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Assessment of Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) Learning Needs and 

Gaps Among Community Health Workers and Psychosocial Counselors in Afghanistan 

 

M. Zahid Sharifi MD MHA1, Sayed Murtaza Sadat Hofiani MD, MPH2, Masoom Khan Khadim B. Psych.2, Shahim 

Sediqqi B. Psych.1  

1MHPSS Department, HealthNet TPO, Kabul-Afghanistan 
2Research Department, HealthNet TPO, Kabul-Afghanistan 

 

Introduction:  

Afghanistan faces a significant burden of mental health problems, with over 50% of the population 

suffering from mental disorders at least once in their lifetime. The integration of mental health into 

primary healthcare has been a key priority, with efforts to build the capacity of health workers in 

providing basic MHPSS services. This study aimed to assess the MHPSS knowledge and skill gaps 

among community health workers (CHWs) and psychosocial counselors (PSCs) in Afghanistan. 

 

Methods:  

A mixed-methods approach was used, including individual interviews with PSCs, CHWs, medical 

doctors, midwives, nurses, and key informants, as well as focus group discussions with CHWs and 

schoolteachers. Participants were selected using convenience sampling from four provinces and Kabul. 

Individual interviews covered topics such as MHPSS knowledge, skills, challenges, and training needs. 

Focus group discussions explored perceptions, attitudes, and practices related to MHPSS among CHWs 

and teachers. Desk review of existing MHPSS training materials was also conducted to assess the quality 

and coverage of the content. Data was analyzed using thematic analysis to identify key themes and gaps. 

 

Results:  

The assessment found various gaps in MHPSS knowledge and skills among the different cadres of health 

workers. PSCs lacked in-depth understanding of mental health conditions and psychosocial interventions 

and faced challenges in providing comprehensive MHPSS services. CHWs had limited awareness of 

mental health and their roles in identification, referral, and psychosocial support. Medical doctors, 

midwives, and nurses had inadequate training on integrating MHPSS into routine care. Gaps were also 

identified in the quality and coverage of MHPSS training materials, with a need for more comprehensive, 

competency-based programs. Overall, the findings highlight the critical need to strengthen the capacity 

of health workers in MHPSS to improve access and quality of services in Afghanistan. 

 

Conclusion:  

Strengthening the capacity of health workers in MHPSS is crucial to improve access and quality of 

services in Afghanistan. The findings highlight the need for comprehensive, competency-based training 

programs, supervision, and support systems for different cadres of health workers. Integrating MHPSS 

into pre-service and in-service training is recommended to address the identified gaps and ensure 

effective integration of mental health support within the primary healthcare system. 

 

Acknowledgement: The authors would like to thank the UNICEF team for their financial and technical 

support in conducting this study. The authors are also grateful to all the health workers who participated 

in this assessment. 
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Preliminary findings indicate fluctuations in total deliveries, with a peak of 2764 deliveries in Asad 1401 

(August 2022), and an overall average of 1660 deliveries per month. MMR 33.9, equating to a maximum 

of 1 death per month. The cesarean section rate was 38.7% of total deliveries. Newborn outcomes 

showed that 2,294 newborns were reported alive per month, stillbirths rate 2.5% and newborn deaths 

9 per 1000 live births. Bed occupancy rates (BOR) averaged 92.6%, peaking at 107% during high-demand 

months. Correlation analyses reveal significant relationships between increased cesarean sections and 

maternal outcomes, highlighting potential areas for intervention.
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