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Why integration of mental health screening at PHC level is important:

• Prevalence of mental health conditions   

• Challenges in mental health service delivery:

Primary Health Care facilities are often understaffed; the shortage 
applies not only to the number of healthcare workers, but also to 
competency and scarce skills among health professionals 
(Abrahams 2021). 

The South African Nursing Council (SANC) recognises that in 2020, 
there was one nurse for every 213 people in South Africa, resulting 
in increased pressure on nurses to deliver quality patient care 
(SANC 2021).



Prevalence of mental health conditions

• WHO estimated that in 2019, one in eight people globally were living with 
a mental disorder. 

322 million suffering from depression 

264 million having an anxiety disorder

• South Africa: one in six people living with a mental disorder:

South Africa’s probable depression rate was reported at 25.7% 
(Craig, 2022)

In 2019, 13 774 suicides were reported in South Africa (World 
Health Report, 2019). 



• Prevalence of mental disorders and mental health symptoms among adolescents 

living in sub-Saharan Africa are as follows: 

Depression: 26.9%

Anxiety disorders: 29.8%

Emotional and behavioural problems: 40.8%

Suicidal ideation: 20.8% 

(Jörns-Presentati, 2021)

• Some 60% of children and youth felt that they needed mental health support over the 

past year (UNICEF South Africa U-Report, 9 October 2023)

• SADAG reported in 2022 that 9% of all teenage deaths are suicides. 

Prevalence of mental health conditions among adolescents



Mental health among PLHIV 

In South Africa, the relationship between HIV and mental illness is 

particularly pertinent (Necho, 2022):

• Approximately 28 to 62% of people living with HIV suffer from mental illnesses. 

• Prevalence of depression ranges from 14% to 78% (Hoare, et al., 2021).

• Mental health conditions lead to poor outcomes along the HIV care continuum.

• Depression has been identified as one of the strongest predictors of poor ART 

adherence (Wainberg, et al., 2017; Greene, et al., 2021).



Challenges

• Most people living with a mental health 

condition do not access or receive the 

treatment they need. An estimated 75% 

of South Africans living with a common 

mental health condition, such as 

depression, anxiety or substance-use 

problems do not receive treatment. 

(Sorsdahl, et al.)

• Mental health services are often poorly 

integrated with other healthcare services, 

such as primary and specialist care 

(Shisana, 2004). 

• Specialist Psychiatric Nurses: 6 880 in

2022 (SANC)

Profession

Available 

professionals per 

100 000 

uninsured 

population

Suggested  

professionals per 

100 000 uninsured 

population

Psychiatrists 0.31 1.03

Sessional 

Psychiatrists 

0.02 

Psychiatry Registrars 0.01 

Child Psychiatrists 0.02 

Child Psychiatry 

Registrars 

0.01 

Psychologists 0.97 7.69

Psychologists 

(Community Service) 

0.26 

Psychologist Interns 0.16 

Social Workers 1.83 

Professional Nurses 80.0 

Professional Nurse 

Specialists 

(Psychiatric)

11.47



• Providing mental health promotion and prevention interventions, in keeping with 
national and provincial priorities.

• Integration of mental healthcare within PHC at all facilities.

✓Routine screening for mental illness during pregnancy, for other high-risk groups, and 
provision of counselling and referral where appropriate

✓Detection of mental illness and management of common mental disorders (e.g. 
depression and anxiety disorders) in PHC clinics, and referral where appropriate

✓Detection and management of child and adolescent mental disorders in PHC clinics 
and schools, and referral where appropriate

✓Medication monitoring and psychosocial rehabilitation within a recovery framework for 
severe mental illness 

✓Nurse-initiated prescription of anti-depressants such as fluoxetine will be explored by 
the relevant regulatory bodies (National Department of Health, 2023). 

