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The World Psychiatric Association (WPA) comprises 145 psychiatric societies in 121 countries with 

over 250,000 psychiatrists worldwide. Since its inception in 1950, the WPA has endeavoured to 

promote excellence in the treatment and rehabilitation of psychiatric patients. In the past decade, 

the WPA has broadened its mission to include the prevention of mental health problems and 

promotion of good mental health, defined as a state of mental well-being that enables people to 

cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn and work well, and contribute to their 

communities.    

According to a 2022 World Health Organization (WHO) Report, 13% of the global population – in 

other words, 1 of every 8 people – lives with a mental health disorder (Figure 1). Among our most 

vulnerable populations, the numbers are no less alarming: 8% of children and 14% of adolescents 

struggle with their mental health. Despite the magnitude of the mental health disorders, only 2% of 

health expenditures are allocated for addressing mental health challenges. 

 

Figure 1. Global prevalence of mental disorders. WHO (2022).   

 

Psychiatric care plays a crucial role in individual and societal health and well-being. Globally, the 

economic and social burden associated with bearing the weight of millions grappling with mental 

health disorders continues to increase. It is critical to note that for individuals bearing the burdens of 

mental ill-health, the ultimate, tragic consequence can lead to suicide. The data illustrated in Figure 2 

underscore the urgency of prioritising and improving mental health care worldwide. 
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Figure 2. Age-standardised suicide rates (per 100 000 population). WHO (2021). 

 

Psychiatric care around the world remains highly variable, influenced by cultural, economic, and 

social factors as well as varying degrees of preventive activities. 

An umbrella review and meta-analytic evaluation of psychotherapies and pharmacotherapies for 

mental disorders of 3,782 randomised controlled trials, including 650,514 adult patients diagnosed 

with the most prevalent psychiatric disorders, showed that the effect sizes of treatments appear to 

be low and have plateaued, hinting at a potential ceiling effect in current research modalities 

(Leichsenring, 2022). This calls for a paradigm shift in research methodologies as well as a ned for 

identifying new methods to improve mental health by treatment and prevention. However, finding, 

developing, and getting approval for new treatments and preventive methods is a long process. In 

the meantime, we must concentrate our efforts on implementing existing evidence-based 

treatments and preventive methods that show relatively good efficacy. 

To accomplish this goal, the WPA Action Plan October 2023-2026 prioritises the following actions: 

implementation of evidence-based therapies through the Specialist Corner, improvement and 

preservation of mental health through the adoption of healthy lifestyle choices illustrated in the 

Healthy Lifestyles Hub, research, and improved communication of knowledge and ideas. 
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Evidence-based treatments are available for all psychiatric disorders. However, it is imperative to 

translate academic research into clinical practice as research papers often present a challenge for 

clinicians in interpreting results due to their technical nature and the time pressure when working on 

the front lines of patient care.  

In this Action Plan, the WPA is developing a platform, called The Specialist Corner: Advances of 

science and their application in clinical practice, that will consistently update clinicians about the 

latest findings, enabling them to discern and adopt best practices. 

This Corner will serve as a hub to summarise advancements in clinical psychiatry, public mental 

health, and ethics, while fostering diversity and inclusiveness. The platform, dedicated to clinicians, 

will feature online webinars on different psychiatric diagnoses, where expert specialists will present, 

in an accessible, categorical approach, state-of-the-art treatments and best practices for daily 

psychiatric work, covering aetiology, symptoms, comorbidities with physical illness, and 

rehabilitation strategies from the gender, developmental stage, and cultural perspectives. This 

introductory categorical webinar (or webinars) will be complemented by a follow-up webinar (or 

webinars) on the same diagnosis, and will feature Prevention, Healthy lifestyles, Caregiver and 

family, Digital psychiatry, and Human rights/Ethics perspectives from experts in those fields. 

 

 

Figure 3. The Specialist Corner: Advances of science and their application in clinical practice. 

Additional topics that will be addressed in the Specialist Corner include crisis and trauma conditions 

resulting from armed conflicts, terrorist acts, and other catastrophes, and the mental health of 

immigrants, refugees, and other vulnerable groups. 

The lead specialists for each mental disorder will appoint a consultative group of colleagues, 

representative of all the WPA’s geographical regions, to elucidate the topic from their respective, 

varied local perspectives and – simultaneously – share the availability of studies, gaps in research, 

and the potential for adaptations of existing materials to different cultural contexts. 
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Outcomes from these webinars will be summarised in written form for easy comprehension, 

intended for use as educational resources for patients, their families, and clinical staff. 

