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Research Centre for Youth Mental Health (RCYMH)      

Fact Sheet

Who is the Research Centre designed to assist?
Young people aged 12 to 25 years with persistent emotional and behavioural problems that have not improved with first line primary care intervention. The Research Centre youth access team will establish networks with primary care practitioners (e.g., school counsellors and GPs) to help identify and engage eligible young people, most of whom would not otherwise access specialist mental health care. It will also support a State-wide clinical practice network to ensure that young people throughout Queensland can access the best possible mental health assessment wherever they live whenever they need it.
Will the Research Centre offer clinical services?

Yes. Exemplary clinical assessment and referral services will be provided. Difficult to engage young people will be supported by the Research Centre youth access team who will build a bridge between primary healthcare services such as headspace, the Research Centre assessment service, and tertiary (specialist) services that can address the specific needs of the young person. After forward referral, the Research Centre will stay in close touch with the young person and their family to enable follow-up evaluation of treatment effectiveness and continued participation in the longitudinal research program. These procedures will increase the number of young people retained in effective treatment overall especially those at risk of persistent and serious mental illness such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder.

 Why call a clinical service a Research Centre?

Because discovery research and its translation into improved clinical practice are the top priorities of the Research Centre. Young people and their families will be asked to participate in a comprehensive research program that is fully integrated into the clinical assessment. This model is sometimes called an Academic Health Science Centre in which university research and teaching, and multidisciplinary health care provision are carried out within the same organisation. The model has been shown to deliver better care and research outcomes. Young people will be assured of receiving the best possible assessment by today’s standards. However, today’s knowledge is far from complete particularly in the area of preventive intervention. Only by doing research now can we promise treatment breakthroughs in the future. 

Will the Research Centre do the same things as headspace programs?

No. Headspace is a youth mental health initiative in general practice aimed at engaging young people in first line primary health care. First line treatment does not work for many young people who are the most at risk of future serious mental illness. The Research Centre will strongly link with headspace programs and seek early referrals of young people who fail to respond to what can be offered in primary care to make sure they receive specialist assessment and referral to tertiary services as needed.

Will the Research Centre do the same things as CYMHS?

No. Child and Youth Mental Health Services (CYMHS, pronounced ‘kims’) are specialist clinical services for young people up to the age of 18 years. However, CYMHS mainly treat complex disorders of childhood, seeing less than 3% of teenagers with a mental disorder. The Research Centre will target adolescents not currently seen by CYMHS, focusing effort on identifying and engaging young people at risk of but not yet suffering serious mental illness. This will be achieved with strong linkage to primary services and building a strong ‘youth safe’ pathway to tertiary (specialist) care. It is anticipated that the Research Centre will generate more referrals to a range of specialist services (family, education, addiction and mental health services) whilst retaining young people in the Centre’s research program that will monitor that referred young people do in fact receive the most effective treatment available. 
Will the Research Centre do the same things as Adult Mental Health Services?

No. Although Adult Mental Health Services see people between the ages of 18 and 25 years, few young people in this age group accept referral to adult services and even fewer remain in treatment after referral. There is substantial evidence that young people perceive adult mental health services very negatively as places to avoid. Adult services restrict their efforts mainly to acute inpatient care and do little research.
Will the Research Centre duplicate the functions of Early Psychosis Intervention Programs?

No. Almost all people referred to Early Psychosis Intervention Programs already have a diagnosable psychotic disorder. Sadly, the diagnosis of schizophrenia and bipolar disorder is usually made 5 to 10 years after these illnesses begin, limiting the benefits of early intervention and denying any prospect of prevention. By assisting young people years before they can be diagnosed with psychotic disorder, at a stage when they simply have a mental health ‘problem’ that is not resolving quickly with first line intervention, the Research Centre will offer the prospect of prevention. However, there is an important caveat. Because young people are rarely seen at the very earliest stages of mental disorder either for the purpose of research or health care, the Research Centre is heading into largely uncharted waters. The assessment technology to provide accurate predictions about the type of illness if any a young person may experience in the future does not exist, nor is there sufficient knowledge about the best way to prevent progression to disease. This is why research is essential and why a Research Centre is needed, not simply an expansion of existing services even if this was affordable.
Why include people as young as 12 years and as old as 25 years?
The human brain undergoes extremely active development between age 12 and 25 years making it exquisitely sensitive to external stressors. This explains why most psychiatric disorders have their onset in this period. A major fault in the design of mental health services is the age (18 years) at which CYMHS discharge patients for transfer of care to adult services. Around 18 years of age is one of the most critical periods for young people as they lose the structure and support of school, encounter the stresses of starting tertiary education or work, often re-locating away from family support, and encountering for the first time many high-risk life style choices, especially substance abuse. Vulnerable young people needing care before age 18 years, who are at the highest risk of future psychotic disorder, also have to sever their ties with CYMHS and transfer to adult services that are not known for their youth friendliness. The Research Centre will provide a ‘youth safe’ pathway at this critical stage, and reduce treatment drop out rates in this small but high risk group of young people. 

Why can’t the Government just put more money into existing mental health services?

Simply expanding the capacity of existing mental health services would require a 10 fold increase in the overall State Government budget for mental health services to address the unmet need of young people alone, and this funding would not address the long term issues related to preventive intervention and research. A proactive and innovative approach is called for if we are to build sustainable quality services and develop more effective treatments for our young people. Both require research – local research capacity that is not being funded now. 
We believe the most cost-effective way to make major improvements to the current youth mental health crisis is to establish a research and clinical environment specifically for young people with all facilities under one roof – a centre that will permanently act as a driver of service reform.
Will the Research Centre collaborate with youth mental health research centres in Melbourne and Sydney?

Yes. The Research Centre will represent an essential piece of regional research infrastructure which will enable Queensland to participate fully in the national youth mental health framework rapidly emerging in Australia. This national framework is at the cutting edge of international developments in the field. The Research Centre will engage Queenslanders in addressing a major community concern, as well as offing the prospect of being a world leader in the development of best practice in youth mental health.
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