
 

1 
 

NEXUS Perspectives 
 
 

 

 
A SPECIAL YEAR-END EDITION 

  
It was a year like no other for mental health. As we close out 2020, we wanted to take a step back and look at how the 
mental health conversation has changed through the pandemic. In this year-end edition of Perspectives, we shift our 

focus from the mental health of women, youth, and those in contact with the justice system and look more broadly at the 
unprecedented changes we have seen since “social distancing” entered and took over our vocabularies.  
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HOW THE MENTAL HEALTH CONVERSATION CHANGED IN 2020 
 
 
In 2019, there was much discussion around the need for better mental healthcare – especially in response to school 
shootings – and policymakers at all levels, particularly those with presidential aspirations, were making mental 
healthcare a priority. In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic expedited real action through CARES Act funding, expanded 
access to telehealth and the passage of a groundbreaking Congressional bill to help prevent veteran suicide.  
 
 
Recognition of the unmet mental health needs in the U.S. was amplified in 2020. Populations that face high barriers 
to care – including rural populations and communities of color – or those that often do not seek care due to stigma, 
such as healthcare professionals and athletes, made up 10% of the conversation in 2019 and became an even larger 
issue in 2020. 
 
 
Youth mental health was a prominent focus of the conversation in 2019 but folded into other issues in 2020. In 
2019, virtually a quarter of the mental healthcare conversation addressed the needs of youth.1 In 2020, youth mental 
health was discussed in tandem with the COVID-19 mental health crisis that has impacted virtually every demographic. 
 
 
The intersection of mental healthcare and law enforcement is a consistent issue. The issue of mental healthcare 
and law enforcement drove a pronounced portion of the mental healthcare conversation in both 2019 to 2020. The social 
justice movement of the summer of 2020 ignited debates about whether law enforcement professionals and response 
teams need more mental health expertise and how to improve mental healthcare in prisons and jails.  
 
 
Conversations about the mental healthcare of youth, women, and the justice system remained strong, even in the 
midst of the pandemic. Even as issues like telehealth and evidence-based interventions rose to the surface, discussion 
of women, youth, and the justice system stayed fairly consistent from 2019 to 2020 and comprised a sizeable share of the 
mental health conversation. The graph below illustrates. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
1 See “Mental Healthcare in Schools,” “Youth Mental Healthcare,” and “The Role of Pediatricians. 

December 2020                          00US20EUK0082 

https://governor.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/governor/media/news-and-media/20190821
https://www.romper.com/p/pete-buttigiegs-plan-for-mental-health-care-aims-to-provide-services-to-underserved-groups-18699001
https://iava.org/press_releases/house-passes-critical-veteran-suicide-prevention-bill/
https://www.iowapublicradio.org/ipr-news/2019-07-23/mental-health-care-providers-in-flood-stricken-rural-areas-short-handed-but-expecting-more-demand
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6407345/
https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/news/health/story/2020-05-17/counseling-during-covid-crisis-continue-with-remote-therapy
https://lamesacourier.com/county-supes-approve-mental-healthcare-team/
https://lamesacourier.com/county-supes-approve-mental-healthcare-team/
https://www.montgomeryadvertiser.com/story/news/2020/09/03/federal-court-orders-monitors-mental-health-care-alabama-prisons/5708142002/
https://www.schnader.com/blog/schnader-files-class-action-lawsuit-to-address-systemic-mental-health-care-failures-at-allegheny-county-jail/
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THE BEST READS OF 2020 
 

Below, we share our favorite reads on mental health from 2020. We hope you enjoy these long reads 
as you take a holiday break. 

 
 
 

"What if a Pill Can Change Your Politics or Religious Beliefs?" 
Scientific American reviews the new research on psilocybin, the psychedelic compound found in 
“magic mushrooms.” The evidence suggests that psilocybin has the potential to revolutionize 

psychotherapy and morph “values, politics and social narratives.”  
 

 
Google’s open-source search for a depression biomarker 

Alphabet X, Google’s “Moonshot Factory,” worked for three years to identify a specific biomarker for 
depression to help healthcare professionals diagnose and treat depression – without success. But 
“Project Amber” achieved important conclusions that – since they were recently shared – opened up 

the project to the broader scientific community. From this setback progress may come. 
 

 
Mental illness in film 

A group of researchers took a critical look at how suicide and psychiatric illness have been depicted in 
film and found that films on mental illness gross both dollars and awards. 

 
 

"Why do psychiatric conditions exist?" 
Psychiatry has, as this author puts it, a “chequered past.” Methods of treatment for psychiatric 

conditions have changed drastically, as have the explanations for the conditions themselves, ranging 
from psychodynamics to chemical imbalances. Enter evolutionary psychiatry, an approach that “has 

the potential to reinvigorate the field.” 
 

 
About that “lived experience” 

There is a strong push to include more individuals with “lived experience” in the process of 
developing, delivering and assessing mental healthcare. But is there a “catch-22”? Are those that are 

“experts by experience” both undervalued and exploited? 
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https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/what-if-a-pill-can-change-your-politics-or-religious-beliefs/
https://techcrunch.com/2020/11/02/alphabets-x-details-project-amber-a-quest-for-a-single-biomarker-for-depression-that-fell-short-of-its-goal/?guccounter=1
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.10.20.20215707v2.full.pdf
https://worksinprogress.co/issue/the-evolution-of-psychiatry/
https://the-gist.org/2020/07/lived-experience-of-mental-health-benefit-or-hindrance/
mailto:nexus@highlanterngroup.com

