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Psychiatric research in an international
perspective: the role of the World
Psychiatric Association

Ahmed Okasha
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By its own nature psychiatry is a discipline devoted to em-
brace the most different perspectives, from philosophy to mo-
lecular genetics, from social to biological sciences. This is the
only way of avoiding splitting human nature in small pieces,
and to confront the real needs of our patients. Research is one
essential tool to understand human nature in its collectivity.

However, research in psychiatry is becoming an increas-
ingly complex and expensive activity. The contents of our main
scientific journals increasingly consist of sophisticated papers
reporting on neuroimaging, genetic, or molecular biology re-
search carried out in well-resourced academic departments of
a limited number of Western countries.

On the other hand, the access of the average clinician to
these sophisticated papers is becoming more and more prob-
lematic, due to the increasing cost of subscription to scientific
journals, the lack of motivation in perusing articles, which do
not have an obvious clinical relevance, and the objective dif-
ficulty in understanding the language, the concepts and the
technical details.

Also, there are enormous gaps in transcultural and interna-
tional research, in the promotion of young psychiatrists and in
the design of research, which is relevant for the needs of pa-
tients worldwide. All this implies that the traditional gap be-
tween developed and developing countries in conducting and
taking advantage of psychiatric research, and the traditional
gap between the small circle of researchers and the multitude
of psychiatric practitioners, are becoming wider and wider.
All this led the World Psychiatric Association (WPA) to adopt
the stimulation of research and its support in its statutes in
1996.

The Role of the WPA in promoting psychiatric research glo-
bally and among its different components can be summarized
along the following axes:
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WPA Sections

There are 54 scientific sections in the WPA, covering practi-
cally every single area of psychiatric knowledge. They include
the most prominent researchers and professionals in their own
field of interests, and most of them are active and present in
many meetings throughout the world. Several of them publish
their own journal or newsletter and are connected with inde-
pendent and international scientific societies. One of the main
tasks of the Secretary for Sections has been to strengthen in-
tersection collaboration. More and more research is atomized
and more and more there is a need for a broad and long-term
perspective integrating different disciplines.

The role of the WPA scientific Sections in Global research
is potentially a very important one. Members of the Sections
are actively engaged in research in their departments anyway,
but more centralized intersectional research has also been at-
tempted in recent years through intersectional research. Sec-
tions have been encouraged to form clusters on the basis of
common interests and to work together.

Every three years a volume containing state-of-the-art pa-
pers by each of the sections, reflecting the progress achieved
in the scientific area covered by each section will be published.
The first of these volumes, entitled Advances in Psychiatry,
has already been prepared and will be distributed to Sections’
chairs and other WPA components. The book reflects the
progress made in research carried out during the last trien-
nium. Advances in Psychiatry will be edited periodically ev-
ery three years. Each section should be in a position to single
out and highlight the most important triennial developments
in its sphere of expertise.

In addition, fourteen of our sections produce journals (some
indexed), bulletins or newsletters, nine sections have produced
books, nine sections have produced educational programs and
eight of our sections have produced consensus or position state-
ments.

Improving communications among scientists
Between 1996 and 2002, 100 000 psychiatrists have partici-
pated in WPA meetings organized across the globe.
Furthermore WPA publications and website carry out dis-
semination of information concerning progress in research.
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The development of computers, relational data base technol-
ogy and biomathematics provide possibilities for efficient and
accessibility of handling of the vast amount of data being pro-
duced worldwide by the various research projects.'

WPA took the initiative to supply 100 libraries in develop-
ing and emerging countries with periodicals, books and thanks
to the member societies especially the American Psychiatric
Association ( APA )and Royal College (United Kingdom) and
others for offering this collaboration to raise the standard of
knowledge and research in this area.

The WPA Educational Liaisons Network (WPA ELN), which
has about 500 members from about 100 countries, is an im-
portant tool to develop any worldwide initiative due to the
multicultural characteristic of our Association and of the ELN
itself. Its members are very active and permanently in con-
tact, and they have been cooperative in a number of surveys
they have been asked to participate in, for example: Survey of
the field for the building of the core curriculum for postgradu-
ate training in psychiatry; survey on transcultural psychiatry,
conducted by the pertinent WPA Sections; survey on urban
mental health, also conducted by the corresponding WPA sec-
tion. Consequently, the WPA ELN could become an invalu-
able agent to carry out worldwide research in most fields of
the specialty.

The WPA Education Coordination Center is another struc-
ture that supports the realization of all WPA educational ini-
tiatives, many of which are strongly based on the educational
contents of WPA ON LINE.

