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HHeeaalltthh  CCaarree  RReeffoorrmm  aanndd  MMeennttaall  HHeeaalltthh  CCaarree  DDeelliivveerryy

Three articles in this issue of the journal review economic and policy implica-
tions for mental health delivery of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care
Act, referred to as the ACA. The authors highlight opportunities for great im-
provement, as well as challenges, in the financing and delivery of mental health
care in the United States. The ACA incrementally expands existing insurance,
and it also creates and encourages the development and diffusion of important
new institutions and organizational forms that will govern insurance markets and
service provision. Garfield and colleagues describe these expansions. McGuire
and Sinaiko explain the role of health insurance exchanges in restructuring the
individual and small-group markets. Druss and Mauer explain the potential of
new organizational forms to promote integration of mental health and other
medical care, along with improved approaches to specialty care delivery.

In each case, important potential gains in social welfare are noted, with an em-
phasis on key choices that must be made by those implementing the blueprint set
out in the ACA. Gains in coverage among people with mental and substance use
disorders are intertwined with the problems of poverty, illiteracy, and social isola-
tion. Special efforts will be required to engage and enroll this deprived and fre-
quently costly population. McGuire and Sinaiko explain that competitive insur-
ance markets have functioned especially poorly in providing coverage to people at
elevated risk of mental health and substance use problems. They review measures
that might be adopted by new health insurance exchanges to mitigate historical
failures in private insurance. The analysis presented by Garfield and colleagues
highlights that gaps in services will remain despite coverage expansion, particular-
ly for social supports that are not likely to be covered by private health insurance.
Funding for wraparound services will continue to be important. Finally, Druss and
Mauer suggest improvements in the infrastructure to promote improved mental
health care within newly created medical homes and accountable care organiza-
tions. They call for development of a broader range of quality measures in mental
health and the use of information technology by specialty providers.

The ACA reinforces the place of mental health and substance use disorder
care in the health care mainstream, building on the 2010 implementation of par-
ity requirements for coverage of behavioral health care in private health insur-
ance. Even though the field may have entered the mainstream of health care re-
form, it is still important to recognize and address the unique challenges to the
health care system posed by individuals with mental and substance use disor-
ders. The government and other stakeholders must redouble their commit-
ments to craft policies that account for the sometimes exceptional circumstances
presented by mental health care delivery.—VIDHYA ALAKESON, M.SC., Nuffield
Trust, and RICHARD G. FRANK, PH.D., Office of the Assistant Secretary for Plan-
ning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Psychiatric Services, established in 1950, is published monthly by the American Psychiatric Associ-
ation for mental health professionals and others concerned with treatment and services for persons
with mental illnesses and mental disabilities, in keeping with APA’s objectives to improve care and
treatment, to promote research and professional education in psychiatric and related fields, and to
advance the standards of all psychiatric services and facilities. 
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