PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Editorial

PSYCHOLOGY, THE BASIC
SCIENCE FOR
MENTAL HEALTH

Largely through research supported by the National
Institute of Mental Health (NIMH), we now know a great
deal about the causes of various forms of mental iliness,
the conditions maintaining them, and the ways in which
they might be treated and prevented Mental iliness can
be diagnosed rehably, and there are available more, and
more effective, options for treating 1t Much of this ad-
vance has come from research devoted to such specific
syndromes as schizophremia, anxiety disorder, and de-
pression But the foundations for this apphed, clinical
research have been laid by research on basic processes
that are presumably implicated in mental illness Some of
this basic research has achieved a better understanding of
the structure and functions of the nervous and endocrine
systems, while other relevant research has focused on
genetic factors But these efforts to understand the bio-
logical basis of abnormal mind and behavior have been

the process In a cooperative publishing venture, Amer-
ican Psychologist 1s simultaneously publishing the intro-
duction and recommendations of the report The full
report 1s available from the NIMH Division of Neuro-
science and Behavioral Science

BASIC PREMISES

Two premises underlie the task force report The first

1s that basic and applied research go hand in hand This
15 ly made elsewhere in the health

sciences It 1s why traiming programs in the health pro-
fessions include courses in biochemstry, anatomy, phys-
1ology, microbiology, genetics, and pharmacology These
are the basic sciences for medical research and practice
They tell us how things operate normally, so that we may
recognize what 1s wrong in disease The same principle
apphes n the case of mental illness Studies of normal
1, mental, and social processes provide a base-

d by other h that the ba-
sic psychosocial processes that are relevant to mental
health and illness

Ths central role of basic psychosocial research in un-
derstanding and treating mental health has long been rec-
ogmzed by NIMH In 1992 the National Advisory Mental
Health Council (NAMHC), the advisory board of NIMH,
convened a Behavioral Science Task Force, co-chared
by Gordon H Bower and myself, for the purpose of re-
viewing recent research in the behavioral and social sci-
ences, high those recent that
are especially relevant to mental health, and identifying
pronusing research opponumnes for the future The task
force included a of al scientist
members of the NAMHC itself, the director and chiefs of
the Division of Neuroscience and Behavioral Science at
NIMH, and a disinguished panel of 46 researchers, in
fields runming from h

hology to cultural pology,
who prepared a large number of concise reviews of ad—
vances 1n psych d that fill
three volumes Now, after more lhan 2 years of work, the
task force has issued its final report, Basic Behavioral
Science Research for Mental Health A National Invest-
ment

Thus 1ssue of Psychological Science reprints the exec-
utive summary of the task force report, along with intro-
ductory comments by Dr Rex W Cowdry, acting direc-
tor of NIMH, and a list of the people who contributed to
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Iine against which mental iliness and abnormal behavior
can be measured and understood
The second assumption 1s that psychosocial factors
are as important as biological factors in gaiming a full
understanding of the causes. courses, and treatments of
mental disorders Consider, for example, the strongest
case we can make for genetic influences on mental 1ll-
ly, b Thc best est of the
d: rate for n 1de I twins 15
about 40% This value indicates a significant (and sub-
stantial) genetic component to schizophrenia, but makes
clear that vanables besides genetic inhentance are also
important determinants of major mental iliness Accord-
ing to the logic of twin studies, the remaining vanability
1n outcome, approximately 60% of the total, 1s attribut-
able to those features of the psychosocial environment
that are not shared by the twins in question That 1s, the
different outcomes for the schizophrenic proband and his
or her normal twin are due to environments and experi-
ences that the twins do not have i common
A similar case can be made at the other end of the
illness cycle For example, 1t appears that different cul-
tures differ strikingly in the recovery of their peoples
from serious mental iliness Thus, the recovery rate from
the first episode of schizophrema 1s approximately 4% in
Denmark, but approximately 48% in Nigenia And even
within a particular culture, aspects of the psychosocial
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® The of infants and young children

have sub effects For le, we

now know that individ who have d from
schizophremia are less likely to relapse if they are dis-
charged to a family charactenzed by a positive rather
than a negat L it turns
out that 1t 1s the nature of the family as perceived by the
patient, rather than as would be described by an objective
observer, that affects outcome

These facts do not have their origins 1n the genes, or in
the nervous or endocrine systems Rather, they have to
do with how the environment, especially the social envi-
ronment, affects the people who llve n 1t, and they have
to do with the y and pro-
cesses that guide the individual’s interactions with that
environment Thus, from its imtial two premuses, the task
force draws the that psychology,
and anthropology must be basic sciences for menta.l
health, along with genetics, physiology, and neum-
science Th basic 1n these beh

are t‘ar greater than we previously imagined

® We have discovered the fundamental structure of mn-
dividual differences in personality, and we understand
better the way in which personality emerges, and
changes, as the individual interacts with his or her en-
vironment