National Mental Health Policy



Tools for mental health screening

• Brief Mental Health (BMH) Screening Tool

Depression                                                                                                                   

Anxiety                                                                                                                      

Alcohol use

• South African Mental Wellness Tool

Depression                                                                                                                   

Anxiety                                                                                                                      

Alcohol use / Substance use disorder                                                                                   

Severe mental disorder                                                                                            

Suicide risk

• Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE)

A set of 11 questions used to evaluate cognitive impairment

(Permission for reference confirmed by Prof Milton Wainberg) 



Adult Primary Care and mhGAP

• Adult Primary Care

o The mentally ill patient 

needing treatment or 

admission

o Tobacco smoking 

o Alcohol/drug use 

o Depression: diagnosis of 

depression and/or anxiety

o Schizophrenia

o Dementia

• mhGAP

o Essential Care & Practice and Master 

Chart

o Depression/anxiety

o Psychoses

o Child and adolescent mental and 

behavioural disorders

o Dementia

o Disorders due to substance use

o Self-harm / suicide



Brief Mental Health (BMH) Screening Tool

1. DEPRESSION: The Patient Health Questionnaire PHQ-2

Over the last 2 weeks, how often have you been bothered by the following problems?

0 days 1‒7 days 8‒11 days 12‒14 days Score

Little interest or pleasure in doing 

things
0 1 2 3

Feeling down, depressed or hopeless
0 1 2 3

A score of 3 or more is screen positive for depression.

2.     ANXIETY: Generalised Anxiety Disorder – 2

Feeling nervous, anxious or on edge 0 1 2 3

Not being able to stop or control 

worrying
0 1 2 3

A score of 3 or more is screen positive for anxiety.



Brief Mental Health (BMH) Screening Tool

3.     ALCOHOL: Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test (AUD-C)

How often do you have a drink 

containing alcohol?

Score

Never

0

Monthly or less

1

2‒4 times a 

month

2

2‒3 times a 

week

3

4 or more times 

per week

4

How many drinks containing

alcohol do you have on a typical day 

when you are drinking?

Score

1 or 2

0

3 or 4

1

5 or 6

2

7 to 9

3

10 or more

4

How often do you have six or

more drinks in one session?

Score

Never

0

Less than 

monthly

1

Monthly

2

Weekly

3

Daily or almost 

daily

4

A score of 4 or more is screen positive 

for harmful substance use.
/12 /12 /12 /12 /12



South African Mental Wellness Tool 

QUESTIONS NEGATIVE POSITIVE GROUP
1. In the last 2 weeks, how  

often have you been feeling 

down, depressed, or 

hopeless?

Not at all
Several

days

More

than half

the days

Nearly

every

day

Common

Mental

Disorder

2. In the last 2 weeks, how 

often have you been feeling 

nervous, anxious, or on 

edge?

Not at all
Several

days

More

than half

the days

Nearly

every

day

Does not

inform a

specific

disorder

(continue)

3 In the last 2 weeks, how 

often have you been so 

restless that it's hard to sit 

still?

Not at all
Several

days

More

than half

the days

Nearly

every

day

Common

Mental

Disorder

4 In the past year, how many 

drinks containing alcohol do 

you have on a typical day 

when you are drinking

1 or 2

3 or 4

(Women)

5 or 6

(Men)

7 to 9
10 or

more

Alcohol Use

Disorder



South African Mental Wellness Tool 

5. In the past year, how 

many times have you 

used a recreational or 

illegal drug or used a 

prescription medication 

for non-medical reasons?

Never 
Once

or twice Monthly Weekly

Daily

or

almost

daily

Substance

use 

disorder

If POSITIVE to questions 1 or 2 or 3 or 4, CONTINUE SCREENING.

If NEGATIVE for all four questions 1‒4, STOP.



6.  In the past year, have you ever felt that 

your thoughts were being directly 

interfered with or controlled by some 

outside force or person in a way that 

many people would find hard to believe 

(for instance, through telepathy)?

No Not sure Yes

Severe

mental

disorder

7.  In the past year, have there been times 

when you felt that a group of people was 

plotting to cause you serious harm or 

injury?

No Not sure Yes

8.  In the past year, have there been times 

when you felt that something so strange 

was going on that other people would 

find it very hard to believe?

No Not sure Yes

9.  In the past year, did you at any time 

hear voices saying quite a few words or 

sentences when there was no one 

around who might account for it?

