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nals4. After a very successful experience 
with the British Journal of Psychiatry (a 
thematic issue on psycho trauma initiated 
by T. Schulze, our Secretary for Scientific 
Sections5), similar projects are currently in 
progress in two respected regional journals 
published in English: the Brazilian Jour-
nal of Psychiatry (with a thematic issue on 
cannabis legalization) and the Asian Pa-
cific Journal of Psychiatry (with a thematic 
issue on transcultural psychotherapy). Pa
pers for these issues will soon be collected 
through international calls for papers. Ad

ditionally, our plan is to commission, in 
each of these issues, a review of the state 
of the art in mental health and psychiatric 
research and publications in that specific 
region.

In the same spirit, the WPA continues to 
promote the production of books related 
to its objectives and resources. In this per
spective, a new tradition has been estab
lished in each of the World Congresses of 
this triennium: the organization of a ses
sion specifically dedicated to the presenta
tion of new books of the year by one of their 

authors or editors. The project includes 
loading these books and their presentation, 
subsequently, in the publication section of 
the WPA website (www.wpanet.org).

Michel Botbol
WPA Secretary for Scientific Publications
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WPA Action Plan 2020-2023: a way forward

Psychiatry is currently facing several 
challenges, but there are also many op
portunities that can help us consolidate 
our profession as an inspiring branch of 
medicine. The WPA is the umbrella or
ganization for psychiatrists worldwide and 
thus has a major responsibility for leading 
the profession. The WPA prepares Action 
Plans for each triennium1, that provide di
rections about emerging needs and priori
ties for the Association’s future work from 
a worldwide perspective.

The proposed Action Plan 20202023 
specifically looks at areas that need atten
tion and input from various WPA com
ponents25. There is an outstanding need 
to provide access to high quality mental 
health care in all countries and to sup
port psychiatrists in their important roles 
as policy makers, direct service providers, 
trainers and supporters of health care work
ers in primary and community health care 
systems. The recommended plan will work 
within an international perspective focus
ing specifically on promotion, interven
tions, and teaching and training of mental 
health professionals. It will also build on the 
previous Action Plan to ensure continuity 
in the WPA’s work6.

The key features of the next triennium 
plan include promotion of psychiatry as a 
medical specialty in clinical, academic and 
research areas; promoting public mental 
health as a guiding principle; high lighting 
the specific role of psychiatrists in work
ing with other professionals in health, legal 
and social aspects of care; and ensuring the 

Association’s positive engagement with 
Member Societies and its other compo
nents.

Public health is assuming a central role 
in the delivery of health care, including 
mental health care7. The Action Plan in
cludes raising awareness, acceptance, and 
prioritization of public mental health in 
mental health intervention strategies, and 
ensuring the availability of public mental 
health training programmes in the general 
health care systems.

Mental disorders are the single most 
common cause of disability in young peo
ple. First onset of mental disorders usu
ally occurs in childhood or adolescence, 
although treatment typically starts several 
years later. The failure to address child and 
adolescent mental health problems, in
cluding developmental and intellectual 
disorders, especially in lowresource set
tings, adds significantly to major public 
health issues and inflicts farreaching con
sequences8.

There are significant gaps in what we 
know about how best to treat mental illness 
in children and youth. There is inadequate 
support for research into developmental 
neurobiology, the causes of mental illness
es, and the most effective, safest and best
tolerated treatments. Child and adolescent 
mental health will be a priority, and plans 
will include supporting epidemiological 
work exploring the prevalence of mental 
health problems, promoting early detec
tion for psychosis, and developing crisis  
intervention centres for adolescents. Parent

ing interventions for preventing persistent 
conduct disorders in children, screening for 
early detection of mental health problems 
among the young workers, and promot
ing wellbeing in the workplace will also be 
guiding principles of the proposed plan.

Comorbidity is another important is
sue facing health systems in today’s world, 
including mental health systems. Single 
disease approaches cannot address this 
problem appropriately. Comorbidity can 
be due to increased life expectancy and/
or more intense exposure to risk factors, 
particularly smoking, alcohol abuse, phys
ical inactivity and obesity. Patients with 
comorbidity face complex physical, social 
and emotional problems. It is important 
to address issues of comorbidity as a pri
ority. The Action Plan 20202023 will sup
port epidemiological work exploring the 
prevalence of physical comorbidities in 
people with mental health problems, and 
development of guidelines for joint work 
with nonpsychiatrist professionals, early 
detection of physical comorbid conditions 
in mentally ill patients, and early recogni
tion of mental health problems in the con
text of chronic medical illnesses. Strategies 
for teaching and training psychiatrists and 
nonpsychiatrist colleagues about joint 
work will be taken as a priority for future 
work.

The optimal approach to building capac
ity in mental health care around the world 
requires partnerships between professional 
resources and promising healthrelated 
institutions. These partnerships need to be 
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sustainable, develop quality in clinical care 
and research, and build a productive envi
ronment for professionals to advance their 
knowledge and skills. There are mutual 
benefits to all stakeholders working jointly if 
patients are the prime beneficiaries of such 
efforts. The WPA will, therefore, explore op
portunities for partnerships with medical 
professionals such as general physicians, 
neurologists, paediatricians, geriatricians,  
cardiologists, diabetologists and other spe
cialists in medicine, nongovernmental or
ganizations, and nonmedical mental health 
organizations.

The World Health Organization declared 
COVID19 a public health emergency this 
year9. Since then, it has spread rapidly all 
over the world. It has created problems for 
psychiatric patients, particularly those in 
longterm care facilities. The WPA will work 
with Member Societies and other organi
zations to reduce suffering and promote 
best practice to deal with psychological 
sufferings in this and similar pandemics10.

Fostering the continuous improve ment of 
psychiatric education and training among 

medical students is an equally essential 
step in this process, and a premier objec
tive of the WPA. Similarly, previous WPA 
Action Plans, particularly the Action Plan 
20172020, set out strategies for expanding 
the contribution of psychiatry to improved 
mental health across the globe. The unfin
ished plans formulated in 20172020 will 
be continued through current partnerships 
and new partners11.

All areas covered in the proposed Action 
Plan are of high priority. However, due to 
time limitations and scarcity of resources, 
only specific areas may be addressed. Dur
ing the current triennium, expert working 
groups are focusing on different areas of 
the Action Plan1215. Once the findings of 
these pilot projects are available, we will 
seek funding to implement these ideas in 
different settings and countries.

It is hoped that the WPA Action Plan 
20202023 will generate interest among all 
WPA components to develop guidelines 
and directions for future work. The WPA is 
optimistic that it will receive support, active 
input, and advice from its membership in 

setting these priorities and making a real 
difference in mental health.

Afzal Javed
WPA President-Elect and Chair of  WPA Planning Com-
mittee 2017-2020
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