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Abstract  Given  the  high  burden  of  mental  health  disorders,  we  aimed  to  assess  the  extent  of

funding  in Europe  addressed  to  mental  health.  We  observed  that  the  last  call  of  Horizon  2020

addressed  only  2.3%  of  the  calls  to  mental  health.  Although  a  greater  investment  in mental

health research  and a  more  equal  distribution  of  funding  across  European  countries  has  been

claimed by  European  Commission,  the  actual  funding  indicates  the  opposite.  Therefore,  a  better

focus on chronic  conditions  beyond  cancer  or infectious  diseases,  including  mental  health,

should be  incorporated  to  the  missions  of  the  Horizon  Europe  programme.
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Introduction

According  to  recent  data  of  the Global  Burden  of  Diseases,1

major  depressive  disorder  and  anxiety  were  among  the  high-
est  contributing  factors  of Years  Lived  due  to  Disability
(YLDs)  in women,  while  substance  use  disorders  were  in
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men.  Moreover,  in most  of  the countries  treatment  rates  for
mental  disorders  are low,  albeit  their cost  burden  has  been
estimated  close  to  277  billion  Euros.2

The  World  Economic  Forum  has  recently  disclosed  that
many  of  the  United  Nations  Sustainable  Development  Goals
(SDGs)  are  intersected  and  influenced  by  mental  health
issues,  which  are  barriers  to  sustainable  development.
Therefore,  an implementation  of  mental  health  policies  may
help  countries  to  tackle  cross-societal  issues,  which impact
on  many  SDGs.  This  may  consequently  improve  lives  of  mil-
lions  people  through  interventions  requiring  investment  that
increases  productivity  and  gives  return  on  investment,  as
identified  by  the World  Bank.3

In  the  European  Union  (EU)  only, 11%  of all-cause  dis-
ability  adjusted  years,  22%  of  YLDs  and  5%  of years  of  life
lost  are  due  to  mental  disorders  and  self-harm,4 while  more
than  4%  of  the GDP  expenses  (D  700  million),  are  a conse-
quence  of  mental  disorders.5 In  spite  of this  fact,  mental
disorders  were  not  included  in the  priority  group  of  major
chronic  diseases  in  the  world:  diabetes  mellitus,  cardiovas-
cular  and  chronic  respiratory  diseases,  cancer,  and  stroke.6

In  addition,  the disparity  between  the  burden  and  the  costs
attributable  to  mental  disorders  is the largest  among  these
major  chronic  conditions.6 Moreover,  the  current  treatment
gap  ranges  between  78%  in high-income  countries,  and  96%
in  low-income  and  lower-middle-income  countries.7

Horizon  2020  (the  successor  to  FP7)  has  been  the EU’s
largest  ever  research  programme,  with  nearly  D  80  million,
running  from  2014  to  2020. However,  the  resources  allocated
to  mental  health  have  been  reduced  in  its  last  phase.

Our  aim  was,  thus,  to  analyse  to  which  extent  the last
call  of  Horizon  2020  has addressed  funding  to  mental  health
research  and  to  give  advices  for  future  research  invest-
ments.

Material  and methods

We  analysed  in detail  the  ‘‘Horizon  2020  -  Work  Programme
2018---2020  Health,  demographic  change  and  wellbeing’’  in
order  to  assess  the  weight  of  funding  addressed  to  mental
health  research  on  the total  number  of  calls.

Results

We found  only  two  calls  on mental  health.  They included:
‘‘Understanding  causative  mechanisms  in co  -  and  multimor-
bidities  combining  mental  and  non-mental  disorders’’  and
‘‘Mental  health  in  the  workplace’’.  Mental  health  was  men-
tioned  as  a  secondary  aim  in other  calls  such as maternal
and  child  care,  or  urban  care.

These  represented  a  minimum  proportion  of the total
calls,  while calls  on  other  subjects,  such  as  infectious  dis-
eases  and  cancer,  are  much  more  represented  (Table  1).

Discussion

Our  findings  demonstated  that  mental  health  receives  few
research  investment  and  political  support.  This  can  be due
to  stigmatization,  especially  when compared  to  chronic
somatic  disorders  with  lower  burden  in  terms  of  YLDs,  as
cancer.5

Table  1 Numbers  and  percentages  of calls  in ‘‘Horizon

2020 -  Work  Programme  2018---2020  Health,  demographic

change and  wellbeing’’  related  to  infectious  diseases,  cancer

and mental  health.

Calls  (Total  N  =  87)  N  (%)

Infectious  Diseases  13  (14.9%)

Cancer  4  (4.6%)

Mental Health  2  (2.3%)

A greater  investment  in mental  health  research  and  a
more  equal distribution  of  funding  across  European  coun-
tries  has  already  been  claimed.5 Further,  the  Roadmap  for
Mental  Health  Research  in  Europe  project,  funded  under
the  European  Commission’s  Seventh  Framework  Programme,
developed  the mental  health research  agenda  within  the
perspective  of  the European  Union (EU).  It  bluntly  under-
scored  the  under-investment  of  the  field  and  recommended
an  urgent  increase  in  resources  in mental  health  research.4

In April  2019,  the European  Commission  signed  the Hori-
zon  Europe  programme  2021---2027.  This  will  be the largest
research  programme  in the world,  with  a  budget  over D 100
million.  The  proposal  is  to incorporate  in the programme
innovation  missions  in five  areas:  ‘‘heavily  finance  collabora-
tions  intended  to  have  a measurable  impact  in areas  relevant
to  a significant  proportion  of the  EU population’’.8 The  pro-
posed  areas  are:  climate  change;  oceans  and other  waters;
smart  cities;  soil  and  food,  and cancer.

Mental  health  is  under  crisis.  Among  EU,  the case  of  Noa
Pothoven  in  The  Netherlands,  who  stopped  eating  and drink-
ing  till  her  death  at home,  and the  subsequent  debate  on
access  to  adequate  care in a country  with  the highest  stan-
dards  of  Europe,9 is  indicative  of  the  size  and extent  of  the
problem.

Preventive,  therapeutic  and  rehabilitative  interventions
on  mental  health,  differentiated  in type  and  intensity,  and
more  research  on  service  provision,  are  highly  required.4,5

Assiduous  communication  between  researchers  and  policy
planners  is  also  mandatory  to  assure  that  the  research
agenda  is  aligned  with  the necessity  of  the population  and
to ensure an  immediate  impact  on  policy  and  practice.10 In
contrast,  the huge  transformation  of health  systems  with
greater  competition  and  change  of governance  and  planning
has  not  been  sufficiently  tested  or  monitored.  There  is, thus,
an  urgent  need  of  a better  monitoring  system  of  health  care
improvement  with  adequate  tools that  may  allow  compara-
tive  effectiveness  over  time  and  across  countries.

Conclusions

Horizon  Europe  will  be the largest  research  funding  in  the
world and  a  major  driver  for  healthcare  innovation.  While
the policy  recommendations  derived  from  the previous  Euro-
pean  Commission  strategies,  such as  ROAMER,  recommends
a  prioritization  of  funding  for mental  health  research,  the
actual  funding  indicates  the  opposite.  A focus  on  chronic
conditions  beyond  cancer  or  infectious  diseases,  including
mental  health,  should  be incorporated  to the missions  of
the  Horizon  Europe  programme.
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