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Abstract
Mental health is a critical aspect of overall well-being, influencing an 
individual's emotional, psychological, biological  and social functioning. 
The Northern Region of Ghana faces a growing concern regarding 
mental health issues, which has garnered increased attention in recent 
years. This paper explores the prevalent mental health challenges in the 
Northern Region, highlighting the factors contributing to their rise and the 
obstacles in effectively addressing them from the perspective of practicing 
psychologists.

The Northern Region encompasses diverse communities with unique 
cultural, economic, and social backgrounds. amist these diversities, there 
also exist common mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, 
substance used disorder, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder - PTSD, 
adjustment disorder and stress-related disorders among others have become 
widespread concerns in the region. Contributing to this rise are various 
factors, including socioeconomic disparities, limited access to mental 
health services, low level of mental health literacy and stigma surrounding 
mental health. Moreover, environmental stressors, such as harsh weather 
conditions and geographic isolation in some areas, may exacerbate mental 
health problems.

Challenges in addressing mental health issues in the Northern Region are 
multi-faceted. Among the primary obstacles are inadequate human resource, 
lack of funding, low level of mental health literacy, increased cases of 
mental health conditions, physical and mental health cormobidities, stigma 
and discrimination, prevalent cases of sexual and gender based voilent 
(SGBV) and limited  mental health infrastructure among others.  These 
have the potential to impact indviduals, families and society negatively 
needing attention from policy makers.

Keywords: Mental Health Issues; Northern Region; Mental Health 
Disorders; Practitioners; Psychologists.  

Introduction
The Northern part of Ghana is a beautiful traditional place which houses 

vast savannas, colorful economic ventures, ancient mud-brick mosques, Paga 
crocodile pond, the famous Gambaga scarp and the largest game reserve 
(Mole National Park) among others which is inhibited by hospitable people 
of different cultures and religions. The Northern Region is confronted with a 
myriad of mental health issues and challenges that have profound implications 
for the well-being of its residents. This region's unique geographic, cultural, 
and socioeconomic characteristics create a complex landscape in which 
mental health concerns manifest and persist.
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Mental health disorders, such as depression, anxiety, 
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), psychotic disorders, 
and substance abuse, have become increasingly prevalent 
in the Northern Region, impacting individuals of all ages 
and backgrounds. The prevalence of these conditions are 
influenced by various factors, including social isolation, 
unemployment, poverty, cultural beliefs, impact of conflicts, 
social upheavals, low level of mental health literacy and 
limited access to mental health services, particularly in 
remote and rural communities.

According to [1], cultural beliefs and attitudes 
surrounding mental health play a pivotal role in shaping 
help-seeking behaviours and treatment outcomes. Stigma and 
discrimination act as barriers, preventing individuals from 
seeking timely support and exacerbating the challenges in 
addressing mental health challenges effectively [2].

This documentation is to set the stage for a comprehensive 
exploration of the mental health landscape in the Northern 
Region, emphasizing the urgency of developing targeted 
interventions and collaborative strategies to improve mental 
health outcomes in the region.

Methodology
To comprehensively investigate the mental health 

issues and challenges in the Northern Region, a qualitative 
approach was employed together with the perspectives of the 
practitioners in the region. These practitioners are among few 
who have taken up the challenge to practice in a resource 
constrain environment amidst several opportunities outside 
the region and abroad. This approach allows for a more 
holistic understanding of the complex interplay between 
various factors contributing to mental health concerns in the 
region. 

Qualitative Interviews: In-depth qualitative interviews 
were conducted with mental health professionals, healthcare 
providers, community leaders/members, stakeholders and 
individuals with lived experiences of mental health issues. 
These interviews explored the nuances of cultural perceptions, 
barriers to accessing mental health services, and the efficacy 
of existing support systems.

Focus Group Discussions: Focus group discussions 
(FGD) were organized to facilitate dialogue and gather 
insights from various stakeholders, including community 
members, educators, and policymakers among others. 
These discussions explored community-specific challenges 
and potential solutions to address mental health concerns 
effectively.

Data Analysis: The qualitative data from interviews and 
focus group discussions were subjected to thematic analysis. 
The triangulation of data from various sources provided a 
more comprehensive understanding of mental health issues 
in the Northern Region.

Ethical Considerations: The study adhered to ethical 
guidelines, ensuring the confidentiality and anonymity 
of participants. Informed consent was obtained from all 
individuals involved in the research.

