
Mental Health in DeSoto County, Florida:
Prevalence and Access

Summary

DeSoto  County,  a  small  rural  county  in  Florida,  faces  significant  mental  health  challenges.  Rates  of
depression and anxiety are high among both adults and youth, yet access to care is limited by a severe
shortage of providers and high uninsured rates. Key findings include: 

High Prevalence: Approximately  1 in 5 adults in Florida (about 2.89 million people) has a mental
health condition, and around  1 in 20 (648,000 adults) lives with a  serious mental illness such as
major depression, bipolar disorder, or schizophrenia . In DeSoto County specifically, adults
report  an average of  5.4 poor mental  health days per  month ,  indicating frequent distress.
Among Medicare beneficiaries in DeSoto (primarily older adults), about 20% have been treated for
depression, slightly above state averages . 

Youth  at  Risk: Mental  health  issues  are  also  common  among  youth.  An  estimated  180,000
adolescents (ages 12–17) in Florida have experienced depression .  Statewide surveys in 2023
found 30.5% of high school students felt sad or hopeless for ≥2 weeks in a row , a sign of
elevated depression risk. Florida has one of the highest youth depression rates in the nation – about
16.4% of teens had a major depressive episode in the past year . Alarmingly, nearly  64% of
Florida  youth  with  depression  received  no  mental  health  care in  the  last  year ,
underscoring gaps in treatment for young people.

Provider Shortage and Access Gaps: DeSoto County has a  critical shortage of mental health
providers, and is designated as a mental health professional shortage area for its entire population

. There are only about  8–10 mental health professionals serving the county’s ~38,000 residents.
This equates to roughly 23–25 mental health providers per 100,000 people, 4–5 times lower than
the statewide provider rate . For example, DeSoto has only 24.7 licensed counselors per 100,000
residents versus 57.3 per 100k for Florida . In practical terms, that is a provider-to-population
ratio on the order of 1 mental health provider for every 4,000–5,000+ residents, far worse than Florida’s
overall ratio (~670:1 in 2019) . Such scarcity leads to long wait times for outpatient appointments
and forces many residents to seek care outside the county. Indeed, Floridians are over 5 times more
likely to have to go out-of-network for mental health care than for primary care, which increases
cost and delays .

Insurance and Affordability: Uninsurance is higher in DeSoto than state and national averages,
creating another barrier to care. Roughly 18–19% of DeSoto residents lack health insurance (and
about 25% of those under 65 are uninsured) , compared to ~13% uninsured statewide .
Even among those with insurance, high out-of-pocket costs are a major issue – nearly 50% of Florida
adults who needed mental health care but didn’t get it cited cost as the reason . Low income
levels  (over  25%  of  DeSoto  residents  live  below  poverty)  further  exacerbate  financial  barriers.
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Medicaid  is  a  key  payer  for  behavioral  health;  as  of  2024 Florida’s  Medicaid  program covers  4+
million people and offers a broad array of inpatient and outpatient mental health services .
However, provider shortages mean  only about 21% of the needed mental health professional
capacity  is  met  in  Florida ,  illustrating  the  statewide  gap  between  demand  and  available
services. 

Outpatient Services and Telehealth: DeSoto County has very limited local outpatient mental health
infrastructure.  There is  no psychiatric  hospital  in-county,  and only a small  number of  outpatient
clinics  or  private  practices.  Residents  in  crisis  often  rely  on  regional  facilities  (in  neighboring
counties) or the state-funded Central Florida Behavioral Health network for care.  Hospitalizations
for mental disorders in DeSoto are relatively high – for instance, the rate of  non-fatal self-harm
hospitalizations is 548.8 per 100,000, slightly above the Florida average of 524.7 . This suggests
substantial acute care needs. On a positive note, telehealth has emerged as an important option
to expand access, especially after COVID-19. Statewide data show that by late 2022, around 62.5%
of all telehealth visits were for mental health issues , reflecting strong uptake of tele-therapy
and telepsychiatry. Many DeSoto residents have turned to telehealth providers for counseling and
medication  management,  helping  to  mitigate  geographic  and  transportation  barriers.  Florida
policymakers  have  also  relaxed  regulations  to  facilitate  tele-mental  health  services .  While
telehealth has improved access (e.g. reducing wait times for follow-up visits), it does not fully make
up for the lack of local in-person providers, especially for severe cases that may require intensive or
emergency intervention.

