
 
 

Mental Illness and the Need for 
Health Care Access Reform 

 
 
Unmet Need  
 

• One in 4 adults in the United States (26.2%) has a diagnosable mental disorder.1 
• One in 17 Americans (6%) lives with a serious mental illness.2 
• 5.2 million adults have co-occurring mental health and substance abuse 

disorders.3 
• Half the people with a mental health diagnosis have problems by age 14.4 
• Less than half of those with mental disorders receive treatment, and this situation 

has been worsening since 2000 for those with serious mental illnesses. It is 
estimated that only 29% of adults with a mental disability receive mental health 
services in a year.5 

 
The Impact of Mental Illnesses 

 
• Almost one-fourth of all stays in U.S. community hospitals—7.6 million of nearly 

32 million stays— involve depression, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and other 
mental health or substance use disorders.6 

• Four of the 10 leading causes of disability in the US and other developed 
countries are mental disorders. By 2020, Major Depressive illness is projected to 
be the leading cause of disability in the world for women and children.7 

• Mental disorders are the leading cause of disability in the United States for ages 
15-44.8 

• People with mental illnesses are five times more likely to experience a co-
occurring medical condition, such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer, compared 
to the general population.  Individuals with serious mental illnesses are at 
particularly high risk of experiencing chronic medical conditions, and as a result 
typically die 25 years earlier than the general population.9 

• Suicide is the 11th leading cause of death in the United States and the third leading 
cause of death for individuals ages 10 to 24 years.   More than 90 percent of those 
who have completed suicide also have a diagnosable mental illness.10 

 



Effect on Employment and the Economy 
 

• Major mental disorders cost the nation at least $193 billion annually in lost 
earnings alone.11  Other indirect costs, which are hard to quantify, are Social 
Security payments, homelessness and incarceration. 

• The annual total economic costs of children’s mental disorders was $247 billion 
in 2007.12 

 
Gaps 
 

• Older people and younger adults receive less mental health treatment for their 
mental disorders.13 

• Racial and ethnic minorities have even less access to care and more frequently 
receive poor quality of services.14 
 

Insurance Coverage 
 

• 87% of Americans cite lack of insurance coverage as a top reason for not seeking 
mental health services.15 

• Even those with insurance are often under-insured for mental health conditions.  
34 percent of insured people who had unmet mental health needs indicated that 
cost was a barrier to seeking treatment.16 

• 85% of Americans say health insurance should cover mental health services.17 
• Individuals with chronic health conditions, a high percentage of whom have 

serious mental illnesses, and who have incomes near the poverty line have 
exceedingly high rates of uninsurance.  For those who do not qualify for Medicaid 
(because they do not fit into their state’s Medicaid categories), the uninsurance 
rate was over 37%.18 
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