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GROUP FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF PSYCHIATRY

Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (GAP)

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychiatry, Mental Health, Human Relations

1. Core Definition and Mission

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (GAP) is a distinguished, invitational organization
comprised of approximately 185 leading psychiatrists. Its fundamental mission is the systematic
study of specific, complex problems within the fields of psychiatry, mental health, and human
relations. Operating primarily through a decentralized committee structure, GAP functions as an
expert task force dedicated to translating psychiatric knowledge into actionable recommendations
for policy and practice. The organization emphasizes collaborative inquiry, bringing together
specialized expertise to address pressing societal challenges that intersect with mental well-being.

Unlike typical professional associations, GAP is characterized by its focus on continuous, project-
based research and its commitment to the "advancing edge of psychiatry." Its work involves
rigorously collecting and appraising empirical data, critically reevaluating entrenched or outdated
concepts, and developing and testing novel theoretical frameworks. This process culminates in the
production of highly influential reports intended to guide professionals, policymakers, and the
public in understanding and tackling urgent mental health issues.

2. Historical Development and Founding Context

GAP was formally established in 1946, emerging directly from the profound psychiatric crises and
systemic challenges exposed by World War Il. The conflict served as a stark catalyst, revealing
severe deficiencies in the nation's ability to assess and provide mental health care both within the
armed forces and the general population. The impetus for forming GAP was articulated by its first
president, William Menninger, who cited the deep "frustration we experienced in attempting to

practice psychiatry in the armed forces."

The scope of the mental health problem during the war was staggering: more than two and a half
million servicemen were either rejected for service or discharged due to emotional difficulties. This
overwhelming statistic brought the problem of national mental health into sharp focus and provided
the organizational imperative for GAP. Recognizing that traditional, single-practitioner approaches
were insufficient, the founders conceived of GAP as a collective structure designed to mobilize
specialized intellectual resources--organized into dedicated task forces--to tackle these
multifaceted social and clinical issues systematically.

3. Structure, Methodology, and Interdisciplinary Collaboration

The core operational structure of GAP revolves around its working committees, which are
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essentially specialized investigative teams. These committees are composed of expert
psychiatrists drawn from the membership, but their methodology mandates extensive
interdisciplinary collaboration. In appraising data and challenging established norms, the
committees routinely collaborate with external consultants from diverse related fields.

This interdisciplinary approach ensures that GAP's analyses are comprehensive and grounded in a
wide socio-scientific context. Essential collaborating disciplines include anthropology, biology,
social work, education, and statistics. The collaborative model allows the committees to move
beyond narrow clinical perspectives, effectively testing new concepts "on the advancing edge of
psychiatry" and generating recommendations that are applicable across various societal sectors.

Once a working committee has thoroughly studied a problem, its findings are synthesized into a
formal, action-oriented report. This draft report undergoes meticulous review and must be formally
adopted by the membership as a whole before publication, ensuring that the final output represents
a consensus of expert psychiatric opinion.

4. Scope of Study and Working Committees (1968 Snapshot)

By 1968, GAP's influence had expanded significantly, evidenced by the operation of twenty-one
distinct working committees, each addressing a specialized area of psychiatric concern or
application. This broad organizational scope demonstrates GAP's commitment to addressing
mental health issues across the lifespan and within diverse institutional and social settings.

The diversity of the areas of study reflects the comprehensive approach taken by GAP, linking
clinical psychiatric practice directly to urgent public health and social policy matters. The active
committees during this period dealt with areas ranging from early development to aging and
institutional services, ensuring relevance across the entire spectrum of human experience and
social interaction.

Adolescence and Aging: Focused on developmental and geriatric mental health issues.
Education and Institutional Care: Included committees on the college student, child psychiatry,
medical education, and mental hospital services.

Societal and Legal Applications: Worked on problems concerning governmental agencies,
international relations, psychiatry and law, psychiatry and religion, and psychiatry and social work.
Clinical and Preventive Focus: Addressed areas such as preventive psychiatry,
psychopathology, therapeutic care, and therapy.

Public Outreach and Research: Maintained committees dedicated to public education, research,
and social issues.
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5. Significance and Impact through Publications

The primary mechanism through which GAP exerts its profound influence is its extensive and
highly respected publication record. These publications are widely circulated among psychiatrists,
medical professionals, educators, and policymakers, establishing GAP Reports as foundational
texts in modern mental health discourse and policy development.

The organization's output includes, most notably, the formal GAP Reports, numbering fifty-eight
by the late 1960s, which tackle complex issues with depth and actionable analysis. Furthermore,
GAP regularly publishes the proceedings of symposia held during its semiannual meetings,
offering timely discussions on current and emerging topics in the field.

The subjects covered in these reports demonstrate GAP's willingness to address controversial and
critical issues of the time, often anticipating public policy needs. Representative examples of these
influential publications include:

Promotion of Mental Health in Primary and Secondary Schools

Mental Retardation--a Family Crisis

Medical Practice and Psychiatry

Psychiatric Aspects of School Segregation (A particularly sensitive topic demonstrating GAP's
commitment to social issues)

Sex and the College Student

Psychiatric Aspects of the Prevention of Nuclear War

Psychopathological Disorders in Childhood
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