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Author Note

The views expressed in this perspective reflect the authors’ collective thinking at the time
of writing; though not every author personally endorses all views noted. We acknowledge that
both the field and broader sociocultural context are rapidly changing, and these views may shift
with time. We offer this caveat not to deflect accountability, but to model the self-reflective,
principled, and non-defensive approach we recommend mental health scientists adopt moving
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Abstract

Psychopathology research and treatment is at a crucial juncture. Particularly within the
United States, funding for scientific research has been cut drastically; academic freedom is under
attack; and efforts to diversify our workforce and mitigate our field's contributions to systemic
oppression have been banned outright. Ideologies vie for dominance, with reactionary centrism
and institutional capitulation increasingly evident. Gaslighting plays a central role in our politics
(academic, national, and beyond), but it is virtually unacknowledged within our science. At the
same time, diamonds are formed under pressure. Our collective reckoning brings with it the
potential for non-incremental improvements in our ability to assess, diagnose, and treat patients.
These improvements arrive in the form of opportunities for paradigm shifts, particularly those
involving acknowledging the gaslighting our field perpetuates; resourcefulness in conducting
research; values-realignment; coalition-building within and across fields and institutions; and

dissemination and outreach.
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Recent times have witnessed an escalation of social instability and policy directives that
pose a crisis to mental health sciences. We are forced — but also afforded the opportunity — to pause
and consider how best to move forward with purpose. Important questions include whether mental
health science can progress orthogonal to politics in a time of rising fascism; whether institutions
of higher education will fight to defend scientists and academic freedoms; and whether mental
health interventions can be meaningfully delivered in contexts of escalating social instability. This
paper raises these questions with an eye forward to suggest how such crises may also present
critical opportunities to reshape our science toward greater relevance, resilience, and responsibility.
We conclude by suggesting that mental health sciences must not only reckon with these realities
but also reimagine our role in advancing our work under such conditions.

Sociocultural Context for Mental Health Sciences

Current times have presented a period of social instability in what some refer to as a time
of rising fascism [1]. Although varying definitions exist (e.g., [2,3]), fascism has been defined as
“a class of anti-egalitarian ideological systems that have in common a general framing regarding
exclusionism” [4, p. 669]. There is growing recognition of key elements of this ideological form
of fascism within United States governance [4, 5]. This fascism manifests in a variety of ways.
Recent federal executive orders, for example, have occurred in rapid succession, many of which
are designed to destabilize scientific research and higher education in the United States in
particular (see [6]). Such orders have sought to eliminate government funding for diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI) efforts; remove anti-discrimination protections; and significantly

curtail federal research funding by slashing indirect cost rates and awarding fewer grants.
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Many institutions have responded to such orders with compliance — changing policies,
eliminating programs, and making budget cuts [7, 8]. Even the American Psychological
Association (APA) Commission on Accreditation announced it would no longer enforce
standards related to DEI during accreditation [9]. The immediate effect of these directives has
included life-upending disruptions for many scientists, including revocation of student visas and
deportations, pressure to self-censor, grant terminations, and a desire (or necessity) to leave
academia altogether [10]. Students and postdoctoral scholars bear the brunt of many of these
challenges, watching professional opportunities evaporate as tenured faculty and senior
administrators keep their heads down to guard their own professional security.

We do not need to build the case that mental health itself is adversely impacted by the
kinds of social and economic instability and loss of basic freedoms that characterize life under an
authoritarian regime. We point the interested reader instead to reviews on political climate and
population health (e.g., [11, 12]), social determinants of mental health [13], and mental health
consequences of large-scale trauma [14, 15].

Impact and Consequences. We discuss the current impact and consequences of the
sociocultural context for scientific work devoted to improving mental health. As became salient
to many during the COVID-19 pandemic emergency, nearly every leading Western theoretical
framework and conceptual model of psychopathology rests on the assumption that dysfunction
resides within the individual (e.g., [16-20]). During the pandemic emergency, the phrase
“unprecedented times” was repeated so often that it became a running joke. The statement likely
reflected the felt sense of being ill-equipped to navigate large-scale societal crises. Although we

agree that the field was underprepared to handle the pandemic emergency, we meet the current

moment with the benefit of years of experience navigating a society in crisis. Bold stances in
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defense of science and education successfully compete for the spotlight even amidst seemingly
endless news of grant cancellations, infringements on civil liberties, and efforts to curtail,
constrain, and punish institutions of higher education. Many universities have taken principled
stances to defend academic freedom against censorship [21]. Faculty continue to study and teach
censored topics, even at the risk of being dismissed. Public outreach, if anything, has increased,
via both social and conventional news media. A protest movement spearheaded by one of the
authors (CND) engaged thousands of participants around the country and internationally, with
vigorous advocacy still ongoing [22]. Thus, although crises abound, the current moment also
brings with it important opportunities and reasons for hope. We offer some examples below.
Part I: Crises for Mental Health Sciences

