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KEY TAKEAWAYS
•	 Nearly	1.5	million	adults	in	North	Carolina	are	living	with	some	form	of	mental	illness,	but	many	of	

these	individuals	cannot	afford	treatment.	

•	 More	than	half	a	million	North	Carolinians	–	552,000	–		gained	access	to	mental	health	care	as	a	result	
of	the	Affordable	Care	Act	(ACA).	As	such,	the	ACA,	a	critical	step	toward	providing	mental	health	care	
services,	must	be	protected.	

•	 Medicaid	expansion	in	North	Carolina	would	greatly	increase	access	to	mental	health	services	for	
North	Carolinians	and	reduce	out-of-pocket	costs.	

•	 The	impact	of	the	coronavirus	pandemic	on	family	unemployment,	social	inequities,	and	access	to	
health	care,	including	mental	health	services,	demonstrate	the	need	for	robust	advocacy	efforts	calling	
on	lawmakers	to	fight	to	protect	access	to	mental	health	care.

THE STATE OF MENTAL HEALTH CARE 
IN NORTH CAROLINA
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https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-any-mental-illness-in-the-past-year/?dataView=1&currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.protectourcare.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/North-Carolina-Fact-Sheet_-ACA.pdf
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BACKGROUND
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According to the Kaiser Family Foundation, more than 1 of 3 North Carolinians report 
having poor mental health.

Women, who make up more than half of the population in North Carolina, are 25 percent 
more likely to report poor mental health than men.

•	 38.8	percent	of	women	in	North	Carolina	reported	having	poor	mental	health	in	2017	
compared	to	29.3	percent	of	men.	

•	 Teenage	girls	in	North	Carolina	are	more	than	twice	as	likely	than	teenage	boys	to	have	a	
major	depressive	episode.

As of 2018, 1,469,000 adults in North Carolina reported having a mental illness.

•	 This	includes	356,000	adults	who	reported	having	a	serious	mental	illness,	which	is	defined	
as	a	mental	illness	that	results	in	“serious	functional	impairment.”

452,000 North Carolinians reported having an unmet need for mental health treatment in 
2018. Nearly half the time, the lack of treatment was due to cost .

•	 Of	the	North	Carolinians	who	reported	they	had	an	unmet	need	for	mental	health	
treatment,	44.8	percent	–	or	199,000	–	said	it	was	due	to	the	cost	of	treatment.

https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/poor-mental-health-among-adults/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22all%22:%7B%7D%7D,%22wrapups%22:%7B%22united-states%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Poor%20Mental%20Health%20Among%20Adults%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.ncdemography.org/2018/03/28/nc-in-focus-women-in-north-carolina/#:~:text=The%20total%20female%20population%20in,51%25%20of%20the%20state%20population.&text=The%20number%20of%20counties%2C%20out,men%20for%20every%20100%20women.
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/poor-mental-health-by-gender/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/poor-mental-health-by-gender/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/poor-mental-health-by-gender/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adolescents-reporting-a-major-depressive-episode-in-the-past-year-by-gender/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-any-mental-illness-in-the-past-year/?dataView=1&currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-any-mental-illness-in-the-past-year/?dataView=1&currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-unmet-need-for-mental-health-treatment-in-the-past-year/?dataView=1&currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-unmet-need-for-mental-health-treatment-in-the-past-year-because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/adults-reporting-unmet-need-for-mental-health-treatment-in-the-past-year-because-of-cost/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
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A lack of consumer protections within the health insurance market has traditionally been a barrier to 
mental health services for millions of Americans. Several facets of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) have 
contributed to an increased availability of mental health care, including the law’s groundbreaking 
requirement that insurers must cover essential benefits as part of their plans. While there is still room 
to improve access to mental health services, especially as it relates to cost, the ACA went a long way in 
improving access within health insurance.	

Lawmakers must fight to protect the Affordable Care Act (ACA) in order to maintain access to 
mental health services for hundreds of thousands of North Carolinians.	

Before the ACA, insurers did not have to cover what are known as “essential health benefits,” such 
as maternity care, prescription drugs, and mental health care.

•	 It	was	common	for	individuals	with	mental	illness	to	be	denied	health	insurance	plans	on	the	
individual	marketplace	or	charged	more	for	coverage	before	the	ACA.	

•	 While	employer-sponsored	plans	were	more	likely	to	provide	comprehensive	coverage	that	
included	mental	health	care,	39	percent	of	individual	marketplace	plans	did	not	cover	any	sort	of	
mental	health	treatment	before	the	ACA	was	implemented.

Mental health diagnoses were considered pre-existing conditions before the ACA became law. The 
ACA offers protections for people with pre-existing conditions: Insurance companies are no longer 
allowed to deny coverage or charge higher premiums to those with pre-existing conditions. 

Here	is	how	the	Affordable	Care	Act	has	impacted	mental	health	care	in	North	Carolina:

Ten years ago, the Affordable Care Act was signed into law and 552,000 North Carolinians gained 
coverage, critical protections, and access to mental health care as a result . 

