ANNENBERG ADOLESCENT MENTAL HEALTH INITIATIVE

One out of 10 adolescents in the U. S. struggles with a mental health problem severe enough to cause significant
impairment, according to federal estimates. In an attempt to improve understanding, the Annenberg Foundation of
the University of Pennsylvania brought together more than 100 internationally respected experts in adolescent mental
health as part of its initiative to assess what is known and not known about this important public health issue.

Among the findings:

Between 20 and 30 percent of adolescents report symptoms of depression. While depression once was
considered an “adult” affliction, the mean age of onset today is 15.

An estimated 1.1 million teenagers, ages 12 to 17, needed substance abuse treatment in 2001. Of that
number, only 100,000 actually received it.

Almost 9 percent of high school students have attempted suicide in the past year.

Early diagnosis and treatment of mental health disorders increase the likelihood that the teenager can lead a
productive adult life. And, most prevalent adolescent disorders are treatable. But delivery of treatment is by
no means assured. For example:

° Schools are the de facto mental health service delivery system for children and adolescents. But the
level of services available is poor, and varies widely. Of 2,000 schools surveyed as part of this project,
slightly more than half had full-time access to a mental health professional.

o Primary-care physicians who can serve as a gateway to specialized treatment often are inadequately
trained to identify and diagnose mental health problems, according to another study conducted. Many
physicians express low confidence in their abilities to detect mental disorders among adolescents in their
care.
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