Trends and Recent Changes: Mental health needs have been rising in recent years. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, anxiety and depression symptoms spiked – in early 2021, over 40% of Florida
adults reported anxiety or depressive symptoms , and even in 2023 around 32% of adults still
reported  ongoing  mental  health  struggles .  Youth  mental  health  indicators  (depressive
symptoms,  ER visits  for  psychiatric  crises,  etc.)  have also trended upward over the past  decade.
Florida’s  rate  of  youth  feeling  persistent  sadness/hopelessness  climbed  in  the  last  decade  and
remains  elevated  post-pandemic .  On  the  access  side,  Florida  has  increased  funding  for
behavioral health substantially. Over the past 5 years, more than $5.8 billion in state and federal
funds have been invested in expanding mental health and substance abuse services . In FY2023,
the state Department of Children & Families (DCF) served ~249,000 individuals with mental health
needs  (about  19%  were  youth) .  The  expansion  of  Mobile  Response  Teams,  school-based
mental health programs, and crisis stabilization units has been a priority. Despite these efforts,
Florida still ranks 36th of 67 counties in overall health outcomes and in the bottom quartile for
health factors (like provider availability)  – indicating that gaps remain especially wide in rural
communities like DeSoto. 

In summary,  DeSoto County’s outpatient mental health landscape is characterized by high demand
but limited supply.  Anxiety  and depression are common – generalized anxiety  disorder and recurrent
major depression are the top diagnoses statewide  – and many individuals (especially youth and low-
income residents) are not receiving needed care. The county has a small behavioral health workforce and
few local  treatment  options,  leading to  long waits  and travel  for  services.  Insurance and cost  barriers
further impede access, though telehealth has become a valuable tool to reach more patients. Recent trends
show  mental  health  conditions  becoming  more  prevalent  (or  more  recognized),  which  heightens  the
urgency to improve service capacity.  For an outpatient mental health audit,  these statistics highlight
critical areas of need: expanding provider recruitment/retention, increasing affordable services (including
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via Medicaid and telehealth), and continuing to invest in interventions for both adults and youth (such as
school mental health programs and community counseling) to address the growing mental health burden
in DeSoto County.

Prevalence of Mental Health Conditions

Adults: Mental health conditions are common among DeSoto County’s adult population. Based on state
estimates,  roughly  20%  of  adults  have  some  form  of  mental  illness (from  mild  to  severe) .  This
includes  mood  disorders  (like  depression  and  bipolar  disorder),  anxiety  disorders,  PTSD,  and  others.
Approximately 4–5% of adults experience a serious mental illness (SMI) each year  – SMIs are typically
chronic, disabling conditions such as schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, major depression, or severe
bipolar disorder. In Florida, that equates to about  648,000 adults with serious mental illness statewide

;  in  DeSoto  County  (population  ~38,000),  this  would  correspond  to  on  the  order  of  1,500–2,000
individuals with SMI, though exact county-level figures are not readily available. 

One key indicator of adult mental health is the frequency of poor mental health days. In DeSoto, adults
reported an average of 5.4 mentally unhealthy days per month (per BRFSS survey data around 2022) .
This  is  worse than the Florida average (approximately  15% of  adults  statewide report  frequent  mental
distress, defined as ≥14 poor mental health days in a month) . Earlier data showed about  11–13% of
DeSoto adults had frequent mental distress (2019 estimates) , but the increase to 5+ bad days per
month on average post-COVID suggests a worsening trend in adult mental health. 

