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Protecting the Nation's Mental Health
KEY POINTS

Data show that the United States—especially its youth—is in mental health crisis.

A public health approach that helps to improve environments where we live, work, learn,
and play can positively impact mental health.

Focusing on health equity can help ensure all groups of people have fair access to health
and can live to their fullest potential.

Overview
Recent data show that the United States is in mental health crisis, experienced by people of all ages. This trend was observed prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, but has been worsened by pandemic-related factors.

One in five American adults experienced symptoms of anxiety and depression in 2023.

Even before the onset of the pandemic, there were noted increases in depression among Americans ages 12 and older.

From 2020 through 2023, nearly 1 in 10 Americans reported experiencing depression.

5.8 million emergency department visits occurred in 2021 with mental, behavioral, and neurodevelopmental disorders as the primary
diagnosis.

In addition, deaths from drugs, alcohol, and suicide more than doubled  between 2000 and 2017 and continue to rise.  These deaths, often
associated with mental distress, continue to impact families and communities socially, emotionally, and economically long after they occur.

Youth
Young people in the United States are particularly affected by the mental health crisis:

Two in five high school students reported struggling with persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness in 2023.

In the 10 years leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic, students' persistent feelings of sadness and hopelessness increased by about 40%
among high school students.

Youth and young adults (ages 10-24) account for 15% of all suicides, an increase of 52% since 2000. It is the second leading cause of death
for this age group.

What government is doing
The mental health crisis impacts families, communities, workplaces, and the economy. The highest levels of national leadership are working to
address this issue in several ways:

The White House has committed to a national strategy  for addressing mental illness and substance use disorders.
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Get help now‎‎

If you or someone you know is struggling or in crisis, help is available. Call or text 988 or chat 988lifeline.org .

See available help and support resources here.



Mental Health
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Many of the US Surgeon General's current priorities  revolve around mental health—including firearm violence, social connection, youth
mental health, social media, health misinformation, workplace wellbeing, and health care worker burnout.

Federal agencies under HHS —Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMSHA) and Health Resources & Service
Administration (HRSA)—are increasing access to treatment and services for:

Those living with mental health conditions, including serious mental conditions  that significantly interfere with the ability to carry out
life's activities.

CDC plays a role in improving mental health through a public health approach, influencing conditions where people live, work, learn, and play
(called the "social determinants of health").

Improving mental health through public health
No one approach can solve the mental health crisis alone. CDC uses its expertise in public health data, science, and systems to improve mental
health outcomes in the US.

Public health uses a primary prevention approach to promote positive mental health by focusing on the drivers of well-being and mental
distress. This approach aims to prevent mental health conditions before they develop or worsen.

We identify, understand, and intervene on upstream protective factors, i.e., environmental and societal factors, to prevent mental distress and
promote well-being for individuals and communities.

We work with partners at the federal, state, and community level to improve mental health. These partners can include health care providers,
public health workers, community organizations, faith-based communities, employers, local government leaders, and others.

CDC's Mental Health Strategy builds on the Mental Health Framework created in partnership between CDC, the Association of State and
Territorial Health Officials (ASTHO), Mental Health America (MHA), and the Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) in October 2023. The
intent of the partner-developed Mental Health Framework  is to help public health practitioners understand and communicate with multisector
partners about their role in mental health promotion.

See Also:
Public Health's Role in Mental Health Promotion and Suicide Prevention 

CDC Mental Health Strategy for Individual, Family, Community, Society

Guiding Principle: CDC works with communities and partners to promote mental well-being to ensure everyone has an equitable chance to thrive.

The CDC Mental Health Strategy takes a public health approach. It includes a framework to promote well-being and improve access to supports and opportunities.
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Mental Health Framework Strategies (ASTHO, MHA, CLASP, CDC)

Promote Well-being

Improve Access to Supports and Opportunities

Pillars

Collect and use data

Promote mental well-being and prevent mental distress

Educate and inform about mental health and public health

Strengthen mental health systems and support providers

Engage and empower partners and communities to improve mental health

Goals

Improve population surveillance of mental well-being and mental distress

Use data to inform recommendations

Support caregivers and communities, especially related to early childhood and adolescence

Promote quality social connections

Increase awareness and decrease stigma

Develop and share tools, trainings, guidance, and resources for evaluation

Increase access to and awareness and availability of services and supports

Strengthen health workforce capacity and resilience

Strengthen partnerships and create new opportunities

Build state, territorial, local, and tribal capacity

Strengthen supportive environments where we live, work, learn, and play

CDC recognizes that mental health is closely linked to physical health and social determinants and impacts health-related outcomes throughout life.

