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On October 4, 2016, the American Art 

Therapy Association was represented at 

a briefing in the Rayburn House Office 

Building, Washington, DC.  Organized 

by the American Psychological 

Association in cooperation with the 

Congressional Mental Health Caucus, 

“Future Directions in Mental Health 

Research: the View from Psychological 

Science,” was co-sponsored by the 

AATA and other member organizations 

of the APA’s Mental Health Liaison 

Group.  The event coincided with 

Mental Illness Awareness Week. 

 

Attendees, comprised mainly of staffers 

from the offices of the Caucus Co-

Chairs Tim Ryan (D-OH-17), Jeff Miller (R-FL-1), and dozens of Caucus members, filled the 

Gold Room.  After opening remarks by Howard Kurtzman, PhD, Acting Executive Director for 

Science at the American Psychological Association, we heard from experts on the key 

contributions of psychological science to the field of mental health, including research supported 

by the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH).  This research has led to the development 

and implementation of evidence-based interventions for preventing and treating mental 

disorders, such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, borderline personality 

disorder, insomnia, and eating disorders.  Panelists explored future directions in mental health 

research from the perspective of psychological science, an important topic as new leadership 

takes hold at NIMH.  

 

The speakers – all leading psychological scientists – addressed such questions as:  What is the 

future of mental health research?  Where are the knowledge gaps?  What are the research 

opportunities?  How will psychological science help move us forward?  William Hetrick, PhD, 

Professor and Department Chair, Psychological & Brain Sciences, Indiana University, described 

the benefits of basic science.  The key point – independent discoveries can ultimately yield 
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scientific breakthroughs.  For example, 

in 1904, no one could have predicted 

Pavlov’s impact on understanding and 

treating psychological disorders.   

In the 1990s, no one could have 

foreseen that Richard Thompson’s 

discovery of the neural circuit for eye 

blink conditioning in rabbits would be 

leveraged to understand and promote 

treatment of psychological disorders.  

No one could have predicted that mere 

curiosity about why jelly fish glow 

would lead to our ability to see neurons 

in the living mammalian brain, and no 

one could have foreseen that the 

discovery of light-sensitive bacteria 

growing in shockingly salty bodies of water would lead to implanting brain cells with a protein 

to allow light control of neurons in the living brain (optogenetics).  In his call for increased 

funding for basic research, Hetrick emphasized this take-home message – that investments in 

basic psychological research (perception, attention, learning, cognition) yield basic knowledge 

and experimental procedures that are leveraged to understand psychopathology and identify 

targets for intervention.  

 

Knowledge gaps and research opportunities in the area of suicide were explored by Mary Jane 

Rotheram-Borus, PhD, Professor, Psychiatry & Biobehavioral Sciences, UCLA.  She stressed 

that investments in mental health research and services make a substantial difference in 

clinicians’ ability to aid in prevention and provide needed treatments. 

 

Patricia Areán, PhD, Professor, Psychiatry & Behavioral 

Sciences, University of Washington, reported on future directions 

for success in behavioral interventions research.  She underscored 

the need to incentivize researchers to pursue development of novel 

behavioral interventions and to create a Mental Health Cohort to 

devise and rapidly test new interventions.  She further pointed to 

the importance of identifying best practices for ensuring that care 

is matched to patient presentation. 

 

The AATA’s mission is met in part by our continuing engagement 

in the national dialogue on mental health.  Art therapy remains 

relevant in the conversation and AATA stays engaged in the 

mental health community thanks to the support of our members. 

Dr. Howard Kurtzman delivering the opening remarks. 
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