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Description

The World Health Organization defines primary health care as
"essential health care made available to individuals and families in the
community through means acceptable to them, through their full
participation, and at a cost that the community and the country can
afford." It is an integral part of the country's health-care system, of
which it is the nucleus, as well as the country's overall social and
economic development.

Role of primary care

The case for primary care is made by contrasting the prevalence and
burden of severe mental illness and common mental disorders with the
relative availability of specialist services. In the Great Britain national
psychiatric morbidity surveys of 1994 and 2000, for example, 16% of
the adult population suffered from a common mental disorder such as
depression and anxiety, and 0.5% from psychosis, with one
psychiatrist per 50 000 in 1994 and approaching one per 10 000-20
000 population in 2005. As a result, no country, no matter how
wealthy, can afford anything resembling sufficient specialist personnel
to see and care for everyone suffering from a mental disorder [1-3].

Majority of people with them will need to be seen and cared for by
members of a primary health-care unit. It is therefore critical that both
mental health policy and general health sector reforms aim to
strengthen primary health-care personnel's basic and ongoing training
in assessment, diagnosis, management, and criteria for referral to
secondary care. This is as important in developed countries as it is in
low-income countries [4-6)].

People with severe mental illnesses may be cared for by specialist
services in richer countries, with some shared care with primary care
for long-term support. In poorer countries, there may only be enough
capacity to care for a small number of people with psychosis in
specialist care, and the majority will need to be assessed, diagnosed,
and treated in primary care, with assistance from specialist services[7].

Strengthening primary health care

Epidemiological studies show that common mental disorders are
common in the general population, and they can be severe, disabling,
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and long-lasting. Because of the high prevalence in all countries, even
wealthy countries cannot afford enough specialists to care for
everyone suffering from a mental disorder.

It is not tenable to argue that the burden of common mental
disorders should be ignored due to their high socioeconomic costs.
These costs result from repeated primary care consultations, as well as
untreated patients' absence, labour turnover, reduced productivity, and
the impact on families and children. Primary care must thus play a
central role in overall mental health care in both rich and poor
countries. Primary care has particular advantages in that it allows
attention to both physical health and social needs, it allows continuity
of care, it is often preferred by consumers, it is often more accessible
than specialist care, and studies have shown that good clinical and
social outcomes are possible [8-11].

It is essential to examine the existing primary care system, its
staffing, its system of basic and continuing training for each of the
professional groups involved, and the existing system of information
collection from primary care when developing policy on primary care
for mental illness.
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