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Abstract 
This policy proposal outlines the challenges and relevant policy 
actions for scaling up Universal Mental Health Training (UMHT) in 
Ukraine. The UMHT is an educational program that aligns with 
Ukraine’s new Law on the Mental Health Care System adopted in 2025, 
and is supported by data from pilot research. It equips frontline 
professionals - those who work closely with clients and service users, 
including teachers, police officers, and social workers - with 
foundational skills to identify mental health concerns, provide initial 
support, and facilitate referrals to specialized services. The UMHT 
implementation has the potential to bridge the mental health 
treatment gap by creating a broad base of accessible community-level 
helpers.

Key policy challenges include integrating mental health support into 
existing professional roles, ensuring sustainable financing beyond 
international grants, maintaining quality through ongoing 
supervision, and countering stigmas. To address this, the proposal 
advocates embedding the UMHT competencies in occupational 
standards, leveraging intersectoral coordination through the 
Coordination Center for Mental Health, shifting towards local budget 
allocations and academic partnerships, and pursuing continuous 
professional development.
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Introduction
In recent years, mental health has moved to the forefront of  
Ukraine’s national agenda. The cumulative stress from social and 
political instability, the COVID-19 pandemic, the Russian inva-
sion of the East of Ukraine in 2014, and the full-scale invasion in  
2022 have created an unprecedented need for psychological  
support across the population. In response, Ukraine’s government, 
supported by a professional society, launched three consecutive 
initiatives. First, adopting the Concept Note on Mental Health  
Care in Ukraine up to 2030 (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine 
(№ 1018-р), 2017) in 2017. Second, the Action Plan for  
2021–2023 (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine (№ 1215-р), 
2021) in 2021 and its prolongation (Cabinet of Ministers  
of Ukraine, 2024) for 2024–2026 to support the Concept  
Note. Third, in 2025, a new law on the Mental Health Care 
System in Ukraine (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2025) was  
adopted. Mentioned low endorsements reconceptualize men-
tal health care in Ukraine as a broad, community-based system 
in contrast to the old one restricted to psychiatric institutions. 
The ongoing challenge is to keep turning these high-level com-
mitments into practical support that reaches people in their daily  
lives. This is where the idea of Universal Mental Health Train-
ing (UMHT) comes in – an initiative to train and mobilize  
frontline professionals (such as teachers, police officers, social 
workers, and others) as a first line of community mental health  
support.

This essay provides an overview of the UMHT initiative and dis-
cusses the key policy challenges and solutions for its national  
rollout by 2030. Drawing on recent pilot effectiveness and fea-
sibility studies (Gorbunova et al., 2024; Gorbunova et al.,  
2025) and aligning with Ukraine’s policy framework, it envi-
sions how the UMHT can sustainably strengthen the country’s  
mental healthcare system. The discussion is relevant not only to 
policymakers and academics but also to practitioners and com-
munity stakeholders interested in building a more resilient  
society.

Universal Mental Health Training: background and 
pilot implementation results
Universal Mental Health Training, developed in Ukraine in 
2021, is an educational program for frontline professionals 
that aims to bridge the mental health treatment gap (a disparity  
between the number of people who need mental health care 
and those who actually receive it). Reflecting on the WHO- 
endorsed task-shifting approach as a partial delegation of some 
mental health support tasks to trained non-mental health service  
providers (Javadi et al., 2017), the UMHT equips frontline work-
ers with basic skills to recognize when someone is experienc-
ing a mental health issue, provides initial comfort and advice,  
and guides them towards professional help if needed 
(Gorbunova et al., 2024). In essence, it turns a wide range of  
public-facing professionals into “gatekeepers” or community 
guardians of mental well-being. In this way, UMHT supports  
multi-sectoral public health, treating mental health not only 
as a healthcare issue but also as a shared social responsibil-
ity – in line with the new Ukrainian Law on Mental Health Care 

System, reframing of mental health as a “socially significant  
field” (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2025).

For example, a school teacher trained under the UMHT can  
identify a student who requires mental health support and talk 
with them and their family, providing assistance and guidance 
towards professional help if necessary. Another case is that of a  
police officer who can de-escalate a situation with a distressed 
individual and link them to services. This approach draws on 
global best practices such as the WHO’s Mental Health Gap 
Action Programme (WHO, 2008) and Mental Health First Aid  
(Kitchener & Jorm, 2008), tailoring them to Ukraine’s context.