Among the crises our field faces are direct assaults on its very existence. We discuss
several examples, though non-exhaustive, that include funding cuts, censorship, and prohibitions
on policies that support the retention and efforts of individuals from diverse backgrounds, and
revocation of legal status for international students and faculty. Additional emerging crises that
are rapidly taking shape include gaslighting, reactionary centrism, and extreme mindsets.

Funding. As scientists in a healthcare field, our research efforts are supported in large
part by grants from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and other governmental agencies.
Academic medical centers, which are major hubs of clinical research, training, and care [23], are
sometimes referred to as “soft money” environments because their successful functioning
requires external funding. NIH funding for academic medical centers has historically created an
ecosystem in which patients can obtain access to new and potentially lifesaving treatments by

participating in research studies investigating novel interventions as they are developed in real

time. Because academic medical centers are also major hubs of clinical training for graduate
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students, residents, and postdoctoral fellows, patients who do not wish to participate in research
can still access high-quality, low-cost mental healthcare from closely-supervised trainees who
are learning best practices — in some cases from the very experts who developed those practices
[23]. Most scientists working in these centers are required to fund their research and salary
through grants (e.g., “soft money” positions), without which these jobs cease to exist. Even
scientists in “hard money” positions (e.g., in tenure-track psychology departments) are typically
responsible for securing their summer salary through grants. Such dramatic funding cuts will end
— and in some cases have already ended — the scientific careers of many brilliant scientists who
can no longer afford to work in academic and other historically grant-funded settings.
Collectively, cuts and delays in funding drastically curtail professional and training opportunities
for students, fellows, and early career faculty, while reducing patient access to affordable
treatments, both immediately and downstream [24].

Censorship. Academic freedom is integral to the functioning of universities, which have
a unique role within society and exist as part of a social contract in which the university’s highly
qualified faculty are granted both the freedom and the obligation to create an educated populace:
teaching students to think and question and engaging in the scholarly work they deem important,
unbeholden to social trends and political pressures [25]. Crucially, we view censorship as a
government action — academic freedom necessarily includes the freedom to object to another
academic’s work on intellectual, ethical, or moral grounds.

Recent government censorship has largely targeted research aimed at improving health
equity and diversifying the pool of scientists conducting the work. Consider the leaked list of
keywords for which all NSF grants are reviewed for potential termination: included are terms

29 ¢

like “women,” “trauma,” and “disability” [26]. For a field that has only recently begun to work
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toward improvements in the areas of health equity, such ideologically-motivated censorship
could have devastating effects — undermining the scientific review process, placing participants
enrolled in such studies at risk, and almost certainly widening disparities that had only just begun
to be addressed.

Attacks on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. Attacks have also targeted efforts to
improve diversity and equity within science and higher education, impacting not only the kind of
work being done, but also reinforcing exclusionary barriers around which people are able to do
it. A notice from the National Institute of Health [27] stipulated that scientists who accept federal
funding agree to refrain from engaging in “illegal” and “discriminatory” efforts to promote DEI
during the award period. The notice was fortunately rescinded, but the broader challenges
remain. Unethical directives from federal funding sources put many mental health scientists in an
impossible position. Do researchers accept funding and willingly contribute to the fortification of
white supremacist, patriarchal structures — while at the same time doing what we know to be
suboptimal science? Do we accept funding and knowingly violate those conditions,
understanding that we could be at legal risk for doing so? Or do we decline the funding and ask
others to do the same, knowing that for many faculty, students, and staff, these are career-making
or breaking decisions? The only viable path forward we can see is to urge coordinated and
proactive legal action in defense of academic freedom from universities and other recipients of
such funding. Coddling institutions that sacrifice their core principles to protect their bottom line
ultimately leaves faculty, students, and staff immeasurably vulnerable.

The dismantling of systems designed to improve diversity and inclusion occurs alongside

overt attacks on already-marginalized groups. We call particular attention to threatening and

dangerous rhetoric about mental illness specifically (which is not to minimize the effects of
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similar rhetoric toward other marginalized communities); for example, attributing violence to
mental illness — which draws attention away from causes that are far more relevant — and calling
for the institutionalization of people with mental illness. We must be vigilant in our
responsibility to reject misleading narratives and defend the vulnerable people our field exists to
serve.