No Not sure Yes



Suicide risk

10. In the past month, have you wished you 

were dead or wished you could go to sleep 

and not wake up?

No Yes

Suicide risk
11. In the past month, have you had any actual 

thoughts of killing yourself?
No Yes

12. In the past 3 months, have you ever done 

anything, started to do anything, or prepared 

to do anything to end your life?

No Yes

Permission for use of/reference to this screening tool was 

confirmed by Prof. Milton Wainberg.



Adult Primary Care (APC)

Has the patient had 1 or more of the following core features of depression for at least 2 weeks?

• Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day

• Loss of interest or pleasure in activities that are usually pleasurable

Yes

Has the patient had 5 or more of the following features of depression for at least 2 

weeks?

• Depressed mood most of the day, nearly every day

• Loss of interest or pleasure in activities that are usually pleasurable

• Fatigue or loss of energy

• Disturbed sleep or sleeping too much

• Change in appetite or weight

• Feeling guilty or worthless

• Reduced concentration or indecisiveness

• Visible agitation or restlessness, or talking or moving more slowly than usual

• Ideas or acts of self-harm or suicide

No

Continue to 

assess and 

manage the

patient with 

low mood, 

stress or

anxiety





Activities/initiatives to support MH/PSS services (Client)

Psychosocial support for healthcare recipients:

❑ Allocation of 69 Adherence Counsellors (many recruited from the PLHIV sector) in facilities with 

high viral load coverage

❑ Psychosocial support through the Peer Mentor programme, focusing on teenage/young mothers

❑ Psychosocial services provided to youth and adolescents

❑ Integration to scale up the implementation of KidzAlive and disclosure guidelines

Support groups:

❑ Intersectoral collaboration through a Child Care and Protection Forum Meeting with focus 

areas to improve on:

▪ children’s retention in care

▪ teenage pregnancy

HST is facilitating the introduction of FPD in the district to support MH/PSS services.



Activities/initiatives to support MH/PSS services (Provider)

Training conducted for Clinicians and non-Clinicians in 2022:

• Conducted virtually, with mini success of the training and follow-up

• Referral pathway mapping done, but never materialised due to competing priorities in the COVID-19 period and during recovery 

period

• Integrated Mental Health Screening Register used in the triage areas comprising questions pertaining to NCD risk and MH

• Allocation of psychosocial support from FPD to uMgungundlovu

A Mental Health Readiness Assessment was done in Jun–Nov 2023 in the SLM facilities, with the following key findings 

identified:

Successes:

• Availability of the Mental Health Assessment Register in all facilities with the mental health screening indicator monitored 

through the monthly reports and DHIS

Challenges:

• Staff are unfamiliar with the VULA App (only used by doctors).

• IEC materials for MH are unavailable.

• Staff are not well versed in mental health counselling (despite 2022 training).

• Referral pathways are available from the PHC facility to hospital, but the pathways for community are unclear.

• Debriefing session conducted for Clinicians 

• Health promotion plan through Wellness Days in all sub-districts; photos for health promotion in sub-districts sent on WhatsApp

• Lack of MOU/SLA between FPD and PDoH is delaying implementation 



Debriefing session for providers with stress and burnout

• HST and the DoH district team planned a debriefing session for HCWs working in the Crisis Centre and 
Choice of Termination of Pregnancy (CTOP) Unit, and the staff who worked in COVID-19 units during the 
pandemic.

• These providers endure much stress as they engage with critical cases, e.g. sexual abuse of children. 
Those at CTOP facilities are also psychologically affected as they engage with children from the age of 12 
years coming for abortions.

• A two-day session was planned for Doctors, Professional Nurses, Psychologists and Social Workers.

• The most-expressed feedback was on emotional burnout and stress from case interaction and 
intervention, e.g. GBV (rape and deaths, especially among children) and trauma. 

• This session also assisted in creating integration between these different cadres, with sharing facilitated 
on each cadre’s key responsibilities and roles for case interventions.

• Wellness games and activities encouraged them take care of their own wellbeing.

• Future debriefing sessions for continued PSS for clinicians will be linked to Occupational Health services.
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