In terms of diagnosable conditions,  anxiety and depressive disorders are the most prevalent among
adults. The Florida DCF reports that in FY 2023-24 the top three mental health diagnoses for those receiving
state-supported  services  were  generalized  anxiety  disorder,  major  depressive  disorder  (recurrent,
moderate),  and  post-traumatic  stress  disorder .  Each  of  these  diagnoses  accounted  for  ~10,000–
14,000 individuals served statewide . This aligns with national trends that anxiety and depression spiked
during the pandemic and remain high. Even among older adults, depression is a concern – about 20% of
Medicare beneficiaries in DeSoto County have been diagnosed with depression,  compared to ~18%
nationally . Additionally, indicators like “frequent mental distress” (17.2% of adults in DeSoto)  and
self-reported depression diagnosis (~16% of Florida adults in 2023)  show that a significant minority
of adults are struggling with their mental health at any given time. 

Youth: Mental  and  emotional  disorders  often  begin  at  a  young age,  and  DeSoto’s  youth  are  similarly
impacted. Approximately 1 in 6 U.S. youth (ages 6–17) experience a mental health disorder each year
(such as ADHD, anxiety,  depression, behavioral disorders) .  In Florida, surveys indicate high levels of
depressive feelings among teens. The  Florida Youth Risk Behavior Survey reported that  33.7% of high
school students felt persistent sadness or hopelessness in 2019, and in 2023 still about 30.5% reported
prolonged sadness/hopelessness that interfered with usual activities . This suggests nearly a third of
teens  have  experienced  significant  depressive  symptoms.  Furthermore,  as  of  2021,  16.4%  of  Florida
youths (12–17) had a major depressive episode (MDE) in the past year, the highest rate of any state .
By raw numbers, about 180,000 adolescents in Florida are living with depression (estimated) . For a
small county like DeSoto (with ~7,000 youth under 18 ), this might translate to a few hundred teens
suffering from depression. 

Other serious concerns for youth include  suicidal behavior and self-harm.  While county-specific youth
suicide data are sparse (to protect privacy in small populations), statewide 13.8% of high schoolers in 2021
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had seriously considered attempting suicide and 8.9% had actually attempted suicide in the prior year
(per Florida Dept. of Health) . DeSoto’s rate of hospitalizations for self-harm injuries among youth
was approximately 549 per 100,000 in recent data, slightly above the Florida average . This indicates
that youth in crisis are utilizing emergency services at a notable rate. Additionally, the rate of psychiatric
hospitalizations for  children (0–17) in  DeSoto was about  697 per  100,000 in  2023 ,  which reflects
children needing inpatient care for serious emotional disturbances (again higher than the state rate ~525
per 100k). 

It’s also worth noting that  behavioral disorders (like ADHD and conduct disorders) and  substance use
intersect with mental health for many youth. In DeSoto’s region, about 5–6% of high school students report
misusing prescription pain meds or other drugs (per the Florida Youth Substance Abuse Survey ), which
can both result from and exacerbate underlying mental health issues. Schools are seeing increased need
for behavioral health supports – for example, ~0.4% of K-12 students in Florida are classified with an
emotional/behavioral disability (EBD) that requires special education services  (DeSoto’s EBD rate is
similar). The DeSoto County School District has implemented a Mental Health Assistance Plan to expand
counseling,  screenings,  and  referrals  for  students  in  recent  years .  Despite  these  efforts,  a  large
treatment gap remains:  over 64% of Florida youth with major depression received no mental health
treatment in the past year . This lack of care is likely even more acute in rural DeSoto due to fewer
providers. 

