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Prevention is the best investment we
can make in behavioral health—and the
time to make it is now.

Every day, across America, behavioral
health problems in childhood and adoles-
cence take a heavy toll on millions of lives.
These problems cause deep, often long-term
damage to young people, families, schools,
and communities. They erode the social con-
tract that one generation makes with another
to equip its young people for a bright future.

Behavioral health problems range wide-
ly—from anxiety and depression to alcohol,
tobacco, and drug abuse; delinquent and vio-
lent behavior; dropping out of school; and
risky sexual activity and unwanted pregnan-
cies. Behavioral health is defined so broadly
because many of these problems share risk
factors—and solutions. Preventing one prob-
lem often reduces another, or several others.
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For decades, the approach to behavioral
health problems was to treat them one at a
time and only after they were identified—at
a high and ongoing price. The cost of treat-
ment services and lost productivity attribut-
ed to depression, conduct disorder, and sub-
stance abuse alone are estimated at $247 bil-
lion per year. Other losses—in lifetimes of
compromised potential, the fraying of our
social fabric, and the diminishment of our
nation’s future—are incalculable.
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Now we have more than 30 years of re-
search and more than 50 widely proven pro-
grams across the country showing that be-
havioral health problems can be prevented.
This critical mass of prevention science
converges with rising awareness and interest
in prevention across health care, education,
child welfare, juvenile justice, and mental
health. Prevention is attaining increased em-
phasis in transdisciplinary fields of practice,
such as primary care. Most notably, the Af-
fordable Care Act’s focus on prevention and
early intervention could save as much as $1
trillion every year.

Our nation stands on the threshold of a
new age in which costly behavioral health
problems are prevented before they do harm.
Together, health and human service profes-
sionals can take bold steps in creating part-
nerships that put effective policies and pro-
grams into action locally and nationwide.
Public health and social work with ecologi-
cal perspectives emphasizing the intercon-
nectivity of individuals, families, organiza-
tions, communities, and policies could be
catalysts to unleash the power of prevention.

We propose a grand challenge that will
build on current scientific evidence to ad-
vance policy, programs, practice, funding,
and workforce preparation to promote be-
havioral health and prevent behavioral
health problems among all young people,
especially among those at the greatest disad-
vantage or risk from birth through age 24.
We provide a clear, comprehensive plan to
decrease the incidence and prevalence of
behavioral health problems in this popula-
tion by 20 percent within a decade. The plan
will also significantly reduce racial and so-
cioeconomic disparities in behavioral health
problems, enhancing behavioral health equi-
ty.

Our grand challenge provides seven ac-
tionable goals to achieve this targeted reduc-
tion in behavioral health problems. They
include detailed outcomes for building

awareness, access, investment, effectiveness
standards, assessment tools, infrastructure,
and workforce capacity. These goals are
achievable in the next 10 years, and the out-
comes will be meaningful and measurable.

We can promote social justice and public
health by transforming extraordinary find-
ings from prevention science into innovative
policies and effective programs that will
serve millions and save billions. Prevention
is the best investment we can make, and the
time to make it is now.
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