Professional Development of Young Psychiatrists is a pro-
gram, which coordinates and develops further WPA efforts and
activities in research, education and practice. The young col-
leagues participating in this WPA Program are very enthusi-
astic members of this educational network.

Publications and Research
Publications are among the means used by the WPA to en-
courage, promote and exchange research.

This year, the Association has launched its new official jour-
nal, World Psychiatry. Mental health care is the main topic of
the journal. Priority is given to contributions dealing with the
organization of mental health services throughout the world,
to international collaborative research on new models of mental
health care, and to reports on innovative experiences in this
field. A second priority is biological and psychopathological
research, which appears solid and relevant to clinical prac-
tice. A specific request is made to the contributors to use a
very clear and simple language, avoiding concepts and terms,
which would not be understood by the majority of psychia-
trists worldwide. Papers from both developed and developing
countries are welcome: among the contributors to the first two
issues of the journal, there were three researchers from Af-
rica, five from Asia, six from Latin America and four from
Eastern Europe.

The first message we are trying to convey by this initiative
is that psychiatric research does not need to be complicated
and expensive. Ideas are certainly a more important ingredi-
ent for psychiatric research than technology and money. Re-
search focusing on mental health services is not less impor-
tant than biological research, and may be more relevant to clini-
cal practice and more attractive to the majority of clinicians.
This kind of research can certainly be carried out also in de-

veloping countries.? The second message is that we cannot
expect that research exert a significant impact on clinical prac-
tice, if clinical practice does not exert a significant impact on
the conception and planning of research.

People from developing countries should be able to carry
out top-quality research in their own country. Research con-
ducted in a third world country also serves as a powerful anti-
dote to the ‘burn-out’ syndrome so frequently observed when
Third World investigators and technical assistants are com-
pelled to work without appropriate feedback and under diffi-
cult conditions for many years.?

The WPA is trying to convey the same messages by the
most important of its book series, called “Evidence and Expe-
rience in Psychiatry”. Each book of this series focuses on a
specific mental disorder and contains several reviews of cur-
rently available research evidence concerning various diag-
nostic and management issues, each followed by about twenty
commentaries by expert psychiatrists from different countries.
The first four volumes of the series, dealing respectively with
depressive disorders, schizophrenia, obsessive-compulsive
disorder and dementia, have sold out, and a second updated
edition is in preparation. The fifth volume, dealing with bipo-
lar disorder, has been published in May 2002, and volumes on
eating disorders and phobias are in preparation.

World Psychiatry is sent free of charge to 20,000 psychia-
trists of 114 countries, whose names and addresses are pro-
vided by the WPA member societies (i.e. the national psychi-
atric associations) and the WPA scientific sections. The jour-
nal does not contain advertisements and its distribution does
not involve any drug company. In addition to the paper ver-
sion, an electronic version of the journal is produced regu-
larly, and sent by e-mail to the WPA member societies and
scientific sections, which are allowed to include it in their own
websites. Moreover, this electronic version of the journal is
included in the WPA website. National translations of the jour-
nal are encouraged: a Chinese version is already produced,
and Spanish and Portuguese versions are in preparation.

Research Projects

A project “Unanswered Questions in Psychiatry and Mental
Health” was initiated by Prof. Driss Moussaoui, Secretary for
Meetings and was launched by the World Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, in order to provide all those in need with good re-
search ideas. The problem here is to know what are the crucial
questions that significantly could change the landscape of psy-
chiatry and mental health, if all or part of them find satisfac-
tory answers in the near future.

A letter was sent to hundreds of clinicians and investiga-
tors in psychiatry and in related sciences asking for questions
that seem to them essential to address in the near future, in
order to contribute to the progress of psychiatry and mental
health. The unanswered questions address all kinds of fields
in psychiatry and mental health. This publication collects the
first set of these questions but it will definitely also create a
movement, which will lead to bringing up more and more ques-
tions here the everyday experience of clinicians or the author-
ity of leaders in the profession are not scientific enough crite-
ria to solve the problems that patients bring to our offices and
hospitals.

WPA conducted studies undertaken to facilitate the appli-
cation of WPA guidelines and to improve mental health ser-

South African Psychiatry Review - May 2003

5



SPECIAL ARTICLE

SA Psych Rev 2003;6:4-6

vices.

The formulation of operational criteria for diagnostics and
symptom evaluation represent suitable tools for large-scale
psychiatric research projects.!

Examples of such studies include the studies on the effects
of guidelines on the practice of general practitioners, the de-
velopment of the idiographic diagnostic guidelines and the as-
sessment of current state of mental health services in Africa
and Central Asia.

