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This publication is part of a series of thematic papers, co-produced by the World Health Organiza-
tion and the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation’s Global Mental Health Platform. To date, the series 
covers the following topics.  

•		Innovation in deinstitutionalization: a WHO expert survey

•	Integrating the response to mental disorders and other chronic diseases in health care systems

•		Social determinants of mental health

•		Promoting rights and community living of children with psychosocial disabilities

•	Improving access to and appropriate use of medicines for mental disorders.

Examples from different countries are used throughout this report to illustrate some of the 
key issues, problems and solutions in relation to access to medicines for mental disorders. The 
information and data contained in the report are drawn from published sources that cannot be 
verified independently. The use of examples does not imply that these issues, problems and 
solutions are unique to a specific country.

The examples should not be viewed as an assessment of countries’ overall performance in 
relation to access to medicines: they are used for illustrative purposes only and apply to many 
countries around the world.
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FOREWORD

As awareness of the importance of mental health increases, international organizations face the chal-
lenge of providing evidence-based guidance and good practices to assist countries in the provision of 
mental health care.
 
The Gulbenkian Global Mental Health Platform and the World Health Organization (WHO) have collab-
orated to generate information to help meet this challenge, publishing a series of thematic papers on 
pressing mental health issues of our time. One of these thematic papers, Integrating the response to 
mental disorders and other chronic diseases in health care systems, emphasised that mental health sys-
tems should “ensure the availability of essential medicines at all levels of the health system (and allow 
trained, non-specialist providers to prescribe them)”. This concept refers to the issue of improving access 
to a selected range of medicines for mental disorders and implementing appropriate prescribing policies.

This is entirely consistent with the Sixty-seventh World Health Assembly resolution on access to es-
sential medicines, which urged Member States to improve national policies for the selection of essen-
tial medicines and to promote their availability, affordability and appropriate use. The Comprehensive 
Mental Health Action Plan adopted by the Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly emphasized the need to 
“procure and ensure the availability of basic medicines for mental disorders included in the WHO List of 
Essential Medicines at all health system levels” and to “ensure their rational use”.

The present document attempts to provide simple, adequate and evidence-based information to poli-
cy-makers, public health professionals and prescribers, especially in low- and middle-income countries, 
to improve access to and appropriate use of medicines for mental disorders. It is hoped that use of 
this thematic paper will enhance the knowledge and competence of those health professionals who 
are at the forefront of mental health service organization and delivery of care in resource-poor health 
systems. This will facilitate much needed scaling-up of services for people with mental, neurological 
and substance use disorders.

Shekhar Saxena
Director, Department of Mental Health and 
Substance Abuse
World Health Organization

Benedetto Saraceno
Head and Scientific Coordinator,  
Gulbenkian Global Mental Health Platform
Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation
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