
Medicaid’s Role in Child, Youth and Adult
Mental Health

Addressing the nation’s mental health crisis relies on a strong Medicaid
program.

The United States is enduring a significant mental health crisis, with nearly one in three adults experiencing anxiety
and depression symptoms in 20231. The problem, exacerbated by the pandemic, is particularly acute among
children and youth2. The American Academy of Pediatrics and other health groups have declared a national
emergency in child and adolescent mental health3. Suicide is the second leading cause of death among youth
ages 10 to 244. Two in five adolescents ages 12 to 17 had persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness5 and
4.5 million experienced a major depressive episode6. Disparities are a part of these grave statistics among both
youth and adult populations. LGBTQ+ youth experience more signs of poor mental health than their peers7.
Multiracial adults ages 18 or older are most likely to have serious thoughts of suicide8. Medicaid plays a pivotal
role by providing access to care for many people who would otherwise not be able to afford it, making it an
indispensable part of the nation’s response to the mental health crisis.
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Medicaid has played a major role in increased access to and engagement in
mental health services. 

Individuals, families, and friends are overcoming the stigma of mental illness and recognizing the importance of
high-quality health services. The share of youth9 and adults receiving mental health treatment has increased in
recent years10. For working parents and other adults, Medicaid expansion made this increased access
possible,11 along with changes to private insurance and Affordable Care Act (ACA) marketplace coverage12. Forty
states and the District of Columbia have expanded Medicaid under the ACA, putting mental health care within
reach of more working parents and other adults who gained coverage13. One study found that “Medicaid
expansion was associated with improved access to care and medication among persons with depression, even in
areas with relative shortages of mental health professionals.”14

Medicaid is the single largest payer of mental health services in the United
States.

In 2020, nearly 40% of the non-elderly adult Medicaid population had a mental health or substance use
disorder; most of that population qualifies for Medicaid because of their income status15. Medicaid expansion has
been an essential piece of the puzzle in addressing the mental health crisis. State expansions have been shown to
lead to an increase in annual mental health outpatient visits16. Health coverage is also associated with overall
peace of mind and lower financial stress, especially among adults with chronic conditions17.
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Medicaid helps pregnant women and new mothers access mental health care
that helps them bond with their newborns.

One in five pregnant women and new mothers experience mental health conditions, including postpartum
depression or anxiety, which impact the wellbeing of the whole family18. Untreated mental health challenges are
among the leading causes of the U.S. maternal mortality crisis. Many such deaths are preventable. Maternal mental
health conditions affect 800,000 families each year nationally, with the majority of impacted individuals remaining
untreated19. That increases the risk of long-term negative impacts on mothers, babies, and families, and also
comes with significant costs when treatment and hospitalization are eventually required20. Untreated mental
health conditions are also associated with delays in cognitive21 and social-emotional development for young
children22. All but two states have extended postpartum coverage to pregnant women covered by Medicaid to
twelve months, with many also leading efforts across public and private insurance to ensure pregnant and
postpartum women receive the mental health care they need in a timely manner23.

Medicaid’s pediatric benefit offers a lifeline for children and youth with mental
health needs.

Access to mental health care can make a difference in health and social development for young people and is a
critical component of addressing the child and adolescent mental health crisis. Medicaid (alongside its much smaller
sister program, the Children’s Health Insurance Program) covers about half of the nation’s children. Medicaid’s
pediatric benefit, known as Early and Periodic Screening, Diagnostic, and Treatment or EPSDT, requires child
and adolescent providers to screen, diagnose, and treat behavioral health conditions and states to cover this
essential care24. States have leveraged Medicaid to boost school-based mental health services to help address
the youth mental health crisis25. More states are also embracing age-appropriate preventive mental health
interventions that support strong early childhood development26.
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Medicaid provides important coverage for people with both mental health and
substance use disorders.

While it is crucial to build equitable access to mental health and substance use services as separate entities, it is
equally important to recognize that physical, mental, and substance use concerns often co-exist. According to
the 2023 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, more than 1 in 3 U.S. adults who have a mental health
condition also have a substance use disorder27. Adolescents with substance use disorders have high rates of co-
occurring mental issues, including mood and anxiety disorders, conduct disorder, and attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder. Medicaid covers essential prevention, intervention, and treatment services including essential medications
for children and families with mental health and substance use disorder needs.

Medicaid supports community-based mental health providers.

Medicaid plays a key role in supporting community-based mental health providers including through the Certified
Community Behavioral Health Clinic (CCBHC) demonstration program28. Under the CCBHC demonstration
program, states receive enhanced federal Medicaid support in exchange for meeting certain requirements29, such
as providing services to all individuals regardless of ability to pay; offering timely access to mental health and
substance use services; and showing demonstrated impact in decreasing hospitalization, homelessness, and
time in jails30. Outside of CCBHCs, parity requirements can help improve integrated care for Medicaid and other
insurers, emphasizing the need for a comprehensive approach to mental health that meets individuals where they
are.

Medicaid serves as a lifeline to millions of Americans with mental health needs. It supports the mental health and
wellbeing of low-income children, youth, pregnant women, new mothers, and other adults amid a documented
mental health crisis. More must be done to support the mental health workforce and address the mental health
needs of youth and individuals across the country and a strong Medicaid program is fundamental to such efforts.
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