Health equity
CDC's public health strategy to improve mental health is guided by principles of health equity. Health equity is the state in which everyone has a
fair and just opportunity to attain their highest level of health.  When people have limited access to resources they need to be healthy, such as
access to health care, they are more likely to struggle with health issues.

CDC works with partners to promote policies and focus resources on improving the lives of populations disproportionately impacted by the
mental health crisis. This includes a focus on addressing differences in social determinants of health to accelerate progress towards achieving
health equity.

Disproportionately affected populations include:

Racial and ethnic minority groups, e.g., Black , Hispanic and Latino , American Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN), Asian American, Native
Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander (AA and NHPI )

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender, Queer, and Intersex (LGBTQI+)

People experiencing homelessness 

People who are justice-involved 

People who live in rural areas

SOURCES

REFERENCES

[9]

[10]

CONTENT SOURCE:
National Center for Injury Prevention and Control

1/13/25, 2:49 PM Protecting the Nation's Mental Health | Mental Health | CDC

https://www.cdc.gov/mental-health/about/what-cdc-is-doing.html 3/4

https://www.cdc.gov/health-equity/what-is/
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/black-african-american
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/black-african-american
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/hispanic-latino
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/hispanic-latino
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/aa-nhpi
https://www.samhsa.gov/behavioral-health-equity/aa-nhpi
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources
https://www.samhsa.gov/homelessness-programs-resources
https://www.samhsa.gov/criminal-juvenile-justice/about
https://www.samhsa.gov/criminal-juvenile-justice/about
https://www.cdc.gov/rural-health/php/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/injury/index.html


1. Household Pulse Survey. (2020–2024). Anxiety and Depression. [Data set]. CDC National Center for Health Statistics and U.S. Census
Bureau. https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/covid19/pulse/mental-health.htm

2. Goodwin, R. D., Dierker, L. C., Wu, M., Galea, S., Hoven, C. W., & Weinberger, A. H. (2022). Trends in U.S. Depression Prevalence From 2015
to 2020: The Widening Treatment Gap. American journal of preventive medicine, 63(5), 726–733.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2022.05.014 

3. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. (2024). 2023 Companion infographic report: Results from the 2021, 2022, and
2023 National Surveys on Drug Use and Health (SAMHSA Publication No. PEP24-07-020). Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and
Quality, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Retrieved from https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-2022-
2023-nsduh-infographic 

4. Cairns C, Kang K. (2021). National Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey: 2021 emergency department summary tables. CDC National
Center for Health Statistics. Retrieved from https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhamcs/web_tables/2021-nhamcs-ed-web-tables-508.pdf PDF

5. Joint Economic Committee. (2019). Long-Term Trends in Deaths of Despair (Social Capital Project Report No. 4-19). United States Congress.
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2019/9/long-term-trends-in-deaths-of-despair 

6. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2024). Youth Risk Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report: 2013–2023. Retrieved from
https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/dstr/.

7. National Center for HIV/AIDS, Viral Hepatitis, STD, and TB Prevention, Division of Adolescent and School Health. (2020). Youth Risk Behavior
Survey Data Summary & Trends Report 2009-2019. CDC.
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBSDataSummaryTrendsReport2019-508.pdf PDF

8. CDC. (2024). Health disparities in suicide. Retrieved June 24, 2024 from https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/disparities/index.html

9. CDC. (2024). What is Health Equity? Retrieved August 1, 2024 from https://www.cdc.gov/health-equity/what-is/?
CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/whatis/index.html

10. Mongelli, F., Georgakopoulos, P., & Pato, M. T. (2020). Challenges and Opportunities to Meet the Mental Health Needs of Underserved and
Disenfranchised Populations in the United States. Focus, 18(1), 16–24. https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.focus.20190028 

1/13/25, 2:49 PM Protecting the Nation's Mental Health | Mental Health | CDC

https://www.cdc.gov/mental-health/about/what-cdc-is-doing.html 4/4

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/covid19/pulse/mental-health.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2022.05.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2022.05.014
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-2022-2023-nsduh-infographic
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-2022-2023-nsduh-infographic
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-2022-2023-nsduh-infographic
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhamcs/web_tables/2021-nhamcs-ed-web-tables-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhamcs/web_tables/2021-nhamcs-ed-web-tables-508.pdf
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2019/9/long-term-trends-in-deaths-of-despair
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2019/9/long-term-trends-in-deaths-of-despair
https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/dstr/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBSDataSummaryTrendsReport2019-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/YRBSDataSummaryTrendsReport2019-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/suicide/disparities/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/health-equity/what-is/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/whatis/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/health-equity/what-is/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/whatis/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.focus.20190028
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.focus.20190028