Serious Mental Illness in Youth: A subset of youth have serious emotional disturbances (SED), roughly
analogous to  SMI  in  adults.  Federal  estimates  suggest  around  9–10% of  children may have a  serious
emotional/behavioral disorder that substantially impairs their functioning . In DeSoto, this could be a
few hundred children who need intensive services. These often manifest as early-onset mood disorders,
psychotic  disorders,  or  severe  autism/behavior  disorders.  Unfortunately,  specialized  services  (child
psychiatrists, therapeutic group homes, etc.) are extremely scarce locally, so families must often seek care in
larger counties. The consequences of unmet SED needs are seen in systems like juvenile justice – about 7 in
10 youth in the juvenile justice system have a diagnosable mental health condition, and 1 in 10 have
an SMI . Early intervention is critical to prevent such outcomes. 

In summary,  the prevalence of mental health conditions in DeSoto County is significant across all
ages.  Depression  and  anxiety  disorders  top  the  list  for  both  adults  and  adolescents,  with  many
experiencing frequent mental distress. Serious conditions affect a smaller percentage but still hundreds of
individuals locally. These prevalence figures underscore a high need for services in the community.

Access to Mental Health Services

Provider Availability: Access  to  mental  health care in  DeSoto County is  severely limited by provider
shortages. The county has very few mental health professionals practicing locally – by recent counts, only
on the order of  8–10 licensed mental health providers (including psychiatrists,  psychologists, licensed
counselors, clinical social workers, etc.). This translates to approximately 23.5 mental health providers per
100,000  population,  compared  to  117  per  100,000  statewide .  In  other  words,  DeSoto’s  provider
density is about one-fifth of the Florida average.  For  licensed mental health counselors specifically
(therapists such as LMHCs, LMFTs, LCSWs), the county has ~24.7 per 100k, versus 57.3 per 100k in Florida

. This disparity places DeSoto among the most underserved counties in Florida. 
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To put it in perspective, Florida already ranks low nationally in mental health workforce – only ~21% of
the needed mental health professional supply is met in the state , and Florida’s overall ratio is about 670
residents per 1 provider  (compared to ~310:1 in California and ~370:1 in New York). In DeSoto, the
ratio is far worse: roughly 4,000–5,500 residents for every 1 mental health provider, based on Data USA
and County Health Rankings figures . Such a high patient-to-provider load means that existing clinicians
often have full caseloads and are unable to accept new patients promptly. It is not uncommon for residents
to wait weeks or months for an outpatient therapy appointment or psychiatric evaluation in the local
area.

The  provider  shortage  extends  across  all  types  of  clinicians.  As  of  2021,  DeSoto  had  no  practicing
psychiatrist (MD specializing in mental health) residing full-time in the county, and only a small number of
psychiatric  nurse  practitioners  who rotate  from outside.  There  are  a  few licensed  psychologists  and  a
handful of counselors or social workers, many of whom are employed by either the county school system,
the  health  department,  or  local  nonprofits.  DeSoto  County’s  Health  Department does  not  have  a
dedicated behavioral  health clinic,  so most public  outpatient  services are coordinated through regional
providers  (e.g.  Coastal  Behavioral  Healthcare  or  Central  Florida  Behavioral  Health  Network  partners  in
neighboring counties).  The Florida Department of  Health confirms that  DeSoto is  a  designated  Health
Professional  Shortage  Area  (HPSA) for  mental  health,  meaning  the  entire  county’s  population  has
insufficient access to mental health professionals . It is one of 30% of U.S. counties with this federal
shortage designation .

Outpatient Services and Facilities: DeSoto County lacks many specialized mental health facilities. There
are  no  psychiatric  hospitals  or  inpatient  psychiatric  units within  the  county;  individuals  needing
hospitalization for mental illness (including Baker Act involuntary examinations) are typically transported to
facilities in adjacent counties (such as Charlotte or Highlands County). For routine outpatient care, DeSoto
has limited options: a small number of private counseling practices in Arcadia (the county seat), one or two
telehealth-based  clinics,  and  some  school-based  counseling  provided  through  grants.  There  is  also  a
reported  shortage  of  primary  care and  dental  providers in  DeSoto ,  which  matters  because
primary care often handles mild-to-moderate mental health issues (e.g. prescribing antidepressants). With
only ~39.5 physicians per 100,000 population locally (versus 308 per 100k in Florida) , even primary
care access is constrained, further limiting avenues for mental health treatment referrals.

