mentally heathier 

than PLA norm, but less than People’s Armed Police 

average.

 299 from seven SCS island defense units—26.76 percent 

believes they have mental problems. 





EW in the SCS

 Radar and communications jamming systems installed on SCS 
islands. 

 Prolonged exposure to complex electromagnetic environment 
can be detrimental to one’s physical and mental health. 

 Study of 460 electronic warfare troops and 180 air defense 
communication specialists, one researcher finds the incidence 
of depression as high as 45.1 percent.

 Study of 89 members of an electronic warfare regiment shows 
higher than PLA average scores in somatization, anxiety and 
depression.

 Further complicates the environment for units operating in an 
already taxing natural setting.





Life Underground
 Worst service in terms of mental wellbeing according to 2016 

survey. 

 Work stress, environment, and a poor diet. 

 Uncomfortable environment. Cold and damp. Toxic gas above 
national health standards in some complexes.

 Underground units 22 percent more likely to get sick than 
above ground units. 

 Food (1/3) and oxygen (80% of normal levels) reduction during 
exercises. 

 Unwholesome diet (May 2019): too much meat and vegetable 
oil. Not enough grain, vegetable, fruits, eggs, seafood, and 
soy intake. No milk at all. Deficiency in protein, zinc, iodine, 
vitamin B and D. 



Rocket Force Engineering Corp

 6 day workweek. 8 to 14 
hours a day or more. 75 
percent say labor demands 
somewhat or very tiring. 

 65 percent see their health 
as “okay or bad.” 

 Dust, noise, toxic gases, 
dampness, poor ventilation.

 37 percent unhappy with 
quality of protective gear. 

 Almost one-third feel 
depressed. 



Challenges and Reform

 CMC support. 2018 Routine Service Regulations A.284 
requires regular mental health services in units. 

 Current approach underlines TCs experiment. 

 Shortage of quality professionals. 

 Political work establishment’s continual influence on 
mental health affairs. 

 Military-civilian mental health cooperation. 

 Focus on relaxation, strengthening team spirit and 
mental resilience training. 

 Use of social media and online platforms. 










