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The MRC is very pleased to respond to the Health and Sport Committee 
inquiry into Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAHMS).  
 
The MRC is a publicly-funded organisation dedicated to improving human 
health through world-class medical research. Our comments are therefore 
restricted to this research perspective. First, however, we recognise the 
importance of child and adolescent mental health (CAMH) and ensure that the 
Committee is aware of the Government’s Foresight Exercise on Mental Health 
and Wellbeing which made many recommendations relevant to the 
Committee’s enquiry. 
 
The Importance of CAMH 
The need for more research in CAMH has been raised in two recent MRC 
reviews: 
 
i) In July 2004, the MRC convened a small expert working group to scope 
issues relevant to future research funding opportunities in this area. Some 
points were made about CAMH in the Group’s report: 

• There is a high prevalence of mental health disorders in the young, 
with about 12% of children and adolescents suffering from a conduct or 
emotional disorder. 

• There is a lack of capacity and research training in mental health in 
general, but the report cited child and adolescent mental health as an 
area where the problems were most acute. 

• A weak research culture exists in psychiatric health care generally but 
this is most marked in child and adolescent care. 

 
The challenges and opportunities in adolescent mental health are to be 
discussed in a new review of mental health that the MRC is undertaking. The 
early identification of mental health disorders is likely to be a priority area and 
CAMH will be a focus of discussion. 
 
ii) A workshop on addiction organised by MRC was held on 4th November 
2008 at which a cross-section of the UK addiction research community 
recommended some priorities for research. The workshop highlighted how the 
continued use of illegal psychotropic drugs, the abuse of alcohol, and 
compulsive gambling has devastating effects on families and individuals, and 
especially young people.  
 
Partly in response to this, the MRC is to initiate a programme of research 
funding with stakeholders; one of the themes of this programme will be to 
identify the risk factors and causes of addiction that combine to make a young 
drug-taker became a compulsive addict lasting into adulthood. This research 
programme is likely to include research into the consequences of, and 
interventions to reduce, the abuse of alcohol which has been reported to be 
the single biggest risk factor for violence.  
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The need for a focus on adolescence was also raised in the Foresight Report 
on Brain Science, Addiction and Drugs1, and in an excellent follow-up report 
carried out by the Academy of Medical Sciences2. 
 
Government Foresight Report 
We would like the Committee to be aware of the Foresight Project on Mental 
Capital and Wellbeing, commissioned to advise the Government Office for 
Science on how to achieve the best possible mental development and mental 
wellbeing for the future. The Project used the best available scientific 
evidence to develop a vision for the opportunities and challenges facing the 
UK over the next 20 years and beyond. It has also signposted for 
Government, individuals and business, some of the challenges that lie ahead. 
Major points in the Report’s conclusions were: 

• Mental disorders are commoner than originally thought and the annual 
costs from mental ill-health in England alone are about £36 billion for 
economic costs, rising to £77 billion when wider impacts are included, 
such as a reduction in quality of life. 

• The need to develop ‘biomarkers’ for the early detection of learning 
disabilities, dementia and neuropsychiatric disorders  

 
The Foresight Exercise covers early development in some detail and 
highlights where more could be done to improve the mental well-being of 
children as they develop into adults. 
 
How children and adolescents potentially at risk of developing mental 
health problems are identified and how those problems should be 
prevented. 
As stated above, childhood and adolescence is arguably the part of the life-
course where many of the most important research questions in mental health 
should be addressed. Evidence from studies of childhood learning difficulties 
shows that very small changes in the sensory processing systems used by 
the brain in learning, can lead to significant problems later in life. We also 
know that the brain undergoes significant structural and functional changes 
during adolescence.  This also makes young people particularly prone to long-
term injury from risk-taking behaviour such as drug and alcohol use. 
Understanding the risk factors for poor mental health is obviously key to 
devising preventative strategies and this is likely to be a priority in the ongoing 
MRC review. 
 
The issues that we particularly wish to emphasise are that: 

• Neural, genetic and cognitive biomarkers can play an important part in 
the early identification of many of mental health disorders and such 

                                          
1  www.foresight.gov.uk/Brain%20Science/BSAD_Review.pdf  
2  www.acmedsci.ac.uk/download.php?file=/images/publication/Report.pdf  
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developments will be an important underpinning of the future delivery 
of optimal CAMHS 

• Future research will be key to improving mental capital and mental 
well-being, as well as diagnosis and treatment of disease. 

 
The MRC will of course give full consideration to the recommendations arising 
from its review of mental health. 
 
I hope that this response is of some help to the Committee, and we look 
forward to seeing recommendations in this important area. 

 
Sir Leszek Borysiewicz, Chief Executive