Gaslighting. Gaslighting is a scenario in which an unequal power dynamic is exploited to
create a surreal environment and reduce a victim’s trust in their own capacity for reality testing
[28, 29]. Gaslighting is difficult to “prove” by design: as exemplified in the namesake 1938 play
and 1944 film, gaslighting perpetrators choose tactics that would “sound crazy” if described to
an outsider. This strategy functions to destabilize, discredit, and isolate victims of gaslighting.
Moreover, by successfully competing with victims for the status of arbiter of reality, gaslighting
perpetrators are empowered to set an infinitely high standard for proof, one that victims are never
permitted to reach [29, 30].

Compelling theoretical arguments, lived experience accounts, and some empirical studies
identify gaslighting as an important mechanism of both psychopathology and fascism [30, 31].
Gaslighting as a political strategy was deployed by the first Trump administration, during which
time the term also started to enter common parlance [32]. Gaslighting is also implicated in cult
psychology, which among other issues seeks to explain the emergence and maintenance of
zealous adherence to an ideological figurehead [30]. Our field is ideally suited to study various
forms of psychological manipulation and coercion, and to identify effective strategies for
resisting and healing from these practices. Despite this, research on gaslighting is all but absent

from the clinical science literature and training curricula. Even more concerningly, we observe

ways in which our field actively perpetuates gaslighting — of our patients and each other.
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Gaslighting of patients. Most of our theories situate dysfunction within the individual,
failing to give due consideration to the sociocultural context in which our patients’ symptoms
occur. This, in turn, leads to a heavy emphasis on treatments to help individuals adapt to
maladaptive environments, but little or no work focused on evidence-based strategies for
improving the environment. Clinical science is not alone in gaslighting patients (see, e.g., [33]
for a description of obstetric gaslighting in medicine), but our professional jurisdiction makes us
uniquely responsible for leading efforts to remediate it.

Gaslighting within the field. We must also begin to acknowledge gaslighting as a central
pillar in our cracking epistemic foundation. Our field, like many, has been beholden to
patriarchal and white supremacist systems of power that serve an all-in-one role of facilitating
ingroup signaling, cultural norm-setting, and gatekeeping. It is notable, for example, that
academia has not had its #MeToo movement, despite substantial data suggesting that sexual
harassment is rampant [34]. Enforced cultural norms explicitly punish open acknowledgment of
gaslighting and manipulative exploitation in academia, up to and including coordinated attacks
against people who raise these issues. As a result, awareness and understanding of this crisis
varies widely, as does individual capacity and willingness to disclose relevant knowledge. Put
simply, several of us can confirm from personal experience the existence of a network of
(primarily white, primarily male) “liberal elites” who possess disproportionate power that is
sometimes exploited. We do not offer this observation as a speculative conspiracy theory — we
speak as insiders and whistleblowers. As have most others in the field, each of us has done the
best we know how to do within deeply flawed systems and have at times personally benefited

from these in-group connections. We also recognize the substantial harm that the system inflicts,

and the striking extent to which it quashes all but a very narrow range of views and approaches.
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Ultimately, we find ourselves unable to reconcile the idea of an exclusive ingroup with our
scientific and ethical ideals of truth, integrity, diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice. By openly
naming gaslighting as a systemic problem, we hope to inspire a collaborative effort to abandon
such discriminatory and anti-scientific practices.

Reactionary Centrism. Academics are accustomed to looking at “both sides” of an
issue. Consideration of competing alternatives is intrinsic to hypothesis testing and considered an
ethical requirement for clinical research (i.e., equipoise). However, the idea of evenhandedness
has been leveraged to argue that science and politics should be separated, with science remaining
“politically neutral.” Aaron Huertas coined the term “reactionary centrists” to refer to people
espousing to be “politically neutral, but who usually [punch] left while sympathizing with the
right” [35]. We find examples of reactionary centrism within academia perhaps because
academics are trained to value reasoning and facts above (equally true) experiences of emotions
or ethical outrage.

There are several problems with the idea that evenhandedness and political neutrality are
possible in a social science, let alone a desirable gold standard. First, neutrality does not exist in
many situations, particularly those involving abuses of power. In practice, neutrality often
manifests as inaction, which systematically favors the status quo and the oppressor. Second,
perceiving oneself as “objective” can function to encourage passivity. Although moral outrage
can be perceived as unpleasant, it serves to motivate actions that are functional in context,
including denouncing wrongdoings, advocating for change, and protesting [36].