Burden of Mental Health challenges In Northern 
Region 

The burden of mental health challenges in the Northern 
Region is a pressing public health concern that significantly 
impacts individuals, families, and communities with a 
potential to derail the gains made towards the sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) and universal health coverage 
(UHC). In the work of (1, 2, 3), the burden of mental health 
encompasses a range of mental health issues, including mood 
disorders, anxiety disorders, substance use disorders, and 
psychotic disorders. These were truly collaborated with the 
work of (5). The Northern Region's unique characteristics, 
such as its geographical isolation, cultural diversity, and 
socioeconomic disparities, contribute to the complexity of 
this burden (6, 7. 8).

The findings from this comprehensive study shed light on 
the mental health landscape in the Northern Region, offering 
valuable insights to inform the development of targeted 
interventions, policies, and strategies to address mental health 
challenges and promote well-being in the region.

In the Northern Region of Ghana, mental health issues 
present a significant yet often overlooked challenge, 
impacting individuals, families, and communities. This seeks 
to shed light on the complexities of mental health struggles 
in the region, exploring both the pervasive stigma and the 
pressing need for accessible and culturally sensitive support 
systems. Following the FGD and the interviews with the 
relevant stakeholders in this work the views or the voice of 
the people as captured shade their understanding and the need 
to prioritize mental health care in the region.  

Healthcare Professionals: "Limited resources and 
training hinder our ability to adequately address mental 
health issues. There's a pressing need for more mental health 
facilities and specialists in the region."

Community Leaders: "Stigma surrounding mental 
illness persists, preventing many from seeking help. We must 
educate our communities and challenge harmful beliefs to 
promote understanding and support."

Traditional Healers: "We play a crucial role in mental 
health care, but collaboration with modern healthcare systems 
is essential. Together, we can provide holistic support to 
those in need."

Local Residents: "Poverty and unemployment exacerbate 
mental health struggles. Access to affordable treatment and 
counseling services is critical for our well-being."

Educators: “we recognize the profound impact of mental 
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health on our students' academic performance and overall 
well-being. We need more advocacy toward increased support 
services, including counseling and mental health education, to 
address stigma and ensure a nurturing learning environment 
conducive to mental wellness”. “Our counselling units in the 
various schools are poorly equipped, with a limited profession 
(Guidance and counselling) to man the unit, couple with 
extreme work load on the few professionals who sometime 
also double as subject’s teacher conflicting with their roles 
as counselors (mental health professionals) for the schools”. 
“We wish to call on GES to solely engage counselors to 
practice as mental health professional for the schools. 

Religious: The view or opinion of religious stakeholders 
in the mental health evaluations in the northern region 
varies. Some argue for their inclusion, citing spiritual 
wellbeing's importance. Others caution against potential bias 
or misunderstanding of medical needs. Overall, perspectives 
reflect a complex intersection of faith, culture, and mental 
health practices.

Youth: The youth as stakeholders in the mental health 
FGD in the northern region is multifaceted. Some advocate for 
greater involvement, emphasizing their unique perspectives 
and needs. Others express concerns about stigma or distrust 
of mental health services, highlighting the necessity for 
accessible and youth-friendly support systems. 

Women: ‘’It's important to recognize and address these 
negative views to promote mental health awareness, reduce 
stigma, and improve access to culturally sensitive and 
gender-responsive mental health services in Northern Ghana. 
Efforts to empower women through education, community 
outreach, and advocacy can help challenge these negative 
perceptions and promote a more supportive environment for 
mental health and well-being’’.

Men: ‘It's crucial to acknowledge and address these 
challenges to promote mental health and well-being among 
men in Northern Ghana. Culturally sensitive interventions 
that recognize and respect men's unique experiences, while 
also challenging harmful gender norms and stigma, can help 
encourage help-seeking behavior and improve access to 
support services. Additionally, community-based initiatives 
that engage men as advocates for mental health awareness 
and destigmatization can be effective in fostering positive 
change’.

NGO Representatives: "We advocate for increased 
funding and awareness of mental health issues. By partnering 
with local organizations, we can implement sustainable 
interventions and support systems." ‘As members of the 
CSOs space we must commend the effort by Total Life 
Enhancement Centre Ghana -TOLECGH towards enhancing 
mental health literacy and service usability in the region””.  
“In our engagement with (TOLECGH) we notice the adoption 
of a comprehensive approach to mental health, focusing 

on holistic well-being and community empowerment. 
TOLECGH strives to address the multifaceted needs of 
individuals struggling with mental health issues in northern 
Ghana. Their approach emphasizes culturally sensitive 
interventions, community engagement, and capacity building 
to reduce stigma, increase awareness, and improve access to 
mental health services. Through counseling, support groups, 
education, and advocacy, TOLECGH aims to promote 
mental wellness and resilience, empowering individuals to 
lead fulfilling lives”.