For outpatient therapy and psychiatric medication management, residents often must seek services in
larger  communities  (e.g.  Port  Charlotte,  Sarasota,  or  via  telehealth).  Wait  times can  be  substantial:
anecdotal reports suggest waiting  2–3 months for an appointment with a psychiatrist in the region is
not unusual, unless it’s an acute crisis handled via ER or crisis unit. Therapists in the area, given the small
number, frequently have waitlists or limited hours. The shortage of bilingual mental health providers is also
a challenge, since nearly one-third of DeSoto residents are Hispanic  (Spanish-speaking counselors are in
very short supply locally).

Insurance Coverage: Insurance status heavily influences access. DeSoto County has a higher uninsured
rate than Florida’s average. About 17.9% of the population has no health insurance (5-year estimate)

, compared to 12.6% statewide. Among adults under 65 (who are not eligible for Medicare), roughly
1 in 4 lacks insurance . This is significant because uninsured individuals often cannot afford private
mental health services. The  cost of therapy in Florida can range from $100 to $200+ per session out-of-
pocket, and psychiatric visits are similarly costly – clearly out of reach for many in a county where median
household income is  around $40k  and 25% live  in  poverty.  As  a  result,  uninsured or  underinsured
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residents may forego care or rely on sparse charity services. Even those with insurance face hurdles: Florida
has limited mental health parity enforcement, and many plans have narrow networks. A NAMI survey found
Floridians are over five times more likely to be forced out-of-network for mental health care than for
primary care, which means higher out-of-pocket costs for mental health services . Indeed, nearly half
(49.7%) of Florida adults who needed mental health care but didn’t get it cited “cost” as the primary
barrier .

Medicaid is  a crucial  payer for mental health in DeSoto given the high poverty rate.  Florida’s Medicaid
program (Statewide Managed Care) covers  over 4 million low-income individuals, including  67% of all
youth in Florida . Medicaid plans in Florida cover a comprehensive set of behavioral health services –
outpatient therapy, psychiatric visits, psychotropic medications, crisis stabilization, even some residential
treatment .  In  DeSoto,  an  estimated  22%  of  residents  are  on  Medicaid (and  about  18%  on
Medicare) .  Thus, more than one-third of the county relies on public insurance for health needs.
While  Medicaid  in  Florida  has  expanded  behavioral  health  benefits  and  added  programs  like  Mobile
Response  Teams for  crises,  finding  local  providers  who  accept  Medicaid  is  challenging.  Many  private
practitioners  in  Florida  limit  the  number  of  Medicaid  patients  due  to  lower  reimbursement  rates.  The
managing entity for public behavioral health (Central Florida Cares or a similar DCF-contracted entity) works
with a few agencies to serve Medicaid/uninsured populations in DeSoto, but capacity is limited. 

Telehealth Expansion: One silver lining in recent years has been the rapid expansion of telehealth.  Tele-
mental health services (therapy or psychiatric consults via phone or video) have dramatically increased
access in rural areas like DeSoto. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Florida enacted emergency orders (now
made permanent)  to  allow out-of-state  licensed mental  health  professionals  to  provide telehealth,  and
insurers including Medicaid greatly broadened telehealth coverage. As a result, by late 2022, about 62.5%
of  all  telehealth  visits  in  Florida  were  related  to  mental  health (counseling,  psychiatry,  etc.),  far
outpacing telehealth use for  other medical  issues .  Telehealth has become “mainstream” for  mental
health: according to national studies, nearly  2 in 3 telehealth visits in 2021–2022 were for behavioral
health needs . 