Extreme Mindsets. Academic and scientific careers require optimism. Teaching about

topics students find uninteresting, submitting papers and grants that are modally rejected, and the

very idea of making a scientific finding all necessitate some degree of optimism. Some of us find
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optimism in Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s quote: “The arc of the moral universe is long, but it
bends toward justice.” In the rest of the speech, Dr. King explains why the universe bends
towards justice. Specifically, he documents the history of the civil rights movement, which
included actions such as giving speeches, participating in protests, and other forms of nonviolent
resistance. The belief that change is possible fuels this work. As with unearned evenhandedness,
however, unearned optimism can function to prevent adaptive action (e.g., taking steps to
improve or escape a situation). Like reactionary centrism and unearned optimism, its contrast
cynicism (“nothing we do matters™) can also function to prevent actions with demonstrated
capacity to produce change. How do we motivate ourselves to do the necessary work despite
constant risk of setting our sights too hot or too cold, knowing too that an intentionally neutral
stance is also unlikely to be “just right”? We recommend beginning with the principled, self-
reflective, and flexible practice of critically examining the alignment of one’s own work with
scientific values and applicable professional ethics codes. Where we find misalignment between
principles and practice, we should engage the scientific community in open discussion of the
misalignment, rather than dismissing or attempting to conceal it. We must also be open and
receptive to such critiques, accepting that, although change may be uncomfortable, progress is
not possible without it.

Taken together, the crises in which we are operating threaten the existence of scientific
positions and programs in the United States. They are halting progress on our understanding of
mental health and closing the profession to thousands of brilliant scientists with much to offer.
The unknown downstream effects of these crises are also concerning. The country relies on our

field to address mental health needs, as highlighted through legislative efforts to support and

maintain access to mental health services by clinical students, interns, and residents (see for
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example APA’s letter in support of legislation for Medicare to cover reimbursement for services
by advanced trainees). How will this loss of investment in clinical research impact our progress
toward preventing and treating mental illness? How will cuts to clinical training programs impact
access to mental health services? What will be the effects on psychiatric illness,
institutionalization, and suicide rates, particularly in already underserved communities? How
long will it take to make up for these losses under a new administration? Such unknown
consequences—and unknown future directives—raise alarming possibilities.

Part II: Opportunities

Preface. We acknowledge the delicacy of discussing opportunities in the context of such
profound crises. By calling attention to silver linings, we are in no way minimizing the severity
of the issues described above. We believe it is possible to both condemn the chaos and
destruction enacted by fascist policies and to capitalize on emergent opportunities to move our
field forward. Such opportunities include paradigm shifts, dismantling of traditional hierarchies,
values realignment, dissemination, and newfound resourcefulness.

Coalition Building. Many of the crises described above transcend the boundaries of a
particular field. Within the United States especially, we are hard-pressed to name a scientific
field or academic discipline that has not been adversely impacted. Universities would have far
greater social, political, and legal power by working in concert rather than the “go it alone”
approach that has prevailed. Although students and faculty are not always empowered to
influence decision-making at the institutional level, we are all capable of prioritizing coalition-
building within our field and across disciplines and institutions. We recommend an inclusive,
intellectually generous approach that is careful to avoid recapitulating white supremacist and

patriarchal power structures. Rather than ask marginalized groups to remain so, in an effort to
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cater to those with more conservative viewpoints, we should insist that those with the most
privilege shoulder the greatest burden. Although our field has much to learn, we also have
knowledge that could be of great value if applied in a coordinated, thoughtful, and ethically
principled way. We might, for example, consider pushing for a cultural shift toward remediation
rather than cancellation. As mental health scientists, we know perfectly well that cognitive
change is more likely to occur through persuasion than punishment. It is our professional
responsibility to take a scientifically-grounded approach that engages the world as it is, rather
than as we believe it should be.

Paradigm Shift. Stagnation of treatment effects is a longstanding issue in the field. For
all our evidence-based treatments that help reduce symptoms, neither the percentage of people
helped nor the magnitude of symptom reduction has improved in several decades. For example,
only about 50% of people respond to exposure therapy, despite its status as gold-standard
treatment [37]. Non-responders to psychotherapy are especially likely to be facing psychosocial
adversity [38]. Thus, although we recognize the value of incremental research, several decades of
effort suggest that continuing such work with slight modifications is unlikely to produce
meaningful improvements in our ability to treat mental illness. By contrast, interventions that
grapple directly with the sociocultural context in which the patients’ symptoms are maintained —
in particular, a zero-gaslighting approach that acknowledges the presence of environmental
pathology — could provide a non-incremental path forward.