All webinars, along with their associated materials, will be available on the WPA website. 

The Specialist Corner’s ambition is to foster the application of best practices, thereby ensuring that 

patients receive care based on the most recent and relevant evidence. 

To achieve this goal, help is needed from all Member Societies to systematically implement the 

content of the webinars delivered, at both local and national levels, and to translate the written 

materials into local languages. 
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Evidence-based preventive strategies, when adopted early in life, can significantly enhance mental 

health outcomes. Through coordinated efforts, we can foster more resilient communities and reduce 

the overall burden of psychiatric disorders. 

While there is evidence that healthy lifestyles boost general health, there is also growing proof of 

their impact on mental health across different populations. Choices to engage in physical exercise, 

eat a balanced diet, and adopt good sleep habits all have positive effects on mental well-being. 

Consistent sleep habits practices significantly enhance mental well-being by ensuring restorative rest 

and maintaining circadian rhythms. Proper nutrition, characterised by a diet rich in essential 

nutrients, is crucial for brain health and overall mental wellness. Engaging in regular physical activity 

has been linked to improved mood, reduced anxiety, and cognitive benefits. Integrating these 

healthy lifestyle practices can supplement and amplify the effects of existing pharmacotherapies and 

psychotherapies.  

The public has increasingly recognised the significance of healthy living. A growing number of 

individuals now participate in regular physical activity and consciously strive to make healthier 

lifestyle choices. 

However, while the broader public acknowledges the benefits of a healthy lifestyle, its full potential 

in psychiatry remains untapped. This disconnect often stems from patients’ lack of knowledge and 

exposure, at home or in school, to the effective incorporation of healthy habits into a daily routine. 

Helping patients learn how to purchase healthy foods, to plan shopping lists, to cook, and what to do 

with leftovers, as well as introducing them to the fact that daily physical activity, even in small 

amounts, will have a positive impact on health, is an important task for psychiatrists. 

Adolescents should not only be encouraged to, but also taught in school why and how to, adopt good 

sleep habits, consume a balanced diet, and engage in regular physical exercise, all of which will 

improve their general health and ability to navigate the challenges of an independent adult life. 

Improving the health of psychiatric staff through healthy lifestyles involving regular physical activity, 

a balanced diet, good sleep habits, and mindfulness practices is equally important. Striving for a 

work-life balance, maintaining strong social connections, and engaging in regular professional 

development and self-care activities are crucial. In promoting these actions, the WPA hopes to 

reduce stress, improve health, increase job satisfaction, and enhance the overall mental well-being 

among psychiatric staff. 

Furthermore, engaging both patients and psychiatric staff in joint sessions of physical activity can – in 

addition to improving the physical and mental health of all involved – strengthen connections, 

cohesion, and collaboration, improve mutual understanding, and reduce hierarchical divisions. Thus, 

the WPA Action Plan is geared towards emphasising the importance of physical activity, nutrition, 

and sleep habits among psychiatric patients and staff. Promoting the involvement of family and 

community members in similar, shared activities increases the sense of belongingness, hopefully 

combating the stigma of mental disorders. 
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Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm, Sweden has produced three videos (3-5 minutes, each) to guide 

psychiatric staff and patients in the performance of daily physical activity. The content serves as a 

resource, offering guidelines and recommendations for incorporating exercises of varying intensity 

into daily routines. 

The University of Campania Luigi Vanvitelli in Naples, Italy has produced three videos on nutrition, 

tailoured for adolescents and young adults, which can also be used in clinical adult psychiatric wards. 

They showcase dialogues that promote awareness of healthy dietary choices in two films and 

include, in a third film, a 2-min summary offering advice on dietary habits that support mental well-

being. 

Six videos on nutrition and physical activity form the beginning of the WPA Healthy Lifestyles Hub, 

which will be a library of resources accessible to colleagues worldwide that can be downloaded for 

inspiration and application in daily psychiatric practice.  

Member Societies are encouraged to share descriptions with the WPA of the activities they use in 

their clinical practice to promote physical activity, nutrition, and sleep habits amongst patients and 

staff. After consultations with the WPA, simple smartphone videos of these activities can be 

produced by the Member Societies to add to the WPA Healthy Lifestyles Hub. This initiative is 

intended to enhance participation, collaboration, cultural awareness, and inclusivity among all WPA 

Member Societies. (Contact: WPAhealthylifestyles.videos@gmail.com) 

Improving mental health through the promotion of healthy living is a crucial aspect of public health. 

