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Dear Editor,
The integration of mental health services into the Primary Health 
Care (PHC) system began in the early 1980s in Iran. This, in part, 
was a response to the pervasive mental health problems related to the 
Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) and the broader socioeconomic hardships 
of the period (1). With the demand for accessibility and affordability 
of the services within mental health care, the government needed to 
integrate mental health within the already established Primary Health 
Care (PHC) system in a bid to guarantee access to fundamental health 
services throughout the country (1).
The integration of mental health into PHC started with pilot projects 
as early as the 1980s in selected rural health centers. The strategy had 
been to train community health workers (termed “Behvarz”) along 
with general practitioners to detect, manage, and refer common mental 
health disorders such as depression, anxiety, and psychosis (2). The 
pioneer also developed innovative training packages for use by service 
providers and end users. These packages include topics such as life 
skills, stress management, parenting, suicide prevention, and more, 
which have been in use to this day.  These initial efforts led to the 
nationwide expansion of mental health services within the PHC system 
by the mid-1990s. Later, in the 2000s, Iran had integrated mental 
health into almost all rural health centers and a good number of urban 
health posts, hence making it a global example in integrating mental 
health into healthcare (3). The model has received praise because of its 
emphasis on preventive care and early intervention while decreasing 
stigma associated with mental illness. The state still has to overcome 
some challenges in providing appropriate access to care for the 
underserved urban areas and for addressing the emerging burden of 
mental health disorders due to socio-economic pressures.
Despite these successes, many recognized experts and authorities in 
the field have, especially over the past ten years, drawn attention to 
the fact that the time of necessary reform has come and underlined 
the reality that, as with other components of the primary health 
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care system, mental health services are facing 
implementation difficulties (3,4). Almost two years 
ago, the former Director General (DG) of the Mental 
and Social Health and Addiction Department of the 
Iranian Ministry of Health and Medical Education 
started the reform process of mental health services. 
As they claimed, they made a team of experts, almost 
all of them were academic staffs of departments of 
psychology of large universities in Iran, and begun to 
evaluate and revise the documents that were already 
used in PHC to train the psychologists (5-9). Their 
efforts have resulted in a set of new documents on 10 
different topics. Each of them has two booklets, one 
manual for the psychologist and one for the general 
population. However, any of them had not peer-
reviewed by an external team independently and or 
pilot tested.
After the appointment of the new DG (Corresponding 
Author), the department began planning and 
implementing the remaining necessary activities to 
establish a reformed mental health program within the 
PHC. Initially, as a critical step, the department sent 
the new documents to the primary active associations 
in the field of mental health in Iran, including 
Iranian Psychiatric Association, Iranian Psychology 
Association, Iranian Psychotherapy Association, 
Psychology and Counseling Organization of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran   and Iranian Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatric Association as well as head 
of Mental and Social Health and Addiction offices 
of several major universities requesting them to 
scientific review the materials while considering 
the requirements and prerequisites of PHC. 
Subsequently, in a focused group discussion attended 
by representatives of the associations, the former DG, 
representatives of the writing teams, the new DG, 
departmental officers, and pioneers of the integration 
of mental health services into Iran’s PHC system, 
the content of the new documents was thoroughly 
discussed.
Finally, considering major concerns raised by 
the associations and experts in the field such as 
inappropriate writing style for PHC and lack of 
scientific terminology/approach in some cases, it 
has been decided that some materials should be 
substantially revised by the authors with two separate 
scientific and executive supervisors for primary pilot 
study in a university before national implementation. 
In addition, some of them are not amendable for 
implementation in PHC and are not within current 
needs of the mental health system now.
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