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Mental health: the nation’s third-
biggest concern

The Australian, 3 November 2010

Enabling all young Australians to grow up safe, happy, 
healthy and resilient 



• The most valuable and cost-effective health reform
• The most achievable health reform 
• The most popular reform
• Must be led from the top and involve many arms of 

government
• Transformative programs are “shovel-ready” - scaling 

up is all that is required
• Others need investment in R and D
• Focus must be upstream and community based 
• Will result in widespread social benefits “mental 

wealth of nations”

MENTAL HEALTH REFORM: 
a nation-building imperative







“An air of desolation more calculated to fix than to remove”









headspace Western Melbourne





EVIDENCE FOLLOWS AS WELL AS DRIVES 
REFORM

EBHC is the insurance policy for reform



THE POLITICS OF REFORM

• “The best progressive ideas are those that include a 

strong enough dose of provocation to make its 

supporters feel proud of being original, but at the 

same time attract so many adherents that the risk of 

being an isolated exception is immediately averted 

by the noisy approval of a triumphant crowd.”   

Milan Kundera.

– Kundera M, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting.  Faber 
and Faber: London, 1996 p.273.





EVIDENCE-BASED MENTAL HEALTH 
POLICY?  (Cooper 2003)

• “We call the new approach evidence-based medicine (EBM) when applied 
by individual clinicians to individual patients, and evidence-based health 
care (EBHC) when applied by public health professionals to groups of 
patients and populations.” Sackett (1995)

• Only 10% of clinical trials and metanalyses focus on effectiveness of 
services and many are inconclusive

• What should we do while this gap is being addressed? 

• Suspend reform?

• Child protection, CCUs, Deinstitutionalisation etc

• Evidence follows as well as drives reform







Sceptics and Deniers
Faith vs Fact 

• Healthy Scepticism and the Scientific Method

• Late Adopters

• Merchants of Doubt (Oreskes 2010)

– Ideological

– Vested Interests



Merchants of Doubt
(Naomi Oreskes, US Historian, 2010)

“Doubt is our product, since it is the best means 
of competing with the ‘body of fact’ that 
exists in the mind of the general public”

Tobacco Executive 1969



HEALTHY SCEPTICS, LATE 
ADOPTERS, or MERCHANTS OF 

DOUBT?







Disease Incidence over Age  





From 2011 Budget Papers

25 per cent onsets by age 12









Gibb et al BJPsych 2010 

“Psychiatric disorder during young adulthood was common, 
with 50.1% of participants experiencing at least one 
psychiatric disorder (depression, anxiety disorder or 
substance dependence) between the ages of 18 and 25.”

“Many participants experienced more than one episode of 
psychiatric disorder during young adulthood. Of those who 
experienced any psychiatric disorder during young adulthood, 
54.5% experienced two or more episodes of disorder.”



NEED IN YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH:  A RISING TIDE





Only 13% of young men and 31% of young 

women access the mental health care they need



Current services - too little, too late…



Early Intervention: A general principle in modern 

healthcare



LATE INTERVENTION

• Long delays or complete 
failure to access treatment 
a common feature
worldwide 

• Slower and less complete 
recovery from core 
symptoms

• Peer group evaporates

• Loss of confidence and skills

• Traumatic and desperate 
entry to care

• Forensic problems

• Vocational failure

• Family discord and 
fragmentation

• Suicide and attempted 
suicide

• Substance abuse




