
VU Research Portal

Preventing the onset of mental disorders

Cuijpers, Pim; van Straten, Annemieke

published in
Clinical Psychology Review
2021

DOI (link to publisher)
10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102097

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

document license
Article 25fa Dutch Copyright Act

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Cuijpers, P., & van Straten, A. (2021). Preventing the onset of mental disorders: An emerging field. Clinical
Psychology Review, 90, 1-2. [102097]. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102097

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102097
https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/b1e7871a-124f-49e1-bdc7-4d6b1ef0e456
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102097


Clinical Psychology Review 90 (2021) 102097

Available online 20 October 2021
0272-7358/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Editorial 

Preventing the onset of mental disorders: An emerging field 

Although many randomized trials have examined the effects of pre-
ventive interventions, only a limited number have focused on the actual 
prevention of the onset of diagnosed disorders. Hundreds of trials have 
examined the effects of preventive mental health interventions in 
school-aged youth (Tanner-Smith, Durlak, & Marx, 2018; Skeen et al., 
2019), university students (Cole, Prassel, & Carlson, 2018; Conley, 
Durlak, & Kirsch, 2015; Conley, Shapiro, Kirsch, & Durlak, 2017), and at 
the workplace (Bartlett et al., 2019; Carolan, Harris, & Cavanagh, 2017; 
Tan et al., 2014). Hundreds more trials have examined the effects of 
preventive interventions aimed at high risk groups for developing 
mental health problems, including caregivers of patients with dementia 
(Cheng et al., 2020; Walter & Pinquart, 2019), children of parents with 
mental disorders (Siegenthaler, Munder, & Egger, 2012), people who 
suffer from a recent trauma (Roberts, Kitchiner, Kenardy, Lewis, & 
Bisson, 2019), patients with cancer (Zahid, Grummedal, Tvilling Mad-
sen, & Gögenur, 2020), and programs aimed at prevention of post-
partum depression (Sockol, Epperson, & Barber, 2013) and child abuse 
(Park & Kim, 2017; Walsh, Zwi, Woolfenden, & Shlonsky, 2018). 

Whether these interventions actually prevent the onset of mental 
disorders in those who do not currently suffer from such a disorder is, 
however, not examined extensively. Most prevention studies focus on 
the effects of interventions on the level of mental health problems, or on 
the number of people scoring above a cut-off on self-rating mental health 
scales. It is very well possible, however, that lower scores on self-rating 
scales after the intervention are only realised in people who already had 
symptoms before the intervention. This certainly makes these in-
terventions clinically relevant. It can be disputed whether they be 
considered as prevention, because they do not prevent symptoms, but 
reduce existing problems. 

There is a specific design of prevention trials that examines whether 
a preventive intervention has prevented the onset of mental disorders. 
Potential participants receive a diagnostic interview to examine whether 
they currently meet criteria for a mental disorder or had one in the 
recent past. People who do meet these criteria are excluded and only 
those who do not currently have a mental disorder are included in the 
trial. They are randomized to a preventive intervention or a control 
condition in which participants do not get an intervention or only a 
control intervention. Then at follow-up, the participants receive another 
diagnostic interview to examine how many of them have developed a 
disorder according to diagnostic criteria. This design allows researchers 
to examine the effects of preventive interventions on the incidence of 
new cases of mental disorders. 

Although the idea of preventing the onset of mental disorders is not 
new (e.g., Kessler & Albee, 1975; Simon, 1972; Wagenfeld, 1972), it 
took until the mid 1990s before randomized controlled trials started to 

use this design to examine the effects of preventive interventions on the 
incidence of mental disorders. In the last 25 years, a growing number of 
randomised trials using this design have been conducted in several 
subfields, including psychotic disorders, depression, posttraumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), and eating disorders. A meta-analysis published 
in 2005 identified 13 randomised trials using this design across all 
diagnostic categories of mental disorders (Cuijpers, van Straten, & Smit, 
2005). At this moment, however, there are several dozen such preven-
tion studies conducted across several subfields, especially depression, 
psychotic disorders, PTSD, and eating disorders. This large body of 
research has shown that each of these disorders can actually be pre-
vented. This can be considered as one of the major recent findings of the 
field of clinical psychology. 

This does not mean that the field is without problems, and much 
more research is needed to further develop preventive efforts. One 
problem is that prevention trials with this design need large sample sizes 
to generate sufficient statistical power, making it almost impossible to 
examine universal prevention (Cuijpers, 2003). Universal prevention is 
aimed at the whole population or specific a part of it, such as school 
programs aimed at ‘life skills’ for all students. But, power is also a 
problem for selective prevention, aimed at high risk groups, and for 
indicated prevention, aimed at those with subthreshold symptoms but 
no disorders. Another problem is that most known risk factors for the 
development of mental disorders have limited predictive strengths 
(Cuijpers et al., 2021; Cuijpers, Furukawa, & Smit, 2021). This means 
that most at-risk individuals will never develop a mental disorder, 
despite the increased risk. This complicates the development of selective 
prevention considerably. A final problem that we want to mention here 
is that some people who do not have symptoms yet, may be difficult to 
convince to participate in preventive interventions. For example, in one 
study, we estimated that only 1% of people with subthreshold depres-
sion were actually participating in the indicated prevention, despite the 
availability of the interventions at no or only low costs (Cuijpers, van 
Straten, Warmerdam, & van Rooy, 2010). 

Despite such problems, the field of prevention has ‘exploded’ in the 
past 25 years and the knowledge in the different subfields is consider-
able. There is a still a long way to go before many of these interventions 
will be integrated in routine care; but, at this moment, the accom-
plishments of this prevention field are considerable. The current Special 
Issue gives an overview of this field and takes stock of where we are in 
each of the subfields. 

The largest subfield is on depression. The study by Cuijpers, Fur-
ukawa, and Smit (2021), Cuijpers, Pineda, et al., 2021 presents the re-
sults of a meta-analysis on prevention trials and the effects of preventive 
interventions on the incidence of depressive disorders in those who do 
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not have disorder at baseline. The meta-analysis of Rigabert et al. (2020) 
focused more specifically on online psychological and psychoeduca-
tional interventions to prevent depression, because the number of trials 
has increased considerably in recent years. In the depression field, a 
considerable number of studies have focused on the economic outcomes 
of these studies. The study by Conejo-Cerón et al. (2021) gives a sys-
tematic overview of the results of these studies. The study by Mei et al. 
(2021) gives the most recent update of trials examining the effects of 
indicated prevention for people at risk for developing psychotic disor-
ders. The study of Bisson et al. (2021) presents a meta-analysis from the 
PTSD subfield, where a considerable number of studies have been con-
ducted in recent years. The Special Issue concludes with the study by 
Stice, Onipede, and Marti (2021), which presents trials on the preven-
tion of eating disorders, which is a smaller but highly relevant and an 
important subfield of prevention (Stice et al., 2021). 

Together these papers provide a comprehensive overview of where 
25 years of prevention research has brought us. The collection shows 
that each subfield has its own strengths and limitations. But, together, 
the papers show that the prevention field has made enormous progress 
and has provided a basis for a further reduction of the disease burden of 
mental disorders by via their prevention. 
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