Before the health care law was passed, there was no law in North Carolina to require health 
insurance plans on the individual marketplace to include mental health coverage.

•	 Health	plans	sold	in	the	individual	market	were	not	required	to	include	mental	health	coverage	
before	the	implementation	of	essential	health	benefits	within	the	ACA,	unless	it	was	required	by	
state	law.

The Affordable Care Act requires insurance plans to allow young adults under the age of 26 to stay 
on their parents’ health insurance plan regardless of any circumstances.

THE AFFORDABLE CARE ACT IMPROVED ACCESS 
TO MENTAL HEALTH SERVICES
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https://www.healthinsurance.org/obamacare/how-obamacare-improved-mental-health-coverage/
https://www.protectourcare.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/North-Carolina-Fact-Sheet_-ACA.pdf
https://www.protectourcare.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/North-Carolina-Fact-Sheet_-ACA.pdf
https://www.healthinsurance.org/obamacare/how-obamacare-improved-mental-health-coverage/
https://www.healthinsurance.org/obamacare/how-obamacare-improved-mental-health-coverage/
https://www.protectourcare.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/North-Carolina-Fact-Sheet_-ACA.pdf
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/pre-aca-state-mandated-benefits-in-the-individual-health-insurance-market-mandated-coverage-in-mental-health/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.kff.org/other/state-indicator/pre-aca-state-mandated-benefits-in-the-individual-health-insurance-market-mandated-coverage-in-mental-health/?currentTimeframe=0&selectedRows=%7B%22states%22:%7B%22north-carolina%22:%7B%7D%7D%7D&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.cms.gov/CCIIO/Resources/Files/adult_child_fact_sheet
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Medicaid expansion has been absolutely critical in providing health care services to the increasing 
number of Americans living with mental illness. People living in Southern states that have chosen 
to take advantage of Medicaid expansion through the Affordable Care Act have seen improvements 
in their mental health. Roughly five million people who have gained coverage through Medicaid 
expansion have some sort of mental illness or substance abuse disorder. North Carolina has not 
expanded Medicaid.

As the coronavirus pandemic vastly increases the need for mental illness services in North 
Carolina, Medicaid expansion is an obvious choice to provide people with the care they need.

Medicaid is the largest payer for behavioral health services, including mental health services, 
in the United States.

•	 Medicaid	provides	health	coverage	to	more	than	1	in	4	American	adults	with	a	serious	mental	
illness.	

•	 In	Medicaid	expansion	states,	people	are	less	likely	to	skip	medications	due	to	cost	and	more	
likely	to	seek	regular	care	for	chronic	conditions.

The National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) “urges all states to expand Medicaid, as 
indicated in the Affordable Care Act, to ensure more people with mental illness have access to 
essential health care services and supports.”

•	 Medicaid	provides	“critical	services	like	therapy,	inpatient	treatment,	and	prescription	
medications.”	

•	 According	to	the	NAMI,	“there	was	no	standard	pathway	to	Medicaid	coverage	for	adults	with	
mental	illness	unless	they	were	pregnant,	elderly,	or	had	been	determined	to	have	a	disability”	
before	the	Affordable	Care	Act.

MEDICAID EXPANSION IN NORTH CAROLINA
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•	 This	provision	gave	70,000	young	adults	in	North	Carolina	access	to	health	insurance.	Not	only	
does	that	lead	to	a	healthier	state,	but	it	also	helps	young	adults	access	the	care	they	need	when	
they	need	it:	Symptoms	of	mental	illness	are	most	likely	to	emerge	during	adolescence	or	in	
one’s	early	20s.

https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20200205.346125/full/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2020/01/07/medicaid-expansion-states-see-better-health-outcomes-study-finds
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hblog20200205.346125/full/
https://nami.org/Advocacy/Policy-Priorities/Improve-Care/Medicaid-Expansion
https://nami.org/Advocacy/Policy-Priorities/Improve-Care/Medicaid-Expansion
https://nami.org/Advocacy/Policy-Priorities/Improve-Care/Medicaid-Expansion
https://nami.org/Advocacy/Policy-Priorities/Improve-Care/Medicaid-Expansion
https://nami.org/Advocacy/Policy-Priorities/Improve-Care/Medicaid-Expansion
https://www.protectourcare.org/trumps-rally-in-north-carolina-overshadowed-by-his-and-thom-tilliss-ongoing-attacks-on-health-care/
https://www.healthinsurance.org/obamacare/how-obamacare-improved-mental-health-coverage/
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IMPACT OF COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON MENTAL HEALTH
With millions of Americans and communities across North Carolina reeling from a global pandemic 
and the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, a massive mental health crisis has 
emerged with new instances of mental illnesses appearing in people’s lives, as well as the worsening of 
existing symptoms as a result of stress and emotional turmoil. In fact, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) warns that stress associated with the coronavirus pandemic can lead to a 
“worsening of mental health conditions.”