These voices reflect the diverse perspectives of 
stakeholders in the Northern Region, highlighting the 
multifaceted nature of mental health challenges and the need 
for collaborative efforts to address them effectively.

Mental health remains a global pressing concern, with 
particular significant for regions like the northern region of 
Ghana where access to resources and awareness are limited. 
The findings from our focus group discussion (FGD) and 
interviews of stakeholders to explore their perspective 
of mental health issues of the region yielded different 
result which are presented here to inform and direct policy 
formulation regarding mental health for the region and Ghana 
as a whole.

From the practitioners’ perspectives, it could be reported 
that their experiences could help shape the mental health 
dialogue in the region and beyond and they explored the 
underlisted following their experiences

Prevalence and Incidence: The Northern Region 
experiences a high prevalence and incidence of mental health 
challenges. In the works of some researchers, factors such as 
social isolation, limited access to mental health services, and 
adverse economic conditions contribute to the vulnerability 
of populations to these conditions (9,10). These aligns very 
much with the situation of northern Ghana. 

Impact on Individuals: Mental health challenges in the 
Northern Region as gathered can severely affect individuals' 
quality of life, hindering their ability to function effectively 
in daily life, hold steady employment, and maintain stable 
relationships. According to (11), untreated mental health 
issues can lead to a cycle of distress and impaired functioning 
of the individual affecting personal and national development.

Impact on Families: In the work of (12), mental disorders 
often exert a significant emotional, social, and financial toll 
on families and caregivers. The strain of caring for a family 
member with a mental illness can lead to caregiver burnout 
and strained family dynamics (13,14)). Our interviews 
and FGD also revealed that the people of northern region 
who have nursed a relation with mental health challenges 
experience similar challenges as described in these articles.

Healthcare System: Research in the area of mental 
health have place emphases on the burden of mental health 
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discussion on the issues of mental health in northern Ghana. 
Each of these issues is a piece of the overall picture, and 
even this brief overview shows the interlocking nature of the 
concerns. These issues as captured also reveal the opinions of 
our participants who have stayed in the northern for sometimes 
now. following our FGD and interviews and discussed in the 
context of the practitioners. These practitioners are sharing 
their perspectives on mental health in the Northern region. 
This collaborative piece (stakeholders’ engagement and 
professional perspectives) are aimed at shading light on the 
mental health challenges of northern region of Ghana towards 
a policy shift to enhance the mental well-being of the people 
for and holistic development.

Low level of mental health literacy: People with 
inadequate mental health literacy are more at risk of physical 
and mental illnesses and incur greater health costs than people 
with appropriate mental health literacy (26).  Unfortunately, 
there exist more than 98% treatment gap in Ghana as regards 
mental health care (27, 28). These also affect the northern 
of Ghana negatively and aligns with the discussion and the 
perspectives of the study participants.

Stigma and Discrimination: Stigma surrounding mental 
health remains a significant challenge globally. People with 
mental disorders often face prejudice, misunderstanding, and 
discrimination, which can lead to social isolation, reluctance 
to seek help, and delayed treatment. This is wide spread in the 
region under focus. 

Substance Abuse among Youth: Substance abuse is a 
public health problem globally. The prevalence of substance 
abuse among youth is alarming. The problem not only harms 
individuals but also negatively affects families and society 
(29). 

Lack of access to Mental Health Services: Limited 
access to mental health services is a critical issue in many 
regions especially in Northen region of Ghana. Inadequate 
resources, long waiting lists, and a shortage of mental health 
professionals can impede timely diagnoses and treatment, 
leaving individuals without the support they need.

Lack of Integrated Care: Mental health is often 
compartmentalized from physical health, leading to 
fragmented care. The lack of appropriate integration between 
mental health services and other healthcare systems does 
hinder the overall well-being of individuals with comorbid 
conditions in northern region of Ghana.

Socioeconomic Factors: Mental health challenges are 
closely linked to socioeconomic factors such as poverty, 
unemployment, and limited education. These factors can both 
contribute to the development of mental health issues and act 
as barriers to accessing appropriate mental health care.

Cultural and Language Barriers: Cultural beliefs and 
language barriers can prevent individuals from seeking help 

on the health system. In the works of (15, 12, 16, 17), the 
burden of mental disorders places considerable strain on 
the healthcare system, This is also the case of the Northern 
Region of Ghana with limited resources regarding mental 
health service provision. Limited mental health resources and 
professionals, particularly in remote and rural areas, can lead 
to delays in access to care and inadequate treatment options. 
This is collaborated with (17).