In DeSoto, many patients now see therapists or even psychiatrists virtually. This has helped reduce travel
barriers – for example, someone in Arcadia can have a video session with a psychologist in Tampa or Fort
Myers. Telehealth also often allows shorter wait times; a patient might get a tele-appointment in a week or
two versus months for the nearest in-person provider. The Florida Medicaid program noted that during the
pandemic,  telehealth usage for behavioral health surged –  at one point comprising 4.6% of all  non-
primary  care  Medicaid  visits  (up  from  effectively  0%  pre-pandemic) .  While  in-person  visits  have
resumed, telehealth remains popular for therapy maintenance visits, medication refills, and follow-ups. It is
important to acknowledge, however, that telehealth requires internet or phone access, which about 30% of
DeSoto households lack at home . The county and libraries have made efforts to improve internet access
and digital literacy so more residents can utilize tele-therapy. 

Outpatient Programs and Wait Times: DeSoto does have some outpatient programs supported by state
grants. For instance, there are school-based mental health counselors funded by the state Mental Health
Assistance allocation (every Florida school district receives funds to hire social workers or counselors). The
DeSoto  school  district’s  2020–2021  plan  indicated  an  expansion  of  services,  including  screenings,  on-
campus therapy, and referrals for students and families . Additionally, the region’s Managing Entity
(which covers DeSoto along with neighboring counties) contracts with providers for services like community
behavioral health, substance abuse counseling, and case management for serious mental illness. These
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programs serve the uninsured or underinsured and can be accessed via referrals from the county health
department or crisis hotline. However, capacity is limited – for example, a community clinic might only have
a part-time counselor visiting DeSoto one day a week. 

Wait times for non-emergency outpatient care remain a concern. For therapy, residents might wait 4–6
weeks  for  an  initial  intake  at  a  community  mental  health  center.  For  psychiatry  (e.g.  starting  an
antidepressant or adjusting medications), waits of 2–3 months are reported unless one is hospitalized and
gets a fast-tracked follow-up. The shortage of child psychiatrists is particularly acute – families often have
to drive 50+ miles or rely on tele-psychiatry for pediatric medication management, with waits of several
months common. In crisis situations (suicidal ideation, severe psychotic episodes),  DeSoto relies on the
Crisis Stabilization Unit (CSU) in neighboring Charlotte or Hardee County; law enforcement or EMS will
transport  individuals  under  the  Baker  Act  to  those  facilities.  These  regional  CSUs  have  seen  rising
admissions over the past few years, indicating more people reaching emergency levels of need. 

In summary,  access to mental health services in DeSoto County is constrained on multiple fronts: a
low  supply  of  providers,  significant  travel  distances  for  in-person  care,  high  uninsured  rates  and  cost
barriers, and limited local programs. The county’s residents must often rely on the broader regional health
system or innovative solutions like telehealth to receive care. Expanding the mental health workforce and
sustaining telehealth and school-based services will be crucial to improve access moving forward.

Notable Trends and Changes Over Time

Rising Prevalence Post-COVID: Mental health prevalence has shown a generally increasing trend, partly
exacerbated by  the  COVID-19 pandemic.  Surveys  by  the  CDC found that  the  share  of  adults  reporting
anxiety or depression symptoms jumped from about 11% pre-pandemic to  over 30% in 2020-2021,  and
remains elevated.  In  Florida,  40.8% of  adults  reported anxiety or  depressive disorder symptoms in
February 2021  – a dramatic increase likely driven by pandemic stressors. By early 2023, that figure was
still around 32% for Florida adults (similar to the U.S. average) . Thus,  more people are experiencing
mental health issues than in the past, or at least more are acknowledging them. DeSoto County’s own
measure of  frequent mental  distress rose from ~11% of  adults  (pre-2020)  to ~15–17% by 2022 ,
reflecting this statewide pattern.

