INTRODUCTION

In November 2022 the Wellcome Trust, a large UK based research charity organisation, published a two part series called ‘What science has shown can help young people with anxiety and depression: identifying and reviewing the 'active ingredients' of effective interventions’[1]. The aim of the report was to select and report on a number of interventions currently available to help with young people’s symptoms of anxiety and depression. Specifically, the researchers at Wellcome wanted to help identify interventions that had clearly defined ‘active ingredients’, which are the aspects of an intervention which actually help with making change. 

When the report was commissioned in 2020, Wellcome invited research teams from across the world to review the evidence for these different active ingredients. This resulted in over 50 research teams being assigned to review 46 active ingredients. The active ingredients were broadly categorised by their focus of change into six groups: (i) behaviours and activities; (ii) beliefs and knowledge; (iii) brain/body functions; (iv) cognitive and attentional skills; (v) human connections; and (vi) socioeconomic factors (see table below).

Each research team was tasked with examining whether or not the existing evidence showed that their active ingredient is effective among 14 to 24-year-olds, including whether there are subgroups or contexts in which their ingredient is particularly effective or ineffective, and the potential mechanisms of action underpinning the effect of their active ingredient. In short, they were asked to address the question: ‘What works, for whom, in what contexts, and why?’ In addition, teams were asked to involve young people, ideally with lived experience of anxiety and/or depression, as part of their review process, with the aim of ensuring a grounded and holistic approach. 

ICAMH will embark on a new series over the coming months where, in the interest of scientific dissemination and communication, we will provide a brief breakdown of the evidence found for each active ingredient.
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Table 1:

Active ingredients to prevent or treat youth anxiety and
depression reviewed by Wellcome-funded teams (2020-21)

Behaviours and activities Beliefs and knowledges Brain/body functions

Behavioural activation*: increasing
engagement with positive activities
Collaborative goal setting and
tracking

Engagement with the arts"

Exposure: facing one’s fears in a
planned manner”

Physical activity: more bodly
movement

Problem solving®

Relaxation techniques: better stress
response via relaxation”

Remote measurement technologies:
use of remote technologies to montor
changes In biology, behaviour, and
environment relevant to the problems
Self-disclosure: shering information
with others about personal
experiences and characteristics

Cognitive and attentional skills Human connections

Affective awareness: knowing how
one feels®

Decentring: better able to shift
perspective”

Emotional controllabillty: belifs.
about the extent to which emotions
are controllable

Emotional granularity: improved
abilty to characterise emotional
experiences.

Emotion regulation: improved
management of emotions”

Grief reduction: use of strategles to
target feelings of grief

Helptul attentional and
interpretational thinking patterns*
Hopefulness: learning to be more
hopeful”

Mental imagery: helpiul use of
emotional mental imagery"
Perfectionism reduction®
Repetitive negative thinking
reduction®

Self-compassion®

Agency: developing a sense of
‘agency through social action

Cultural connection: connection with
one’s own culture

Mental health literacy

Sense of mattering*

Sense of purpose

Self-evaluation: improved view
of self*

Spiritual and religious beliefs

Communication in families
Digital quality social connection*
Family support

Loneliness reduction*
Neighbourhood cohesion: increased
neighbourhood social connection”
Peer support: support from a peer
who has experienced anxiety and/or
depression

School connectedness: sense of
connection to school ife

Social inclusion: improved inclusion
for those who are minoritized on the
basis of their identity (¢.g., sexual and
gender)

Social relationships: faciltating
improvements in social relationships*
Working alliance: a functional and
collaborative relationship with a helper

Circadian hythms: better
sleep-wake cycles*

Gut microbiome: improving

qut microbial function®

Hippocampal neurogenesis: growth
of new neurons in the hippocampal
region of the brain

Omega-3 supplements

Reduced levels of inflammation in
the body*

Selective serotonin reuptake
inhibitors: use of antidepressants™

Economic transfers: increased
financial resources via cash transfers®

Urban access to green space”