A WPA Special Program on Disasters undertakes research
on the basic psycho-biological responses to stressful situations,
with a view to enable us to understand how human beings
struggle to adapt to severely adverse environments and to help
them when this struggle fails. Research on prevention and treat-
ment of the effects of disasters on people involved with disas-
ters directly or indirectly (relatives, rescue personnel, wit-
nesses) is important and requires cross-cultural inputs.

Development of ethical guidelines relevant to
research

The Ethics that govern research and education in mental health
should never differ between developed and developing coun-
tries. Any difference may reflect that citizens or patients in
developing countries should not have the same human rights.

Principle 7 of the Madrid Declaration clearly states that Sci-
entifically invalid research is unethical.*

Among its specific guidelines the Madrid Declaration has
several provisions that are directly or indirectly related to re-
search.

Recognizing the novelty of the field of genetic research and
counseling the Madrid Declaration states that psychiatrists in-
volved in genetic research or counseling shall be mindful of
the fact that the implication of genetic information are not lim-
ited to the individual from whom it was obtained and that its
disclosure can have negative and disruptive effects on the fami-
lies and communities of the individuals concerned.

Also the Declaration calls on psychiatrists presenting re-
search findings to the media to ensure the scientific integrity
of the information given and to be mindful of the potential
impact of their statements on the public perception of mental

illness and on the welfare of people with mental disorders.

Among the specific guidelines to be addressed by the WPA
General Assembly in the Yokohama Congress is the possibil-
ity of conflict of interest in relationship with the industry. The
relevance of that issue to research cannot be underestimated
considering that drug firms sponsor much of the psychiatric
research.

Conclusion

We are now in the era of evidence-based medicine. Unfortu-
nately this is not an easy task because often research is not
specifically designed to address all the problems that confront
clinicians. An additional challenge faces professionals work-
ing in third world countries who must continue on the double
track of devising health services and care patterns that can be
put into operation even under conditions of extreme shortage
of resources and at the same time pursue well-conducted re-
search if at all possible with a bias towards problems of the
third world and the researcher’s own country.?

Some members of the Operational Committee on Sections
have been authorized to suggest a Strategy for more system-
atized and collaborative involvement of WPA sections in re-
search. The possibility of organizing research initiated by the
sections, particularly on an inter-sectional basis, has been dis-
cussed for implementation. Some members have suggested a
secretary for research in the Executive Committee of the WPA.

This article was first published as an editorial in Acta
Psychiat Scand 2003, 107: 81-84.
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Commentary

Clifford W Allwood

Division of Psychiatry,Department of Neurosciences, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa

Many National Associations of Psychiatrists in the
World represent their own fairly unitary world view in
publications. Understandably they are skewed towards
their own practice and the problems understood by the
readers and researchers within that context. The World
Psychiatric Association (WPA) aims to be all-embrac-
ing in its approach.

Professor Okasha an African from the Northern ex-
tremity of Africa has a wide international experience.
He is very aware of the divide between the psychiatry
of developed and developing countries and the effects
of culture and tradition on the science and the practice
of holistic psychiatry.

In this special article Professor Okasha, President of
the WPA, alludes to the growing distance between sci-
entific research and clinical practice and the increas-
ing difficulties of two-way communication between
researchers and clinicians. The article outlines the many
ways in which the WPA is bridging the communication
chasm. Many clinicians suffer from a research inferi-
ority complex which undervalues their own ability, their
own questions and the answers they are testing or have
found in their practice. This is a tragic fact that de-

prives all of us of knowledge and the possibility of gain-
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ing most useful insights.

The article emphasizes the importance of research-
ing questions generated at the rock face. These ques-
tions may be from any aspect of our multidimensional
management of the mentally ill person. It also empha-
sizes that good research may be quite easy and inex-
pensive. The problem for the heavily loaded clinician
comes in not having the confidence or help to develop
aresearch idea. In South Africa, academic departments
of Psychiatry should be encouraging and available to
help with research generated from outside their own
system.

The article draws attention to a great deal of impor-
tant WPA material which is available electronically and
in publications and books as well as the distribution of
the new journal AWorld Psychiatry.

In the past the problem has been one of making the
WPA materials known to clinicians and teachers. The
Journal will be a good way of advertising what is avail-
able.

Without in any way devaluing the output of pure sci-
ence, Professor Okasha is saying that there is an equally
important cutting edge to research is that initiated by
clinical questions and particularly those coming out of
the developing world.

We in South Africa have the most exciting admix-
ture of people, cultures and levels of care. This article
challenges us all to appreciate where we are, and in-
spires us to think, question, review and write for the

world to read.
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