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RETHINKING OLD OPINIONS CAN HELP 

IMPROVE MENTAL 
HEALTH CARE

BY TONISHA MELVIN

H E A L T H  &  W E L L N E S S

In mental health research, few qualities 
are as vital and as undervalued as the 
ability to rethink. Today, the field 
sits at the intersection of biology, 
psychology, and lived experience, 
along with emerging technology, where 
theories are often shaped by evolving 
evidence, shifting social constructs, 
and deep human complexities. 

Even so, researchers and academics 
alike sometimes hold tightly to long-
standing philosophical frameworks 
or diagnostic categories even as new 
insights challenge their validity. One 
recent example is the pushback to the 
proposed changes to the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, a key reference used by 
clinicians and researchers who work in 
mental health.

True progress in understanding 
mental health depends on our collective 
willingness to question assumptions, 
revise interpretations, and, when 
necessary, change our minds.

Rethinking, at its core, goes hand 
in hand with intellectual humility. It 
helps us acknowledge that what we 
believe to be true today might not be 
true tomorrow. 
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In mental health research, this humility is not a luxury; it’s 
an ethical imperative. New insights and findings contribute 
to how people are diagnosed, treated, and understood through 

what we now use as the colloquially known psychiatry bible, the 
DSM-5-TR. When researchers fail to reassess their positions, outdated 

ideas can persist, inadvertently harming those we aim to help.
Take, for example, the shifting views of mental illness itself. Decades ago, 

a disorder like depression was viewed almost exclusively through a biological or 
moral lens, without any consideration of biopsychosocial or cultural dimensions. 
Over time, as evidence accumulated, researchers came to understand that these 
conditions were multifactorial, interwoven with trauma, social determinants of 
health, and systemic inequities. This evolution occurred because researchers were 
willing to rethink the multifaceted views of mental health, altering the course of the 
lives of many suffering from these diagnoses.

Rethinking is also essential in the use of biomarkers for hard-to-treat conditions 
such as schizophrenia, which was largely treated based on generic assumptions 
about the condition. Traditional approaches, often based on observable symptoms 
and trial-and-error medication strategies, are being complemented by biomarker-
driven insights that reveal the underlying biological and molecular mechanisms 
of these disorders. By integrating biomarkers such as genetic or neuroimaging, 
researchers aim to classify patients more precisely, predict treatment response, and 
highlight new therapeutic targets. This paradigm shift moves psychiatry from a 
generalized treatment pathway toward more personalized interventions grounded in 
measurable biological data.

Mental health inquiry is emotionally demanding work, often fueled by personal 
passion, bias, or empathy. The pressure to be right can lead to intellectual 
defensiveness or burnout. By embracing rethinking as a norm, research teams can 
foster a psychologically safe environment where uncertainty is not feared but explored.

For mental health researchers, the courage to change one’s mind signals not 
inconsistency but integrity. It reminds us that science, like the mind, is alive, 
capable of growth, revision, and renewal.