By disseminating these lifestyle strategies broadly and providing resources for implementation, the 

WPA will contribute to the enhancement of public mental health, fostering a healthier, more resilient 

society. 

 

mailto:WPAhealthylifestyles.videos@gmail.com
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This WPA Action Plan prioritises research on public health (Healthy Lifestyles) and clinical care 

(Suicide Prevention) as well as fostering international and intercontinental research collaboration in 

its mission to address global mental health challenges. 

The effects of healthy lifestyle educational videos (physical activity and nutrition) on mental health 

will be evaluated in India, Italy, Mexico, and Sweden as part of the Action Plan, and additional 

centres are encouraged to join. (Contact: WPAhealthylifestyles.evaluation@gmail.com) 

The evaluation protocol is under development at Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm, Sweden (for 

physical activity) and at the University of Campania Luigi Vanvitelli in Naples, Italy (for nutrition), and 

protocols will be published on The Healthy Lifestyles Hub, available to all Member Societies of the 

WPA. 

The WPA started, in 2021, under the leadership of then- President Elect Danuta Wasserman, the 

Brief Motivational Intervention and Long-term Regular Follow-up Contact Program (BIC), a suicide 

prevention project developed by the National Centre for Suicide Research and Prevention of Mental 

Ill-Health (NASP) at Karolinska Institutet in collaboration with the World Health Organization (WHO).  

The BIC study evaluates a specific suicide prevention practice that reduces mortality in suicide and 

raises awareness of suicidal behaviours and mental health in different cultural and social 

backgrounds. Currently, this program is operating in North America (USA), Latin America (Brazil), Asia 

(India), and Europe (Sweden), and additional centres are encouraged to join. (Contact: 

BIC.evaluation@gmail.com) 

The e-Journal Club will continue as an interactive platform allowing young psychiatrists to discuss 

recent and relevant scientific findings in psychiatry. 

The WPA will closely follow the European Psychiatric Association (EPA) analyses on the role of 

climate change and environmental preservation in mental health.   

mailto:WPAhealthylifestyles.evaluation@gmail.com
mailto:BIC.evaluation@gmail.com
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Recognising the evolving needs of geographically diverse populations of different genders and ages, 

the President has introduced an initiative dedicated to Equality, Lifespan Development, Inclusion, 

and Transcultural perspectives (EDIT) to mirror, consequently, those perspectives in WPA activities.  

The EDIT acronym stands for: 

• Equality across genders, ages and ethnicities 

• Developmental stages from childhood to adulthood and beyond 

• Inclusion of under-represented groups 

• Transcultural awareness and perspectives 

As a proactive and transformative step towards a more inclusive and culturally competent field of 

psychiatry, the EDIT guidelines will be applied to all WPA activities. 

The EDIT guidelines are recommended when submitting abstracts, and reviewers will scrutinise 

abstracts according to the EDIT guidelines as well as in the selection of chairs for symposia, debates, 

and individual oral and electronic presentations. 

This initiative will empower the WCP 2024 to reaffirm the WPA’s commitment to seeking good 

mental health and well-being for all individuals and communities, irrespective of background. 

The Action Plan takes an active approach towards language diversity to ensure that important 

information is accessible to all of its 250,000 psychiatrists.  

The World Psychiatry Journal is an excellent example of this principle, as it is currently translated by 

the Member Societies – entirely or in part – into 10 languages (Arabic, Chinese, English, French, 

Japanese, Polish, Romanian, Russian, Spanish, and Turkish). 

The Specialist Corner, another tool dedicated to improving accessibility to the highest standards of 

mental health care, will include written summaries that should be made available in as many local 

languages as possible.  

Patients, their family members and caregivers, and the general public will benefit from removal of 

language barriers, both indirectly, through more knowledgeable psychiatrists, and directly. First hand 

access to information – from the Specialist Corner, ACRE materials, or elsewhere – will increase 

awareness of mental health dimensions, including preventive measures and treatment advances for 

mental health problems. 
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ACRE (Advisory Committee on Responses to Emergencies) was established in March 2020 under the 

presidency of Professor Helen Herrman. ACRE brought together the leaders of several interested 

WPA Member Societies to facilitate practical and concrete aid to Member Societies in need, and the 

group will continue to foster education, information collection, and the development of local, 

national, and international strategies to cope with the mental health consequences of emergencies. 

As part of this Action Plan, the WPA intends to develop evidence-based materials to help First Aiders 

encounter acute crises and life-threatening situations appropriately and immediately. Materials, 

developed according to the EDIT principles, will be specific to gender, vulnerable groups, culture, 

and/or geographic regions and will be made accessible on the WPA website for treating individuals at 

each developmental stage (children, adolescents, young adults, middle-aged, elderly). 

