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As part of the 19th annual Ros-
alynn Carter Symposium on Men-
tal Health Policy, held in 2003, an
anonymous online survey of sym-
posium participants was conduct-
ed to gain insight into partici-
pants’ perceptions of the impact
on their organizations of the Pres-
ident’s New Freedom Commis-
sion and its recommendations.
The participants were national
mental health leaders represent-
ing a broad range of mental
health agencies and organiza-
tions. The results of the survey
suggest that the New Freedom
Commission has had a substantial
impact on the organizations rep-
resented at the symposium. Find-
ings on successes and challenges
in implementing the recommen-
dations suggest areas for ongoing
efforts to transform mental health
care. (Psychiatric Services 56:
605–607, 2005) 

In April 2002 President Bush an-
nounced the creation of the Presi-

dent’s New Freedom Commission on
Mental Health, the goal of which was
to “recommend improvements to en-
able adults with serious mental ill-
ness and children with serious emo-
tional disturbances to live, work,
learn, and participate fully in their
communities” (1). On July 22, 2003,
the Bush administration released the
commission’s final report (2). The
commission identified six major
goals: building greater understanding
among Americans that mental health
is essential to overall health; placing
consumers of mental health services
at the center of their care; eliminat-
ing disparities in the delivery of men-
tal health care services; making early
screening, assessment, and referral
to mental health services common
practice; delivering excellent mental
health care and accelerating re-
search; and exploiting available infor-
mation technology to improve access
to and coordination of mental health
care (3,4).

Although a number of initiatives
were created in response to the com-
mission’s report (4,5), little informa-
tion has been gathered about how the
mental health community has re-
sponded. The Rosalynn Carter Sym-
posium on Mental Health Policy
brings together mental health leaders
and organizations each year to discuss
a mental health policy topic of nation-
al importance (6). The focus of the

2003 symposium was the President’s
New Freedom Commission and how
the commission’s recommendations
can be implemented to transform the
mental health system (1). Symposium
participants (N=194) were affiliated
with local, state, and national govern-
ment agencies (41 participants, or 21
percent of all attendees), professional
organizations (46 participants, or 24
percent), nonprofit organizations (11
participants, or 6 percent), family and
consumer advocacy groups (27 partic-
ipants, or 14 percent), service provi-
sion (22 participants, or 11 percent),
research and educational institutions
(28 participants, or 14 percent), the
media (11 participants, or 6 percent),
and others (eight participants, or 4
percent). 

After the symposium, The Carter
Center’s mental health program con-
ducted an online survey to gain in-
sight into the symposium partici-
pants’ perceptions of the impact on
their organizations of the New Free-
dom Commission and its recommen-
dations. The results provide a useful
perspective on how a group of na-
tional opinion leaders has responded
to the commission and its recom-
mendations.

Methods
In June 2004 an invitation to partici-
pate in an anonymous online survey
was sent to all 194 individuals who at-
tended the symposium. The survey
included three categories of ques-
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tions. In the first set, respondents
were asked to identify which of the
six goals listed in the commission’s
report they personally considered to
be the most important for transfor-
mation and which goal they consid-
ered to be the most relevant and
feasible for their organization. In
the second set of questions, respon-
dents were asked whether the be-
havior of their organization had
changed in response to the Presi-
dent’s New Freedom Commission
and whether they considered their
organization to be currently aligned
with the commission in general as
well as with each of the six goals. In
the third set, respondents were
asked to identify in what respects
the commission’s report influenced
their organization’s behavior as well
as which facilitators and barriers for
successful implementation were en-
countered by their organization.

Results
A total of 68 symposium attendees re-
sponded to the survey. The respon-
dents were affiliated with govern-
ment agencies (19 respondents, or 28
percent of all respondents), profes-
sional organizations (12 respondents,
or 18 percent), nonprofit organiza-
tions (four respondents, or 6 per-

cent), family and consumer advocacy
groups (ten respondents, or 15 per-
cent), service provision (three re-
spondents, or 4 percent), research
and educational institutions (12 re-
spondents, or 18 percent), the media
(four respondents, or 6 percent), and
other (four respondents, or 6 per-
cent). With the exception of a rela-
tively low response rate in the clinical
provider category, the respondents
were representative of the sympo-
sium attendees overall.

Among the six goals identified by
the President’s New Freedom Com-
mission, a plurality of respondents
(40 percent) endorsed “Americans
understand that mental health is es-
sential to overall health” as most im-
portant for transforming mental
health care in the United States
(Table 1). However, most respon-
dents highlighted another goal, “Ex-
cellent mental health care is deliv-
ered and research is accelerated,” as
the most relevant to their individual
organizations (32 percent). Respon-
dents highlighted several goals as be-
ing feasible for their organization to
accomplish (24 percent for “Ameri-
cans understand that mental health is
essential to overall health,” “Mental
health care is consumer and family
driven,” and “Excellent mental health

care is delivered and research is ac-
celerated” respectively).