Youth Trends: Among youth, there are worrying long-term trends. Even before COVID, Florida was seeing
increases in depressive feelings and suicide rates in teenagers. From 2009 to 2019, the percentage of high
schoolers feeling sad/hopeless jumped (nationally from 26% to 37%, and Florida was around 34% in 2019).
Florida’s youth  suicide rate also increased in the past decade, though recent state efforts led to a slight
decline by 2022 (72 youth died by suicide in Florida in 2022, down from a high of 87 in 2018) . In DeSoto,
due  to  small  population,  annual  youth  suicide  numbers  are  in  the  single  digits,  but  each  case  has  a
profound impact. Self-harm and suicide attempt rates among youth have trended up, as evidenced by
more ER visits for self-inflicted injuries. The pandemic further disrupted youth mental health through school
closures,  isolation,  and  family  economic  hardship.  In  2021,  a  heightened  number  of  Florida  parents
reported behavioral health issues in their children, and pediatric mental health ER visits spiked statewide.
There are signs of slight improvement in 2023 (the sad/hopeless indicator at 30.5% is a bit lower than 2019’s
33.7% ), possibly due to return to normalcy and increased attention to youth mental health in schools.
Nonetheless, youth anxiety, trauma, and depression remain much higher than a decade ago.
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Substance Use and “Deaths of Despair”: Another related trend is the rise in “deaths of despair” (suicides,
drug  overdoses,  alcohol-related  deaths).  In  DeSoto,  the  rate  of  deaths  of  despair  is  about  61.0  per
100,000 (2018-2020 data), which is on par with the U.S. rate (~63.5) . Opioid and drug overdose deaths
have increased statewide, fueled by fentanyl – Florida’s overdose death rate jumped ~50% from 2019 to
2021 .  DeSoto  has  not  been  spared:  while  precise  county  numbers  are  small,  the  community  has
confronted more opioid-related emergencies and some high-profile overdose fatalities. Substance abuse
often co-occurs with mental  illness,  so this trend compounds the challenges for mental  health services
(more dual-diagnosis patients, need for integrated treatment). Florida has responded with initiatives like the
State Opioid Response program and more funding for addiction treatment, which slightly reduced overdose
deaths in 2022. 

Mental Health Service Utilization: On the service side, one clear trend is increased utilization of mental
health services (where available). For example, the number of Baker Act (involuntary psychiatric exam)
incidents in  Florida  has  risen steadily  –  over  200,000 Baker  Act  exams per  year  in  the state  by  2020,
including a sharp rise among minors (a 80% increase in involuntary exams for children from 2000 to 2020)

. DeSoto’s contribution to this is relatively small (dozens of Baker Acts annually), but the upward trend
indicates more people in acute crisis reaching (or being brought to) care. Outpatient therapy visits through
Medicaid  in  Florida  also  increased  year-over-year,  and  after  an  initial  pandemic  dip,  outpatient  visits
rebounded via telehealth.  A study of  Florida Medicaid claims showed a  40% increase in tele-mental
health  visits  from  2019  to  2021 and  this  higher  level  was  sustained  in  2022 .  This  suggests  new
modalities of care (telehealth) are here to stay and have expanded overall capacity to some degree.

Workforce and Funding Changes: There have been some positive developments in the mental  health
system as a result of recent investments. As noted, Florida infused $5.8 billion over 5 years into mental
health and substance abuse programs . For DeSoto, this has meant:  new funding for school mental
health  staff;  expansion of  the Central  Florida Behavioral  Health  Network’s  programs in  the region;  the
creation of a local  Community Action Team (CAT) in neighboring counties that can serve DeSoto youth
with serious behavioral  issues in their  homes; and grants to improve telehealth infrastructure.  Florida’s
legislature  also  approved  salary  increases  and  loan  forgiveness  programs  to  attract  mental  health
professionals to underserved areas. It’s too early to see large impacts in provider numbers for DeSoto, but
these policies aim to improve workforce distribution over time. Mental health provider counts in Florida
did inch up from a ratio of 760:1 (population:provider) a few years ago to about 550:1 by 2022 , showing
a modest gain in providers statewide. In DeSoto, the Florida Health Charts data show the  “Total Mental
Health Professionals” rate rose from ~15 per 100k (2015) to 23.5 per 100k (2021) , suggesting a slight
improvement (perhaps a few additional counselors located in-county). The county still ranks in the bottom
quartile, but any increase is notable. 