® We have a better notion of how social status, and so-
cial affiliation, affects the individual’s attitudes and be-
haviors—how individuals draw support from people
around them, and how they relate to others in order to
create a supportive social environment

@ We know more about the role that culture plays in the
Iife of the individual, and we have a better appreciation
of cultural differences in attitudes, behefs, and behav-
1or

One major theme emergmg from the repon 1s the im-

sciences, those amimals,
deserve continued, and increasing, support from NIMH

ACCOMPLISHMENTS TO DATE

Of course, NIMH has always supported basic psycho-
social research, and the report makes 1t clear that the
nstitute’s 1n basic psych | h has
paid off handsomely Over thc past decade or two, we
have d our und ding of ba-
sic behavioral, mental, and social processes These

p orb y of
causation, bexween biology and culture, between the 1n-
dividual and society, and among cognition, emotion, and
motivation Another is the continuing importance of re-
search on nonhuman amimals, 1n both laboratones and
naturalistic environments

RECOMMENDATIONS

The report also t some for
action There have bcen striking advances 1n our knowl-

years ago, the current base of knowledge 1s almost un-
recogmzable For example

® Learning 1s no longer viewed as the passive

changes have aﬂ'ected every aspect of behavioral and | edge of psych but our und 15

social Y p of cl 1 | far from We need to fill in a lot of the details
d to lhe of human devel M » In many the findings of research

and social rel C d with the of 20 | have opened up entirely new terntory to be explored

Some of these recommendations mvolve new mstitu-
tional structures for research For example, some of the
most exciting h in and

of stimulus- response associations, but rather the active

social Unfonunalely the de-
mands of longitudinal behavioral research are not entirely

and hy
fonllcnmmg evems
® Perception turns out to be more than the flow of stim-
ulus information from peripheral receptors to the

with the mmposed by traditional
research grant review It 1s hard to do 20-year follow-ups
when you have to compete for funding every 4 years, so
the task force has d new funding h for

bramn, but rather reflects a ! be-
tween bottom-up and top-down processes

® Our understanding of how people think, reason, and
make jud; and d has y over-
thrown the standard model for human rationalty,
which has prevailed for more than 2,000 years

® We have an entirely new view of the nature of uncon-
scious mental hfe, and of the reciprocal relations be-
tween cogn and ] pi

® We know better how to support people’s intrinsic mo-
tivation for learning, behavior, and behavioral change
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Because the scope of psychosocial research 1s very
broad, the task force expresses concern that some excel-
lent work may slip through the cracks as NIMH returns
under the National Institutes of Health umbrella and ac-
quires a different, and drastically reduced, review struc-
ture In order to give the institute the best review possi-
ble, the report proposes an expanded system of study
sections, which will ensure both breadth of coverage and
depth of expertise

Most important, the task force proposes expanded
support for investigator-imtiated research This has al-
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ways been the source of the greatest advances in our
field—or, indeed, in any area of science NIMH review
commuttees see a great deal of excellent science—science
that will take us in new directions, and show us things we
would not otherwise know—that will not be done be-
cause of the lack of federal support There was a time
when the pay line for federal grant apphcations was be-
tween 40% and 50% Now it 1s closer to 10% The task
force recogmizes that there are more good researchers,

on 1ts convictions by supporting a vigorous program of
basic h in beh: 1, cog N moti-
vational, and p This

has not been reduced by politicians’ questioning of the
virtues of behavioral and social science or calls to shift
resources from basic to applied research However, the
recent threat to the behavioral and social science pro-
grams at the National Science Foundation shows that
political forces can affect an agency's ability to fulfill its
If NIMH 1s to succeed in maintaining and

doing more good , than ever beft d that
more than anything else, what we need 1s more resources
to support them

WHAT IS TO BE DONE?
Since 1ts inception in 1949, NIMH has needed no con-

vincing that basic behavioral science research 1s critical
to 1ts mission, and for almost half a century 1t has acted

strengthening 1ts portfoho of basic behavioral research,
and 1if psychological science 1s to continue as a major
beneficiary of NIMH support, we must help We should
all grasp the opportumty afforded by the task force report
to promote basic psychosocial research to remind the
public of how much we have learned, and of how much
remains to be discovered, about mind and behavior, and
about individuals and society

—JoHN F KIHLSTROM

American Psychological Society
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