
 

Non-specialist health workers play important
role in improving mental health in developing
countries

November 19 2013

Non-specialist health workers are beneficial in providing treatment for
people with mental, neurological and substance-abuse (MNS) problems
in developing countries – where there is often a lack of mental health
professionals – according to a new Cochrane review.

Researchers, led by the London School of Hygiene & Tropical
Medicine, say non-specialist health workers (such as doctors, nurses or
lay health workers) not formally trained in mental health or neurology,
and other professionals with health roles, such as teachers, may have an
important role to play in delivering MNS health care. The study is the
first systematic review of non-specialist health workers providing MNS
care in low- and middle-income countries.

After examining 38 relevant studies from 22 developing countries*,
researchers found that non-specialist health workers were able to
alleviate some depression or anxiety. For patients with dementia, non-
specialists seemed to help in reducing symptoms and in improving their
carers' coping skills. Non-specialists may also have benefits in treating
maternal depression, post traumatic stress disorder as well as alcohol
abuse, though the improvements may be smaller.

Lead author Dr Nadja van Ginneken, who completed the research at the
London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine's Centre for Global
Mental Health with funding from the Wellcome Trust Clinical PhD
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programme, said: "Many low- and middle-income countries have started
to train primary care staff, and in particular lay and other community-
based health workers, to deliver mental health care. This review shows
that, for some mental health problems, the use of non-specialist health
workers has some benefits compared to usual care."

Vikram Patel, Professor of International Mental Health at the London
School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, said: "This review's primary
message is that non-specialist health workers have an important role to
play in delivering interventions for a range of mental disorders and can
thereby play a key role in addressing the human resource shortages in
mental health care in low- and middle-income countries."

While the research showed promise in using non-specialist health
workers to improve mental health outcomes in developing countries, the
authors note that more evidence is needed in this area as many studies
were of low quality. More evidence is also needed on non-specialists'
effectiveness when treating epilepsy, severe mental disorders such as
schizophrenia, and child mental disorders. The researchers add that there
were also too few studies to draw conclusions about the cost-
effectiveness of using non-specialist health workers or teachers.
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