Supplementary information will include links to scientific literature and educational videos providing 

scientific justification and guidelines for proper usage of the ACRE materials. 

The WPA will continue from previous triennia its valuable activities with international professional 

associations in the fields of psychiatry, neurology, and public mental health, including its partnerships 

with Service Users and Family Carers organisations. 

Together with other organisations in the fields of public health, mental health, and neurology, and 

alongside patient and relative organisations, the WPA will endeavour to issue a concerted appeal to 

the World Health Organization (WHO). The goal of this collaborative effort is for the WHO, in its role 

as the United Nations agency for promotion of health and safety, to exert more pressure on the 

United Nations to: promote awareness of the magnitude of mental health problems, globally; 

promote the necessity and feasibility of prevention; anticipate and counteract the disastrous effects 

that armed conflicts, terrorist acts, and other crises inflict on mental health, especially in children, 

adolescents, the elderly, and psychiatric patients; and, finally, to increase resource allocation to 

mental health.  
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The United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by all United Nations 

Member States in 2015, are blueprints for the construction of a sustainable, inclusive, and 

prosperous world by 2030.  

The WPA Action Plan builds on the United Nations SDGs through the positive reciprocal relationships 

between improved mental health, decreased poverty and hunger, good health and well-being, 

quality education, gender equality, clean water and sanitation, decent employment, sustainable 

cities and communities, and accountable, inclusive, strong institutions. 

This Action Plan is designed to gain traction and set a precedent for extending mental health 

advancements past the boundaries of psychiatry and medicine and into the very fabric of society. 

Good mental health is pivotal to individual and collective decision-making, harmonious relations, and 

thriving communities – it is the foundation for a brighter future for all. 

Figure 4. The Sustainable Development Goals relevant to the WPA Action Plan. 

 

Good health and well-being (SDG 3) emphasises the importance of ensuring healthy lives and 

promoting the well-being of all, independent of age, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and the 

social, cultural, economic, and political determinants associated with geographic location. 

Recognising the interconnectedness of the SDGs, the Planning Committee for my Presidency has 

prioritised four goals to guide WPA efforts: Quality Education (SDG 4), Gender Equality (SDG 5), 

Reduced Inequality (SDG 10), and Partnerships to Achieve the Goal (SDG 17). 

We recognise Quality Education (SDG 4) as a powerful tool for improving mental health by raising 

awareness and reducing stigma. 
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Gender Equality (SDG 5) is integral to the WPA’s mission. Due to disproportionate societal pressures, 

discrimination, and violence, gender is strong predictor of poor mental health. The WPA will work to 

develop gender-sensitive mental health services and to facilitate equal access to all services for all 

genders. 

Reduced Inequality (SDG 10) is similarly critical. The WPA is determined that access to psychiatric, 

mental health, and public mental health services should be a right for all individuals, regardless of 

their socio-economic and cultural background. Reaching this goal will necessitate addressing financial 

obstacles, reaching geographic locations that hinder access to services, and overcoming language 

and cultural barriers. 

Finally, Partnerships to Achieve the Goal (SDG 17) highlights the importance of collaborative efforts. 

Promoting mental health and well-being requires trans sectoral cooperation from all pockets of 

society – governmental, private, civil, and everyone in between, including healthcare, public health, 

sustainability, climate action, labour, housing, education, financial, philanthropic, and community 

organisations. Through such partnerships, it is possible to leverage the pooled resources, reach, and 

expertise of multiple stakeholders to effectively address mental health issues at the systemic, not 

only individual, level.  
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Realising the aforementioned concepts within the WPA necessitates advancing the image of 

psychiatry and the role of the psychiatrist. If the WPA aspires to effect systemic change in the 

promotion of mental health and the prevention of mental health disorders, we must start with 

changing our own role in that system.  

Psychiatrists must lead the conversation about evidence-based prevention and treatment 

possibilities for mental health problems, but also discover innovative ways to encourage non-health 

sectors of society to join that conversation. Governmental, private, and civil organisations, whether 

focused on sustainability, climate action, labour, housing, education, finance, philanthropy, or 

community, can all offer insights and should all have a stake in effecting change. 

This Action Plan intends to boost the mental health of patients, psychiatric staff, and the general 

public through encouraging and enabling psychiatrists and the field of psychiatry to embrace the new 

leadership role in society.  
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