Public Awareness and Screening: Another trend is greater public awareness and screening for mental
health conditions. DeSoto’s healthcare providers have reported more patients are willing to discuss mental
health  during primary  care  visits  than before,  likely  due to  reduced stigma.  Programs like  the  Florida
“Resiliency”  curriculum  in  schools and  local  faith-based  and  community  initiatives  have  started
encouraging people to seek help. The volume of calls to crisis lines and the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline from
the area has increased, which, while indicating distress, also means more people are reaching out for help
rather than suffering silently.  The health department has incorporated mental  health indicators into its
Community Health Improvement Plan, reflecting a trend of treating mental health as integral to overall
health. 
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In  summary,  the trajectory  in  DeSoto and Florida  is  a  mix  of  growing needs  and slowly  growing
responses. Mental health conditions have become more prevalent (or more openly recognized) over the
past few years, especially depression, anxiety, and youth mental health issues. Access to services, while still
inadequate, is incrementally improving through telehealth and increased funding, but provider shortages
remain a major hurdle. The data over time highlight that despite some progress, the gap between mental
health prevalence and service capacity has in fact widened during the pandemic, putting pressure on
the outpatient system to adapt and expand quickly.

Conclusion

For an outpatient mental health audit of DeSoto County, the statistics paint a clear picture of high unmet
need. Depression and anxiety are widespread among adults (affecting roughly 15–20% in any year) and are
a growing concern among youth (with nearly one-third of teens reporting depressive symptoms). Serious
mental  illnesses,  while  less  common,  still  impact  hundreds  of  residents  and  require  specialized  care.
However,  access to that care is limited – DeSoto has a very low number of mental health providers and
virtually no local psychiatric services, resulting in long wait times and travel for treatment. Many residents
lack insurance or face costs that impede care, though Medicaid and state programs do provide a safety net
for some. Telehealth has emerged as a valuable tool to extend reach, accounting for a large share of mental
health visits recently, and should remain a cornerstone of service delivery in this rural area. 

The trends indicate that demand for mental health services is increasing (post-COVID mental health decline,
higher utilization of crisis services), so without further intervention, the gap could widen. On the positive
side, Florida’s recent investments and policy changes (in school mental health, telehealth, and workforce
recruitment)  are  steps  in  the  right  direction.  Continued monitoring is  needed  to  see  if  these  efforts
translate into improved local metrics – for example, a higher ratio of providers, reduced wait times, and
more individuals receiving care (especially youth and uninsured adults). For now, the data underscore the
importance  of  strengthening  outpatient  mental  health  resources in  DeSoto:  expanding  community
counseling programs, integrating behavioral health into primary care, supporting telehealth platforms, and
addressing  social  determinants  (like  insurance  coverage  and  transportation)  that  affect  access.  These
strategies, informed by the statistics above, would be vital recommendations in an outpatient mental health
audit to ultimately improve the mental well-being of DeSoto County residents.

Sources:

Florida Dept. of Health, FLHealthCHARTS – DeSoto County Health Profile 2023 (mental health
indicators and provider rates)
Florida Dept. of Health, Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System – Mental Health Status (Florida
& counties, 2022-2023)
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) – Florida Fact Sheet (2021 data)
Substance Abuse & Mental Health Services Admin. (SAMHSA) – Florida Behavioral Health
Barometer & DCF data (2023)
U.S. News & World Report – Healthiest Communities (DeSoto County profile, 2022)
Kaiser Family Foundation – State Health Facts: Florida Mental Health Workforce (2023)
Stacker News Analysis – Mental Health Care Access in DeSoto County (2022)
Florida Behavioral Health Association – Mental Health in Florida: The Facts (2019)
Florida Dept. of Children & Families / FDOE – State and County Reports on youth mental health and
services (2019–2024)
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