Economic Implications: Mental health challenges 
account for more economic costs than chronic somatic diseases 
such as cancer or diabetes (18).  The economic burden of 
mental disorders in the Northern Region could include direct 
healthcare costs, lost productivity, and increased disability as 
gethered from our discussion with some key stakeholders in 
the region. These burden mental health challenges can further 
perpetuate the cycle of poverty and limited access to mental 
health services (19, 20, 21). 

Stigma and Discrimination: According to (22) and 
recent research work have emphasized the adverse effects 
of stigma on minority groups’ mental health. Governments 
and service agencies have put much effort into combating 
stigma against a variety of conditions.  This Stigma and 
discrimination surrounding mental health issues persist in 
the Northern Region, leading to a reluctance to seek help and 
hindering early intervention efforts. (23), recommended that 
addressing the burden of mental disorders is a multifaceted 
approach that includes education, awareness campaigns, 
challenging stereotypes, promoting empathy, and fostering 
supportive communities. Their work also correlated with 
the work of (24, 25) culminating in the underlisted strategies 
towards reducing mental health stigma. This could stem 
from, increasing awareness and understanding of mental 
health issues to reduce stigma, improving access to mental 
health services, particularly in remote and underserved 
areas, Strengthening the capacity of the healthcare system 
to provide comprehensive and culturally sensitive care and 
implementing targeted interventions to address the specific 
challenges faced by vulnerable populations.

The burden of mental health challenges in the Northern 
region of Ghana as discovered from the FGD, interviews 
and the professional experiences, underscore the complex 
interplay of cultural, socioeconomic, and systemic factors 
shaping the mental health experiences of the people. By 
addressing the burden of mental health challenges in the 
Northern Region proactively, it is possible to enhance the 
overall well-being and resilience of its population and foster 
a healthier and more inclusive society.

Issues and Challenges of Mental Health in Northern 
Ghana:

Mental health phenomena emerge from the interplay of 
multiple contributing subsystems and require multisystemic 
thinking to be understood. This work will further the 
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or fully understanding mental health conditions and treatment 
options. Culturally sensitive approaches are essential to 
address these challenges effectively.

Co-Occurring Substance Use: Substance use disorders 
often co-occur with mental health issues, creating a complex 
challenge known as dual diagnoses. Treating both conditions 
simultaneously can be challenging, requiring integrated and 
specialized care.

Early Intervention and Prevention: Early intervention 
is crucial for improving outcomes in mental health. 
However, lack of awareness, stigma, and limited resources 
for prevention programs pose challenges in identifying and 
addressing mental health issues at an early stage.

Mental Health in Schools and Workplace: there exist 
a lot of mental health challenges following advocacy in 
schools and workplace. There is therefore the need to ensure 
that schools and workplaces which play a significant role in 
mental health support are supported with the needed resources. 
Addressing mental health challenges in these settings requires 
adequate resources, training, and destigmatizing attitudes.

Mental Health in Vulnerable Populations: Certain 
groups, such as ghetto youth, women and rural communities, 
are more susceptible to mental health issues due to specific 
stressors and traumas. Tailored interventions and support are 
essential to meet their unique needs.

Funding and Policy: Insufficient funding for mental 
health initiatives and a lack of comprehensive mental health 
policies can hinder the development and implementation of 
effective strategies to address mental health challenges.

Addressing these issues and challenges requires a 
comprehensive, multi-level approach involving governments, 
healthcare systems, communities, and individuals. Increasing 
awareness, reducing stigma, improving access to services, 
promoting early intervention, and fostering collaboration 
are vital steps toward improving mental health outcomes 
and creating a supportive environment for individuals with 
mental health challenges the practitioners noted.

Child, Early and Forced Marriage. (CEFM) and Sexual 
and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV): child, early and 
forced marriage and sexual gender-based violence (SGBV) in 
the Northern Region of Ghana inflict profound mental health 
challenges on victims. The trauma and psychological distress 
resulting from these experiences can lead to depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and other 
mental health disorders. Victims often suffer in silence due to 
stigma and lack of support services. Addressing these issues 
requires holistic interventions that prioritize prevention, 
survivor support, and community awareness. Efforts must 
focus on empowering individuals, fostering gender equality, 
and creating safe spaces where survivors can access mental 
health care and rehabilitation services. 

Comorbid Mental Health and Physical Health 
Challenges in Northern Region: In the Northern Region 
of Ghana, individuals often face comorbid mental health and 
physical health challenges, exacerbating their overall well-
being. For instance, conditions like depression or anxiety 
coexist with chronic physical ailments such as hypertension, 
diabetes, cancers or respiratory illnesses among others. The 
interplay between mental and physical health can create a 
cycle of worsening symptoms, decreased treatment adherence, 
and reduced quality of life. Limited access to healthcare 
services further complicates management. Addressing these 
comorbidities requires integrated healthcare approaches that 
prioritize both mental and physical well-being, along with 
improving access to comprehensive healthcare services in the 
region.

