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Beyond the Waiting Room: A Call for
Pediatric Mental Health Care Reform
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Opinion

The U.S. is facing a pediatric mental health crisis, with children in acute distress often enduring weeks-long waits in
emergency departments for psychiatric care. This shortage of psychiatric beds, compounded by inadequate community services
and a lack of mental health education for professionals, leads to severe consequences, including increased risk of self-harm and
suicide. Data shows rising mental health struggles among youth, particularly in marginalized communities. To address this, we
need a multifaceted approach: expanding psychiatric care capacity, increasing funding for community-based resources, and
integrating mental health education into all frontline professions. Recent federal funding efforts are a step forward, but broader
systemic change is essential to ensure timely, effective care for children in crisis. Only through collaboration across sectors can
we protect vulnerable youth and prevent further harm. Across emergency departments nationwide, a quiet crisis has emerged as
vulnerable children grappling with acute mental health needs are left stranded for weeks waiting for essential psychiatric care. As
a medical student who once navigated these very hallways as a case manager for Child Protective Services, the heart-wrenching
reality of children languishing in an environment ill-equipped to meet their pleas for help continues to weigh heavily on my
mind. It’s a grim scenario that emerges far too frequently, where the urgency of a child’s mental health crisis clashes with the
harsh reality of a system stretched beyond its limits. This is an issue that demands both our attention and decisive action. As a
future physician and a mental health advocate, I hope to shed light on this crisis and introduce avenues for change. The lack of
sufficient investment in the youth mental health crisis in America is nothing new; however, hardships caused by the COVID-19
pandemic and economic downturn have pushed current policies past their breaking point. The CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior
Survey Data Summary and Trends Report: 2011-2021 reveals a growing percentage of students experience feelings of persistent
sadness or hopelessness, with greater than 1 in 5 students having seriously considered suicide in 2021 [1]. Many of these students
come from marginalized communities and frequently experience higher levels of stress and adverse childhood events, which
negatively affect cognitive development [2].

The extreme shortage of psychiatric beds for children across the country has escalated to alarming levels. This demand
surge has led to unacceptably long waiting times for children in crisis. Families find themselves trapped in a heartbreaking limbo,
desperately seeking help for their children only to be met with weeks-long waits in emergency departments ill-equipped to
provide the specialized care these young patients need. The consequences of these delays can be devastating, with children facing
prolonged suffering, increased risk of self-harm or harm to others, and even tragic outcomes in some cases. While emergency
departments excel at stabilizing acute medical conditions, they are not designed to provide the ongoing therapeutic interventions
necessary for managing psychiatric disorders. Placing children in this environment for extended periods fails to treat the
underlying factors contributing to their mental health crises, consumes valuable resources, and exacerbates overcrowding
issues in already overburdened hospitals. Confronting this crisis requires a multifaceted approach that incorporates proposed
solutions at both local and systemic levels. Increasing the availability of psychiatric beds for children is a crucial first step, but it
must be accompanied by investments in community-based mental health services, early intervention programs, and provider
training in pediatric mental health care. Moreover, we must destigmatize mental illness and prioritize mental health education
and awareness initiatives to foster a culture of support and understanding. What can be done for struggling students with limited
support systems and who should be offering support? In July of 2022, The White House announced an expansion of funding at
the federal level, including $280 million allocated to increase both school and community-based mental health resources [3]. We
all have a duty to protect our youth and it is my hope that this is not the peak, but only the beginning of a call for greater mental
health resources in the United States. As a current medical student, it is both frustrating and heartbreaking to see children not
receive the care they desperately need. It has become clear that the country has a severe shortage of mental health specialists
to meet the growing need and this crisis requires action at all levels. One answer to this growing problem is incorporating
greater mental health education and support into our system within all disciplines. This is not an unprecedented notion; it
has already been done successfully. This past year, the Larner College of Medicine implemented a 12-session youth mental
health education series, created by mental health specialists to educate primary care clinicians on a wide array of topics such as
adolescent depression, self-harm, gender identity struggles, and sleep and eating disorders [4]. Programs like this highlight the
need for collaboration and communication between professionals. However, we should not stop here. Comprehensive training
should be a requirement for all frontline workers in this mental health crisis, including but not limited to physicians, nurses,
educators, social workers, police officers, and more. The youth mental health crisis has far-reaching implications for the future
of our country. It is only with the commitment of policymakers and collaboration of professionals across every sector that we
have a chance of protecting the most vulnerable in our society. Together, we can forge a healthcare system that truly prioritizes
the well-being of our children, ensuring no child suffers in silence while awaiting the care they so desperately need.
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