UMHT dissemination is organized using the Training of Train-
ers (ToT) approach, which involves preparing trainers (selected  
among mental health professionals), followed by their accredita-
tion and entry into the UMHT trainer register. The trainers then  
trained and supervised the frontline professionals (Gorbunova 
et al., 2024). More than 3000 frontline professionals were  
trained between 2021 and 2024. Their feedback underscores 
the program’s value and effectiveness in a field setting. The  
trainees reported increased knowledge and confidence in han-
dling mental health-related work situations, and highlighted pre-
paredness to use trained skills and their actual usability. Demand  
for training has grown rapidly each year, indicating its feasibil-
ity. In 2023 alone, 90 training events will be conducted, increas-
ing from 27 in 2021 (Gorbunova et al., 2025). These numbers 
suggest a strong foundation for rolling out the UMHT  
as a national program, aiming to make mental health support in 
Ukraine truly universal – available in a village, town, school,  
and service desk wherever it might be needed.

Challenges in the UMHT scaling up at the national 
level
Scaling up UMHT to the national level by 2030 is an ambitious  
goal that faces several challenges.

Integrating into Existing Systems. One major challenge is inte-
grating mental health support into the daily workflow of various  
frontline professionals without causing disruptions. Frontline 
workers, such as nurses, teachers, and police officers, are already 
busy with their primary duties. Asking them to take on additional  
mental health support tasks can be seen as a burden or distraction. 
There might be resistance or simply a lack of time and energy 
to apply the trained skills unless using them is beneficial for  
primary duties and well integrated into the work schedule. Inte-
gration will require adjusting job descriptions, securing manage-
ment support, and demonstrating that attending to mental health  
helps and eases the achievement of core goals (such as a teach-
er’s goal of better student performance or a nurse’s goal of  
holistic patient health).

Funding and Sustainability. Initially, much of the pilot stage 
training was supported by grants and international aid. However,  
reliance on external funding is not sustainable for national pro-
grammes. The challenge is to obtain stable funding in the long 
term, given the many competing priorities in a country during  
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war and rebuilding. The program’s clear benefits and cost- 
effectiveness can win political and financial support, whereas 
integrating UMHT into university curricula and engaging higher 
education institutions and continuing professional education 
providers in the program’s dissemination will ease additional  
spending. 

Workforce Quality Assurance. Although the UMHT relies on 
existing frontline workers, ensuring quality control across a  
broad rollout remains a challenge. Maintaining trainees’ engage-
ment and updating their skills over time requires permanent  
supervision and upskilling.

Public and Professional Attitudes. Changing one’s mindset is 
challenging. Some frontline professionals may initially doubt  
the value of mental health training, seeing it as outside and 
excessive (“Why should a fireman need to know about depres-
sion?”). Likewise, members of the public might be skeptical  
or reluctant to accept help from a non-professional in the field, 
especially given the stigma surrounding mental health. Both 
issues are related to stigma redaction and rising awareness  
as the only ways to overcome attitudinal barriers.

Policy actions to overcome the challenges and 
scale up the UMHT
As briefly mentioned alongside the challenges, there are solu-
tions for each of them. Some are already embedded in the  
program, piloted, and enhanced during the pilot implementation. 
Some were in the field of policy actions (Figure 1).

–   �Integration into Policy Frameworks. One solution is to  
anchor the UMHT in national policy. Ukraine’s law 
on the Mental Health Care System already provides an 
umbrella mandate for community-based and intersectoral  
approaches, stating them as the central principles of state 
mental health policy (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, 2025). 
Building on this, the government can issue specific direc-
tives or action plans dedicated to supporting UMHT. For 

example, a government order could require all relevant min-
istries to include UMHT training targets in their annual plan. 
In addition, including basic mental health support in the 
occupational standards and UMHT itself in the educational 
or continuous professional education curricula for differ-
ent frontline professionals will make it part of the system.  
When frontline workers see that mental health support  
is officially part of their job expectations (backed by 
orders and directions), they are more likely to accept it  
as a natural part of their job.

–   �Intersectoral Coordination Mechanisms. Practical coordi-
nation across sectors can be achieved through bodies such 
as the Coordination Center for Mental Health (CCMH),  
which the Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine purposely estab-
lished to coordinate efforts and facilitate collaboration 
among ministries, institutions, organizations, local govern-
ment bodies, and the non-governmental sector (Cabinet of  
Ministers of Ukraine, 2023). For instance, CCMH can hold 
a UMHT trainer register and work with different minis-
tries through liaison persons to support and control the  
performance of the UMHT action plan. 

–   �Sustainable Financing Strategy. In terms of funding, it is 
crucial to switch from external aid to domestic funding  
over the long term. The UMHT is an educational capac-
ity-building initiative that allows its financial integration 
into higher and continuous professional education (CPD).  
The preparation of UMHT trainers can occur during higher 
education training for psychologists or psychiatrists, with 
obligatory fulfilment of all training requirements. The  
existing pool of UMHT trainers and newly prepared train-
ers can be engaged in CPD of different types of frontline  
professionals.