A cultural shift toward radical humility is another potential path. Psychology has existed
as a science for barely a century. Compare that to the history of medicine, which co-evolved

alongside the concept of science itself. Of coursewe should assume that our theories and methods

are clumsy, flawed, and probably wrong in many important respects. How could they be
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otherwise? Radically accepting even our best work as deeply flawed would also free us
scientifically to engage in the sorts of normative deviations that could lead to non-incremental
progress. As the idea of participatory research gains traction [39], perhaps so too should the idea
of a truly collaborative (vs. hierarchical) approach to mental health conceptualization,
assessment, and treatment that respects (vs. disparages) lived experience accounts and other
ways of knowing.

Dismantling Traditional Hierarchies. As established mechanisms for professional
success become less reliable, there are fewer reasons to seek guidance from, or offer deference
to, those who succeeded via those paths. Avenues are instead open for the emergence of new and
different paradigms and approaches. In many cases, these new ideas will come from early- or
mid-career researchers, who find themselves both harmed by the unavailability of federal funds
and released from the constraints of dominant models and agency priorities for securing funding.
We also have the opportunity to more equitably distribute evaluative power, including the ability
to decide what constitutes good science. For example, the “Open Science” movement is an
important advance for the field, but is also routinely weaponized, particularly against women and
people of color [40]. As we refuse to cede evaluative authority of our work to governmental
forces, so too should we notice and resist the urge to place additional power in the hands of
individuals and groups already overrepresented in positions of authority. A cultural shift toward
“radical humility” as noted above could afford us an unusual opportunity to embrace our science
as deeply flawed, and in so doing, create space for creative and divergent ideas and approaches
to flourish.

Values Realignment. We can also take this opportunity to reflect on conflicts between

and within our agendas. Consider, for example, conflicts of urgency and importance. Academics
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understandably experience pressure to publish that next paper or get that next grant. However,
constant production is not conducive to extended periods of deep thought or reflection —
including of the kind that precede the sorts of “ah ha!” moments that drive scientific progress
[41]. In our urgency to maximize quantity and impact metrics, we risk losing out on truly
meaningful advances in quality and real-world impact. Slowing down to produce less work of
higher quality would improve our signal-to-noise ratio. It would also help academia return to its
roots as a culture that recognizes and defends the sacred importance of quiet time to think.
Dissemination and Outreach. As the COVID-19 pandemic revealed, our field is wildly
underprepared to engage effectively in public dissemination of our work. Our principled, “well,
actually”-ist adherence to technicalities is valuable in our scientific endeavors, but it likely
impedes our ability to make our work digestible to the public. Moreover, our field allocates little
cachet to the task of being an effective science communicator, which is often seen as time away
from “real work™ despite its outsized practical importance and impact. When we silo ourselves
and stigmatize outreach, we create an information vacuum that will still be filled, just by less-
qualified sources. More and better science communication would also increase public
appreciation of our work and its value. By taking responsibility for ensuring that our work
reaches the people for whom it was conducted, we could drastically shorten the science-to-
practice gap. These efforts should ideally center not only our latest work, but also robust older
work that has failed to reach its intended audience (e.g., gaps between high exposure therapy
efficacy and low clinician uptake, [42]). Making outreach a criterion for hiring, tenure, and
promotion is one possible way to incentivize scientists to allocate time to dissemination and

outreach.
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Resourcefulness. Even those academics whose livelihoods are not directly challenged by
funding cuts (e.g., those in tenured Arts & Sciences positions) are nevertheless still likely to be
asked to do more with less. We should thoughtfully consider whether some of our meaningful
questions could be answered using existing data. We should also consider expanding our
methodological repertoires. Qualitative research, for example, requires intensive labor on the part
of researchers, but data collection and recruitment can be relatively inexpensive because sample
sizes are expected to be smaller and particular equipment is often not required. Such an approach
does not necessarily reduce the cost of conducting rigorous research, but it shifts the burden of
those costs to capitalize on the resources that are available. It would also create opportunities to
explore uncharted research areas and to re-interrogate fundamental aspects and assumptions of
existing theoretical models.

Concluding Remarks

Clinical science stands at a critical crossroads. The landscape of our field is rapidly
shifting, creating major challenges for our research, training, and ability to deliver effective
mental health care. However, these challenges also create new opportunities for innovation,
reflection, and resilience. We can and must grapple directly with the social contexts that shape
mental health, defend our academic freedoms, and boldly assert that we will not compromise in
our effort to recruit, retain, and sponsor an outstanding and increasingly diverse pool of
scientists. In so doing, we can rise to meet this challenge as the innovators, educators, and

science professionals we have long trained to be. We believe that clinical science can not only

withstand this moment, but can help transform it and our field for the better.
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