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A decade for psychiatric disorders

There are many ways in which the understanding and treatment of conditions such as schizophrenia

areripe for a revolution.

media circus surrounded President Bill Clinton’s visit to a
A New York medical centre in 2004 for a quadruple heart bypass.

Yet barely a whisper was heard about other high-profile indi-
viduals’ visits there for the treatment of psychiatric disorders.

In Britain, the public donates £500 million (US$800 million) each
year to charities for cancer research. For mental-health research,
the figure is a few million, and most of that is for work on neuro-
degenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s, rather than for earlier-
onset conditions that can undermine people’s entire lives, such as
depressive disorders.

Itis time for such disparities to be addressed in a more coherent and
aggressive way than in the past. The stigma of psychiatric disorders
is misplaced, their burdens on society are significantly greater than
more publicized diseases in developed and developing nations alike,
and biomedical science is poised to make significant strides. The
timescales are daunting and the challenges great — human neurons
are less accessible than tumour cells, separating genetic and envi-
ronmental influences is tough, and the diagnosis of the conditions
is highly problematic. There is much to be done, and a decade is the
timescale over which enhanced commitment is required.

characterized, they could lead to a number of alternative conditions.
Here, above all, is where progress is needed in the form of reliable
biomarkers to identify those at risk and to allow biomedical or cog-
nitive interventions to prevent or mitigate the development of the
disorders. Early intervention would lead to better outcomes.

A deeper understanding of the underlying biology is essential to
improve diagnoses and therapies. New techniques — genome-wide
association studies, imaging and X
the optical manipulation of neural Early detectionanda
circuits — are usheringinan erain  clearer understanding of

which the neural circuitry under- environmental factors

lying cognitive dysfunctions, for ay allow prevention of
example, will be delineated. Tan- “ e g "
psychiatric disorders.

talizingly, work in genetics is indi-
cating how non-specific some genes are for schizophrenia, having
associations in common with bipolar disorder and with autism. This
suggests that the earlier stages of psychiatric disorders are multivalent,
reinforcing the hope that early detection, coupled with a clearer under-
standing of the environmental factors, may allow prevention.
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