Way Forward Regarding Mental Health in the 
Northern Region:

The Way Forward Regarding Mental Health in the 
Northern Region must prioritize destigmatization, increase 
access to culturally appropriate services, and integrate 
mental health into broader healthcare agendas. Collaboration 
between stakeholders, community engagement, and advocacy 
for policy reforms are essential for fostering a supportive 
environment and improving mental health outcomes. 

Enhancing Awareness and Education: Promote 
mental health literacy through public awareness campaigns, 
educational programs in schools, organizations and 
community workshops. Increase understanding about mental 
health, reduce stigma, and encourage help-seeking behaviors.

Improving Access to Mental Health Services: Increase 
the availability and accessibility of mental health services 
in the Northern Region, particularly in rural and remote 
areas. This includes recruiting and training mental health 
professionals, establishing telehealth services, and integrating 
mental health into primary healthcare settings.

Community-Based Interventions: Develop community-
based mental health programs that engage local organizations, 
community leaders, and grassroots initiatives. Foster 
partnerships between mental health professionals, community 
organizations, and support networks to provide culturally 
sensitive and community-specific interventions.

Strengthening Support Systems: Establish and enhance 
support systems for individuals with mental health issues and 
their families. This can include peer support groups, helplines, 
and community centers that offer counselling, rehabilitation, 
and social support services.

Addressing Socioeconomic Factors: Addressing the 
social determinants of mental health by implementing 
policies that focus on reducing poverty, improving education, 
and creating employment opportunities. Support initiatives 
that promote financial stability, housing security, and access 
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to social services. This paper will wish to call on stakeholders 
to explore opportunities to rollout Social Emotional, and 
Economic Empowerment through Knowledge of Group 
Support Psychotherapy (SEEK GSP) program in the Country. 
SEEK GSP is an innovative mental health program that 
creates mental health awareness, train community lay health 
workers, to recognize and respond to depression and by 
extension other mental health challenges by delivering Group 
Support Psychotherapy (GSP) 

Early Intervention and Prevention: Implement early 
intervention programs in schools, workplaces, and healthcare 
settings to identify and address mental health concerns at an 
early stage. Provide training for educators, employers, and 
healthcare professionals to recognize signs of mental distress 
and facilitate appropriate support.

Culturally Sensitive Approaches: Incorporate cultural 
competence into mental health services to address the 
specific needs and beliefs of diverse communities in the 
Northern Region. Collaborate with local cultural leaders and 
community organizations to develop culturally appropriate 
interventions that will promote help-seeking behaviours.

Policy Development and Funding: Advocate for full 
implementation of mental health Act and policies at the 
district, regional and national levels that prioritize mental 
health promotion, prevention, and treatment. Allocate 
adequate funding to support mental health initiatives, 
research, and the expansion of mental health services in the 
Northern Region.

Research and Data Collection: Invest in research studies 
and data collection efforts to gather accurate information on 
the prevalence of mental health disorders, risk factors, and 
effectiveness of interventions in the Northern Region. This 
evidence-based approach will inform decision-making and 
policy formulation.

Collaboration and Partnerships: Foster collaboration 
among government agencies, healthcare providers, 
community organizations, and stakeholders to develop 
a coordinated and integrated approach to mental health. 
Establish partnerships to leverage resources, share best 
practices, and ensure a comprehensive response to mental 
health challenges in the Northern Region.

By implementing these strategies, the Northern Region 
can work towards improving mental health outcomes, 
reducing the burden of mental health challenges, and creating 
a supportive and inclusive environment that promotes the 
well-being of its residents, improved quality of life and 
enhancing self and national development.

Conclusion
From the perspective of the practitioners and stakeholders 

hold the view that addressing mental health challenges in the 

Northern Region of Ghana is imperative to foster a healthier 
and more resilient population. The region faces unique 
challenges stemming from socioeconomic factors, stigma, 
and limited access to services due to limited professional, 
infrastructure, low level of mental health literacy and other 
logistics. To overcome these obstacles, increasing awareness, 
integrating mental health into primary care, and establishing 
community-based interventions are crucial. Culturally 
sensitive approaches and early intervention strategies can lead 
to better outcomes. Through collaborative efforts, improved 
policies, and adequate funding, the Northern Region can 
create a supportive environment that prioritizes mental well-
being and enhances the overall quality of life (QOL) for its 
residents.
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