A total of 41 percent of participants
(28 respondents) believed that their
organization’s behavior had changed
in response to the commission’s re-
port, and 46 percent (31 respon-
dents) believed that their organiza-
tion was currently aligned with its
goals. Respondents saw the greatest
progress in improving mental health
delivery and research, the elimina-
tion of disparities, and the use of
technology (Table 1). The report
most commonly influenced organiza-
tions’ behaviors through facilitating
informal discussions among col-
leagues (50 respondents, or 74 per-
cent), encouraging partnerships with
external organizations (39 respon-
dents, or 57 percent), and influenc-
ing internal planning (35 respon-
dents, or 51 percent).

The factors most consistently iden-
tified as contributing to successful
implementation of the recommenda-
tions of the New Freedom Commis-
sion were willingness to change with-
in the organization (17 respondents,
or 25 percent), partnerships with
community agencies (13 respon-
dents, or 19 percent), and availability
of public funding (nine respondents,
or 13 percent). The most common
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Perceptions of six goals listed in the President’s New Freedom Commission report among 68 respondents to a survey of par-
ticipants in a symposium on mental health policy

Increased 
organizational 

Most Most Most orientation to-
importanta relevanta feasiblea ward the goalb

Goal N % N % N % N %

1. Americans understand that mental
health is essential to overall health 27 40 17 25 16 24 30 44

2. Mental health care is consumer and
family driven 16 24 14 21 16 24 29 42

3. Disparities in mental health services
are eliminated 9 13 9 13 9 13 50 73

4. Early mental health screening,
assessment, and referral to services
are common practice 5 7 3 4 3 4 34 50

5. Excellent mental health care is
delivered and research is accelerated 10 15 22 32 17 24 51 75

6. Technology is used to obtain mental
health care and information 1 1 3 4 7 10 46 68

a Respondents were required to select a single goal.
b Respondents could select several goals. 
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barriers cited were financial con-
straints (29 respondents, or 43 per-
cent), other competing priorities
within the organization (26 respon-
dents, or 38 percent), and lack of lo-
cal political support (19 respondents,
or 28 percent).

Discussion
This results of this survey suggest that
the President’s New Freedom Com-
mission has had a substantial impact
on the organizations represented at
the 19th annual Rosalynn Carter
Symposium on Mental Health Policy.
Nearly half of respondents reported
that at least one change had been
made in their organization in re-
sponse to the commission’s report. In
particular, the report seems to have
had the most influence by stimulating
internal communication and by facili-
tating collaborations with outside or-
ganizations.

However, the specific findings on
successes and challenges suggest ar-
eas for ongoing efforts to transform
mental health care. For example, a
majority of respondents identified
“Americans understand that mental
health is essential to overall health” as
most important for transformation,
but only about 25 percent of the re-
spondents considered this goal as a
relevant and feasible one for their or-
ganization. This discrepancy suggests
that this first goal, which is so critical
to transformation called for in the
New Freedom Commission’s report,
cannot be accomplished by mental
health policy makers alone. Making
mental health essential to overall
health requires efforts to reach out to
general health policy makers, health

providers, and the general public.
The single largest barrier to suc-

cessful implementation of the com-
mission’s recommendations reported
by respondents was the presence of
financial constraints. The commis-
sion was explicitly charged with mak-
ing recommendations that did not re-
quire any new governmental expen-
ditures. This survey’s findings sup-
port concerns raised by some advo-
cates about achieving the commis-
sion’s goals in the absence of new
funding (7–9).

Although participants in the sym-
posium are selected to represent a
range of influential stakeholder
groups, we recognize that they do
not reflect a random sample of men-
tal health policy makers in the Unit-
ed States. The relatively low re-
sponse rate limited our ability to
break down the findings across sub-
groups of attendees or to conduct
bivariate analyses. In spite of its ex-
ploratory rather than definitive na-
ture, the survey provides a first
structured look at how policy mak-
ers view the impact of the New
Freedom Commission and its rec-
ommendations.

Conclusions
This survey provides a first glimpse
at how the President’s New Freedom
Commission has influenced mental
health organizations in the United
States. The previous presidential
commission report, conducted a
quarter of a century ago, provided
advocates with an important tool for
fostering change within and beyond
their organizations (10). The results
of this survey suggest that the cur-

rent report may similarly serve as a
catalyst for transformation in the
coming years. ♦
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