Editorial

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44220-023-00189-8

Lookingback, looking forward

M Check for updates

As Nature Mental Health closesin
ononeyear of publication, thereis
aspecial opportunity toreflecton
the state of mental healthin2023 to
shape the mental health priorities
for2024. Thejournal considers the
role of some of these defining issues
asitreadiesfor the newyear.

s the calendar year winds down,

oneofthenaturalimpulses, espe-

cially at periodicals, is to take a

walk back through what has been

published, noting breakthroughs
and highlights, and reminding ourselves
of the many events that occurred over the
course of ayear.2023 passed swiftly and, not
surprisingly, constituted an important year
in understanding and appreciating mental
health and wellbeing.

Since our launch in January 2023, Nature
Mental Health has published an issue each
month comprising a range of commentar-
ies, perspectives and reviews, and primary
research. Building an issue naturally lends
itself to noticing and underscoring some of
the contemporary themes that emerge within
mental health research. We have endeavored
to feature some of these key topics, such as
increasing the roles and perspectives of peo-
plewithlived experience of mental health con-
ditions, bolstering mental health and public
health safety nets, and enshrining mental
health as auniversal humanright.

For new journals that have not yet received
animpactfactor score and thatare just begin-
ning to have some name recognition, gauging
the reception of the work you are publish-
ing can be a challenge. Of course, there are
metrics for downloads, audience engage-
ment, and media and news reportage, but
it can often take time to appreciate specific
publications that truly stand out and break
ground. Inthese early days of the journal, each
paper that we publish feels like a highlight,
an accomplishment, and the cornerstonesin
building a multidisciplinary home for men-
tal health research. We are very fortunate to
haveinteracted with authorsand researchers
from around the world and we are grateful and
determined tokeep buildingadynamicoutlet
for mental health research. We also wish to

thank our reviewers who have shared their
expertise and time evaluating and refining
the manuscripts that we receive. As we con-
tinuetobuildmomentumand turnthe page on
2023, thereisaneed totake stock and consider
the broader context and landscape of mental
health, the topics and themes that willbe most
salient, and toidentify pressing research ques-
tions — no easy task, given the complexity of
this pointintime.

In contrast to the winter months during the
height of the COVID-19 pandemic, daily life
now looks and feels decidedly different. With
the push to resume work in offices and class-
rooms, less-restricted travel, and adiminished
presence of COVID-19, whether there has been
areturn of sorts to pre-pandemic measures
of mental health and wellbeing is an active
question globally. Although there are indi-
cations of increased psychological distress
that occurred during the early stages of the
pandemic among children and adolescents,
young adults, and people with physical health
conditions or pre-existing mental health con-
ditions, there does not seem to be a consistent
pattern of deteriorating mental health over
time associated with the pandemicabove and
beyond broad systemic shiftsin mental health.
Itis, however, crucial to consider that some
trends may be less prominent — for example,
against a backdrop of a decades-long youth
mental health crisis.

Most studies that investigate mental health
consequences of the pandemic have been
cross-sectional, assessed at differing time-
points, and subject to country-specific or
regional differencesin the experience of lock-
downs, school closures, and other physicaland
social restrictions, or have focused on specific
subpopulations of individuals, suchas adoles-
cents with previously reported symptoms of
depression and anxiety. From the longitudinal

work that has been conducted and through
systematic reviews and meta-analyses, there
are some interesting and possibly unantici-
pated findings that, atleast in certain cohorts,
measures of mental healthand wellbeing look
comparableor stable before and after the peak
years of the pandemic. More work teasing out
the temporal dynamics and analyzing aggre-
gated dataare likely to give us greater insight
into these patterns.

With so much variability involved, how-
ever, finding useful year-over-year metrics to
provide baselines of current mental health is
undoubtedly a challenge for stakeholders in
research, policy and advocacy. Yet the added
value of benchmarking reports is to identify
wheremental health disparities may be emerg-
ing or widening. Honingin onasingle context,
the USA, presents a stark picture of consist-
ently high prevalence of mental health con-
ditions, including substance use disorders,
coupled with unmet treatment needs. The
annual State of Mental Health Report from
Mental Health America, for example, pro-
videsasnapshot of mental healthstatusinthe
USA in 2023 using national survey data. The
report finds that 21% of individuals surveyed
were experiencing mentalillness; over half of
these respondents indicated that they were
notreceiving any mental health treatment. Of
the15% whoreported experiencing substance
abuse, over 93% of that group did not receive
treatment — a glaring statistic that speaks not
only to potential barriers that may deter peo-
plefromseekingtreatmentbutalsototherela-
tive scarcity of mental healthcare providers.
These data accord with the Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration
(SAMHSA) National Survey on Drug Use for
2022 released in mid-November of this year,
whichfound that48.7 million people12 years
of age or older (17.3%) in the USA had a sub-
stance use disorder in the past year, including
alcohol use disorder (29.5 million) and drug
use disorders (27.2 million). Notably, the sur-
veyindicates that adolescents with substance
use disorders (1.8 million) may be even less
likely to receive the care that they need, with
only about 0.5% seeking treatment.

Mental health provider shortage gaps
exist for over one third of the US population,
and there are only an estimated 305 mental
healthcare providers per 100,000 people.

nature mentalhealth

Volume 1| December 2023 | 915-916 | 915

CREDIT: THOMAS BARWICK/DIGITALVISION/GETTY


http://www.nature.com/natmentalhealth
https://doi.org/10.1038/s44220-023-00189-8
https://mhanational.org/issues/state-mental-health-america
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/release/2022-national-survey-drug-use-and-health-nsduh-releases
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/release/2022-national-survey-drug-use-and-health-nsduh-releases
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1038/s44220-023-00189-8&domain=pdf

Editorial

Asemergency department datademonstrate,
in the USA, there is an overreliance on emer-
gency departments as astop-gap measure for
acute mental health treatment, especially for
substance use disorders, where routine careis
absent. Disparities in rates for mental health-
related emergency department visits are also
pronounced for people from minority ethnic
and racial groups, with the highest rates for
non-HispanicBlack adults. For pediatric men-
tal health-related visits to emergency depart-
ments, there is evidence to suggest that rates
increased during the pandemic and have been

rising steadily for atleast adecade, indicative
ofaneven more dire access to specialist work-
force reality. It is clear, however, that these
trends in mental health are not likely to abate
without evidence-based treatment advances
and systemic changes to healthcare access.
Unpacking the landscape of the USA here
serves to illustrate the abundance of lines of
inquiry, methods, subpopulations, mental
health conditions, multidisciplinary stake-
holders, training and more that are neces-
sary components in the service of improving
mental health. From amental health research

perspective, itisour hopeto provide aforum
for greater interconnectedness of existing
disciplines, including epidemiology, health
economics and sociology, alongside neurosci-
ence, psychiatry and psychology. 2023 may
have prompted more questions, but looking
forward, we see tremendous opportunity to
partner with you to close some of the knowl-
edge gaps and make 2024 amilestone year for
mental health.
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