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Over the past half century complexity theory has a seminal influence on the entire 
framework of modern science, affecting all its domains from physics and biology to 
cognitive science and the human and social sciences.  
Maturana’s (1998, Maturana and Varela, 1987) work on a complex living systems provides 
a foundation for an alternative model of cause. An important characteristic of the living 
systems is the “structural coupling”: the environment only "triggers" the changes, it does 
not specify or direct them. According to Maturana and Varela, “structural coupling” could 
establishe a shift in worldview away from the exclusive dominance of  the traditional 
causal model. This radical reframing, powered by a new vision of causality, could allow to  
reexamine traditional models and to mobilize new approaches to age-old questions such 
as the relations between the biological and the mental, the physical and the lived, the 
personal and the social. 

These questions can seem theoretical and unimportant when placed alongside the urgent 
questions of mental health and disorder. However, decisions about strategies of 
prevention of mental disorders and promotion of mental health are still based on 
traditional models explaining the causes of mental illnesses.  

Researches based on the traditional models, indicate that mental illness results from a 
interaction of  biological and environmental factors, but, the links between  biological or 
environmental factors and specific mental disorders are not completely understood. The 
dominant model of linear or circular causality, no longer serves the full purposes of the 
social science research problems. 

There is a need for  a new research programs, oriented by a complex model, to 
understand the nature of mental causation, and eventually the origins of major disorders. 

Despite this limit to our understanding, today it is possible to reduce the incidence of 
mental disorders by acting, before their appearance, on a range of biological, psychosocial 
or physical factors known for their causal role.  

However, in the future new research programs, oriented on a new vision of causality 
should inspire the development of  a EU-strategy on mental health.  
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