–   �Supervision and Upskilling. It is important to establish 
permanent supervision or an on-site mentoring proc-
ess with repetitive upskilling sessions to ensure that the  

Figure 1. Challenges and policy-related solutions for UMHT implementation in Ukraine.
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workforce’s capacity to maintain mental health support 
skills is updated long after passing the initial UMHT. They 
can be embedded into the work routine as part of a work-
place-installed CPD system, which is regulated by the rel-
evant ministerial orders in healthcare, education, social work,  
etc. (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine, 2019; Cabinet of  
Ministers of Ukraine (№ 725), 2021; Ministry of Social  
Policy of Ukraine, 2014).

–   �Mental Health Promotion and Stigma Reduction. To 
increase the buy-in of the UMHT by relevant local and 
national stakeholders, it is important to continue existing  
national and local mental health promotion and stigma 
reduction campaigns (how are you?1, Mental Health  
Ambassador Program2. There is more3), integrate into 
them the idea of mental health support being everyone is  
business. Embedding messages about the role and impor-
tance of the comprehensive multidisciplinary approach 
and the possibility of each professional providing  
basic mental health support to people in need can  
increase support for the UMHT and ease its integration into  
existing services.

–   �Job description integration. At the local level, it is impor-
tant to integrate the provision of basic mental health sup-
port into documents that regulate the job functions of each  
professional (in most cases, job description). Job descrip-
tions in unregulated professions are developed locally by 
each organization itself, so it is possible to implement such  
changes quickly after the personnel go through UMHT. 
For the regulated professions that have occupational stand-
ards (Cabinet of Ministers of Ukraine (№ 373), 2017), 
such changes have to start with the amendments in these 
standards, outlining the UMHT-based list of competencies,  
among others.

–   �Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) are essential for ensur-
ing the quality, accessibility, and impact of UMHT. A robust  
M&E framework must be created, enabling continuous 
assessment of training and support delivery, identifying 
gaps and areas for improvement, while ensuring that inter-
ventions align with evidence-based practices and meet  
the needs of diverse populations. Additionally, M&E s play 
a crucial role in assessing equity in mental health support, 
ensuring that vulnerable and underserved groups receive 
adequate support.

Looking ahead to 2030 – Expected outcomes
If the UMHT initiative is implemented with these solutions in 
mind, Ukraine’s mental health landscape will appear markedly  
different by 2030. We can expect to see a much larger proportion 
of the population receiving help for mental health issues early,  
rather than waiting until crises require hospitalization. Every 
school, clinic, workplace, and community center would have  
someone equipped to recognize mental health conditions, initiate 
and lead the conversation on the matter, give first support, refer 
to professional help, and ensure that help is received. The men-
tal health gap – those who need care versus those who receive  
it – should shrink, reflecting increased accessibility. The strain 
on specialized psychiatric services may ease, as mild and mod-
erate cases are managed or referred to appropriately at the com-
munity level. Importantly, mental health will be normalized as a  
common aspect of public services, echoing the law’s intent to  
treat it as a normal part of overall health and social well-being.

For frontline workers themselves, one solution to the potential 
burden is that they may actually find their work easier in some  
respects – many report that after UMHT training, they felt 
better prepared when encountering mental health issues.  
Empowerment can lead to greater job satisfaction and greater  
effectiveness.

Conclusion
Ukraine is a key moment in shaping a community-based men-
tal health system. The UMHT initiative is a way to create 
a system of mental health community helpers and meet the  
population’s mental health needs. While challenges in policy  
coordination, funding, workforce, and societal attitudes exist, 
they can be overcome through careful planning, strong political  
will, and inclusive stakeholder engagement.

By adopting the outlined policy actions – from integrating  
UMHT into the fabric of multiple sectors–to ensure sustain-
able support and continuous quality improvement, Ukraine can  
successfully roll out the UMHT by 2030. A teacher’s comfort-
ing words, a police officer’s understanding response, and a  
pharmacist’s gentle referral – these small acts, multiplied 
across the country, will form a powerful mental health support  
network. By 2030, as Ukraine continues to recover and  
develop, the UMHT could enhance a mentally healthier and  
more connected population empowered by mutual support.

Ethics and consent
Ethical approval and consent were not required

Data availability statement
No new data were created or analyzed in this study. Therefore,  
data sharing is not applicable to this article.

1 https://howareu.com/

2 https://www.mh4u.in.ua/ambasador/

3 https://www.mh4u.in.ua/dali-ye/
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