Jesus Santos VH, Azevedo Silva |, Pessoa M, Jorge B, Santos Martins F. A psychiatric
trainee perspective on community-based mental health interventions in Portugal.
International | of Psychiatric Trainees. 2023;2(1). doi:10.55922/001¢.89657

Viewpoint
A psychiatric trainee perspective on community-based mental
health interventions in Portugal

Vitor Hugo Jesus Santos'?®, Inés Azevedo Silva®, Mariana Pessoa’, Beatriz Jorge®, Filipa Santos Martins®”®

T Faculdade de Ciéncias da Saude, Universidade da Beira Interior, 2 Department of Psychiatry and Mental Health, Centro Hospitalar Universitario
Cova da Beira, 3 Department of Psychiatry and Mental Health, Unidade Local de Saude do Norte Alentejano (ULSNA), Portalegre, 4 Department of
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Centro Hospitalar Vila Nova de Gaia/Espinho (CHVNG/E), Porto, Portugal, > Department of Psychiatry and Mental
Health, Hospital de Braga EPE, Braga, Portugal, © Department of Psychiatry, Centro Hospitalar Universitario de S3o Jodo (CHUSJ), Porto, Portugal,

7 Center for Health Technology and Services Research (CINTESIS), Faculty of Medicine, University of Porto, Porto, Portugal, 8 Clinical Neurosciences

and Mental Health Department, Faculty of Medicine of the University of Porto (FMUP), Porto, Portugal

Keywords: community mental health teams, psychiatry training, community psychiatry, portuguese mental health plan

https://doi.org/10.55922/001¢.89657

International Journal of Psychiatric Trainees
Vol. 2, Issue 1, 2024

Psychiatric and substance use disorders contribute significantly to the burden of years
lived with disability in Portugal. Various cultural, social, and geographical factors seem to
contribute to this disease burden, including rural-to-urban migration, social isolation,

alcohol use, and psychiatric care stigma.

For this reason, mental health policies under the National Mental Health Program have
been implemented, particularly in developing community mental health teams (CMHTS)
at the national level. As psychiatry trainees, this time of change in the organisation of
services is also a learning opportunity, so this article aims to reflect on some of the
national problems that seem to contribute to the state of national mental health and how
current policies might be the appropriate response.

Portugal faces diverse challenges in terms of mental
health care due to several inter-related factors affecting
the mental well-being of the population. Estimates of the
prevalence of lifetime mental disorders in Portugal are
alarmingly high, exceeding 30%, accounting for 11.7% of
disease-adjusted life years (DALYs) lost, according to the
national survey on mental health.! Compared to other Eu-
ropean countries, the estimated prevalences are higher:
7.9% for depression, 16.5% for anxiety, 3.5% for impulse
disorders, and 1.6% for substance abuse.? Regarding the
latter mental condition, alcohol consumption is widely ac-
cepted but it is known that approximately 20% of male sui-
cides in Portugal can be attributed to its misuse.3

Besides the highly prevalent conditions, there are some
geographical factors contributing to health and social in-
equalities. Rural regions, for instance, present scarce re-
sources and limited opportunities, grappling with economic
hardships, which contribute to feelings of loneliness, hope-
lessness, low self-esteem, disengagement from the commu-
nity, and distress among the population, namely height-
ened stress, anxiety, and depression.? In these regions, the
lack of health resources also impairs access to mental
health care when needed. The stigma surrounding psychi-
atric care remains a considerable barrier to mental health
support in Portugal, probably because of a low level of men-
tal health literacy.> This pervasive stigma further compli-
cates the landscape of mental health care in Portugal, hin-
dering individuals from accessing timely and appropriate
support.®

As psychiatric trainees, we feel a need to deal with all
these social and geographical aspects that are intrinsically
related to our patients’ mental health, forcing us to reflect
on the national mental health policies. In response to the
pandemic’s impact on European economies, the European
Council introduced the Next Generation EU, forming the
basis for the Recovery and Resilience Mechanism (RRM).”
Portugal’s plan, an integral part of RRM, focuses on
strengthening the National Health Service, emphasising
improving mental health care quality, particularly for vul-
nerable populations.” At the heart of this transformation
lies the inception of Community Mental Health Teams
(CMHTs), an inventive care paradigm aligned with the prin-
ciples of the National Mental Health Plan (PNSM).” The
PNSM focuses on:

« Ensuring equitable access to high-quality mental
health care for all individuals in the country.

» Upholding human rights, dignity, and respectful care
for those with mental health issues.

* Reducing the impact of mental disorders on individu-
als and society while promoting mental well-being.

» Decentralizing mental health services to bring care
closer to communities and involve patients and fami-
lies.

» Integrating mental health care into the broader
healthcare system to improve access and reduce insti-
tutionalisation.

Thus, Community Mental Health Teams (CMHTSs) pro-
vide a multifaceted approach to care, addressing intercon-
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Figure 1. Distribution of Adult and Child and Adolescent Community Mental Health Teams (CMHTsS).

Adapted from Manual para a Implementagao e Desenvolvimento de Equipas Comunitdrias de Satide Mental (]. Sousa Gago & M.Xavier, Eds.). Coordenagao Nacional das Politicas de Satide

Mental.

nected issues, and the PNSM highlights the commitment to
addressing the clinical aspects and the broader social and
human rights dimensions of mental health care.®

The CMHTs, as shown in Figure 1, are distributed in
all five regional health administrations, catering to adult
and child/adolescent populations. Notably, CMHTSs priori-
tise isolated regions within the country’s interior, rather
than major urban centres.

Comprising a diverse range of specialists, including psy-
chiatrists, specialised nurses, psychologists, social workers,
therapists, and technicians, these multidisciplinary teams
are tailored to address the unique needs of their patient
groups.’” Their mission involves coordinating care within
local communities, primarily for individuals with severe
mental health conditions. It is expected that CMHTSs will
expand their outreach to serve specific patient groups in
the future.”

The establishment of CMHTs is still recent and there
is still no published evaluation of their activity regarding
short and long-term results. To conclude, CMHTS, with
their interdisciplinary approach and integrated care, offer a

strategic response to these multifaceted challenges. How-
ever, there is a concern about insufficient human resources
to realise the full potential of CMHTs. As trainees, the
fact that the psychiatry residency program includes three
months of community psychiatry reflects the intensified
emphasis on community-rooted care. We also believe that
experiencing this reform during the training process is an
advantage, as we are currently in contact with a new or-
ganisation of mental health services. However, we believe it
would also be important to assess patients’ and caregivers’
perspectives about the work of CMHTs because the reforms
aim to improve people’s healthcare.
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