Experts have referred to the confluence of circumstances within the coronavirus pandemic as a 
“perfect storm” of mental health issues. Social distancing, while an effective way to slow the spread of 
coronavirus, has isolated many people during a period of time where the U.S. suicide rate is higher 
than it has been in 80 years.

These unprecedented circumstances have amplified an already growing mental health crisis, 
which makes action by lawmakers to ensure access to mental health services even more critical.

The mental health crisis within the coronavirus pandemic is twofold - individuals are 
experiencing mental health symptoms for the first time, as well as the worsening of symptoms 
related to pre-existing mental illness.

•	 Even	before	the	pandemic,	1	of	5	Americans	were	living	with	some	form	of	mental	illness.	1	of	
3	adults	reported	experiencing	symptoms	of	anxiety.	

•	 Recent	reports	show	that	a	third	of	Americans,	especially	people	of	color,	are	reporting	signs	of	
emotional	distress	associated	with	depression	and	anxiety	in	the	wake	of	the	coronavirus.		

•	 Further,	people	of	color	often	face	substantial	barriers	to	mental	health	services,	including	
language	access,	stigma,	discrimination,	lack	of	affordable	high-quality	health	insurance,	and	
cultural	incompetence,	as	well	as	refusal	to	accept	insurance	among	psychiatrists.

A study conducted in late April by the Kaiser Family Foundation showed that 45 percent of 
adults nationwide felt that the coronavirus pandemic has had a negative impact on their mental 
health.

•	 In	June,	a	group	of	researchers	from	the	University	of	North	Carolina	Chapel	Hill	and	Harvard	
Medical	School	released	results	from	a	survey	of	1,500	Americans	conducted	in	the	second	half	
of	May,	which	showed	that	55	percent	of	people	said	they	were	more	stressed	than	in	January.	

•	 Experts	anticipate	that	the	mental	health	crisis	within	the	pandemic	will	only	get	worse	with	
time	as	the	economic	fallout	worsens	and	the	public	becomes	increasingly	exhausted	with	stress	
and	isolation.

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html
https://theconversation.com/new-study-shows-staggering-effect-of-coronavirus-pandemic-on-americas-mental-health-137944
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapsychiatry/fullarticle/2764584
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/05/26/americans-with-depression-anxiety-pandemic/?arc404=true
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/poverty-inequality-center/wp-content/uploads/sites/14/2019/12/Mental-Health-and-Communities-of-Color.pdf
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/07/01/covid-19-pandemic-has-increased-stress-say-55percent-in-harvard-unc-study.html
https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/
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The sudden job loss and economic insecurity that has affected millions of Americans during the 
coronavirus pandemic is intrinsically linked to the mental health crisis that has formed alongside 
the public health crisis. The problem becomes cyclical when financial struggles, the same catalyst for 
worsening mental illness, also prevents an individual from being able to afford medication to treat 
chronic illnesses, including mental illness.

By April 2020, there was a 21 percent increase in demand for medications used to treat 
depression, anxiety and insomnia.

At the same time, prescription drug prices, including  22 drugs used to treat mental illness, are 
rising during the coronavirus pandemic.

•	 Pharmaceutical	companies	raised	the	price	of	at	least	245	drugs	from	January	20	to	June	20.	
According	to	advocacy	group	Patients	for	Affordable	Drugs,	more	than	75	percent	of	the	price	
increases	were	a	direct	result	of	the	coronavirus	pandemic.

MENTAL HEALTH PRESCRIPTION DRUG PRICES

•	 A	professor	of	psychiatric	epidemiology	at	Harvard	University	suggested	that	the	specific	
circumstances	created	by	the	coronavirus	pandemic,	“the	potential	for	illness,	death,	job	loss,	
bankruptcy,”	most	commonly	lead	to	depression	and	anxiety.

In March 2020, North Carolina state health officials loosened restrictions around telehealth that 
allowed for a continuation of mental health services.

In North Carolina’s second coronavirus relief bill, which passed in June 2020, $5 million from the 
federal CARES Act was allocated to rehabilitation centers and mental health facilities.

•	 In	June	2020,	the	North	Carolina	Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services	was	granted	$1.5	
million	for	the	Hope4NC	program,	which	provides	North	Carolinians	with	mental	health	services.
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https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://thehill.com/policy/healthcare/505115-companies-hiked-prices-on-245-drugs-during-pandemic-advocacy-group-says
https://patientsforaffordabledrugs.org/2020/06/28/covid-price-hikes-report/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2020/04/rising-mental-health-concerns-in-the-coronavirus-era/
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/coronavirus/article241560641.html
https://www.thecentersquare.com/north_carolina/north-carolina-general-assembly-approves-second-coronavirus-relief-package/article_ec86191e-b72a-11ea-bad4-eb975a51cccb.html
https://wlos.com/news/local/state-awarded-15-million-for-mental-health-support-in-times-of-crisis
https://wlos.com/news/local/state-awarded-15-million-for-mental-health-support-in-times-of-crisis

