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The experiences of parents of children
with mental disability regarding access
to mental health care
R A Coomer
Gender Research and Advocacy Project at the Legal Assistance Centre, Windhoek, Namibia
Abstract
Objective: The aim of this qualitative study was to describe the problems that parents or caregivers of children with mental health
disabilities and disorders in Namibia experience when accessing healthcare resources for their children. Method: Data was
collected through focus group discussions with the participants and individual interviews with the key informants. Overall, a total
of 41 people provided information for this study. Thematic data analysis was used to assess the data. Results: The main barriers
experienced by the parents were poor service provision, transport and money, whilst access to education services facilitated
access to healthcare services. Conclusion: The challenges go beyond commonly-reported problems such as sub-optimal service
provision and include the basic challenge of lack of transportation to reach healthcare services. Many of the barriers identified in
this study have been related to general problems with the healthcare system in Namibia. Therefore there is a need to address
general concerns about healthcare provision as well as improve specific services for children with mental health disabilities and
disorders in Namibia.
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Introduction
The WHO estimates that 20% of children worldwide are
affected by mental health disorders and almost half of all
lifetime mental health disorders start by age fourteen.1,2
Therefore, addressing mental health disorders in children
and adolescents should be an international priority.3,4
However, despite contributing to 12% of the global disease
burden, only 1% of the world health budget is spent on
mental health.5,6
The burden of mental health disorders is highest in
developing countries where the greatest proportion of mental
health sufferers, but the lowest proportion of services, are
found.7 Mental healthcare is often sidelined owing to the
overwhelming burden of diseases such as HIV/AIDS which
take the bulk of healthcare budgets.8 The burden of mental
health disorders in Africa is in particular is exacerbated by
associated factors such as inadequate care at childbirth,
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malnutrition, malaria and parasitic diseases, the impact of
conflict and civil strife, the increasing impact of alcohol and
drug abuse, poverty and natural disasters.9
Namibia is one of the many countries across the world
struggling to address the needs of children with mental health
disabilities and disorders.10 Mental health disorders are a
major cause of morbidity and mortality in the country.11
However, limited data is available on the incidence of mental
health disorders and where the data does exist, statistics are
often widely variable.12,13,14,15,16 For example, the 2006 Namibia
Inter-Census Demographic Survey reports that only 5% of
people in Namibia have a disability. Of this percentage, 11%
are classified as having a mental health disability. The survey
does not cite separate data on the incidence of mental health
disabilities in children.17 In contrast, a 2008 Ministry of Health
report estimates that 2.34% of the population were treated for
mental health disorders.18 Both estimates suggest that the
incidence of mental health disorders in Namibia is lower than
the global estimates.19 However it is likely that this is due to a
lack of recognition of mental health problems rather than a
lack of morbidity. The lack of robust data to support the
incidence of mental health problems may be one reason for
the insufficient provision of and access to mental healthcare
services. According to Namibia’s Mental Health Policy, the
271

ORIGINAL

government provides a total of 211 psychiatric beds provide
for the mental health needs of the entire population and in
2005 the World Health Organisation reported that there were
1.5 psychiatric beds and 0 psychiatric nurses per 10 000
population and 0.2 psychiatrists, 6 psychologists, and 6 social
workers per 100 000 population in Namibia.20,21 In 2012 the
Health Professions Council of Namibia reported by personal
communication that there are 96 registered psychologists to
serve a population of 2.1 million – which is equivalent to 4.6
psychologists per 100 000 of the population, suggesting that
service provision is in fact decreasing. The Council was not
able to provide data on the number of registered psychiatric
nurses. However, psychiatry is one of the major subjects in the
nursing diploma/degree most of the 5600 registered nurses in
Namibia are trained in psychiatry.
Whilst there is limited data available on the incidence of
adult mental health disabilities and disorders in Namibia, there
is even less information on the incidence of child mental health
disabilities and disorders. Only three peer-reviewed studies
have assessed the mental health needs of children in Namibia
and these studies do not provide population-based data.22,23,24
This is despite the fact that a national representative study to
assess the living conditions of people with disabilities
reported that almost half the respondents stated that the onset
of their disability took place before the age of five.25
Data from neighbouring South Africa, a country which
shares many social and historical similarities with Namibia,
shows that there is a high level of unmet need in South Africa.26
For example, the South African Stress and Health (SASH) study,
the first large-scale population-based study of common mental
disorders conducted in South Africa, showed an adult
prevalence of 30.3% and only 25.2% of the people with a
mental health diagnosis had sought treatment within the
previous 12 months.27
The purpose of this study was to explore the challenges
parents/caregivers of children with mental health disabilities
and disorders in Namibia face when attempting to access
mental healthcare resources in an effort to provide more
information in a poorly researched area.
Method
Design
The study used a qualitative exploratory design to identify the
extent to which children with mental health challenges are
able to access healthcare resources. Due to resource
limitations, the study was only conducted in Windhoek, the
capital of Namibia.
Sample
Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants to the
study. Contact was made with two schools for children with
mental health disabilities and disorders in Windhoek. The
Principals granted permission for data to be collected at the
schools and assisted with the identification of participants.
Contact was also made with a volunteer from the organisation
“Special Needs Network” who granted permission for
researcher to collect data from beneficiaries of the network.
Ethics
The study was approved by the University of the Western
Cape’s Senate Research and Ethics Committee.
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Data
Data was collected through focus group discussions. The
methodology of focus group discussions was chosen
because it allows for participant interaction and the
development of group opinion.28 Group discussions are
particularly useful to identify common experiences or to
access a range of viewpoints about a situation and are
extremely dynamic when administered correctly.29,30
The use of focus groups as a means of data collection is
a common methodology in the field of mental health
research. For example, focus group discussions have been
frequently used by the Mental Health and Poverty Project
(MHaPP) to collect data.31,32,33,34 Focus group discussions
have also been used by other researchers to assess mental
health needs in a variety of contexts.35,36,37,38,39,40 The ability
to speak English to a fair standard was a requirement to
participate in the study.
Open-ended semi-structured questions were used to
collected data. Each focus group followed the same
structure although the order of the topics discussed and
the number of questions debated was dependant on the
dynamics within the group and the time available. In
general, the majority of questions were discussed by all
groups. A summary of the topics discussed is shown
below:
1. Understanding the concept of mental health, mental
illness and associated stigma and discrimination
2. Access to services
3. Barriers to services
4. Principles of service provision such as confidentiality
and informed consent
5. Recommendations for service provision
The focus group discussions were supplemented by
interviews with key informants. Data analysis was achieved
through transcription of the data followed by coding and
thematic analysis of the grouped data.
Results
Three focus groups were conducted. The majority of
participants were parents and caregivers of children who
have mental health disabilities and disorders. Some
teachers and support staff from the schools where the
focus group discussions were held also participated in the
discussions. Twelve participants (11 females and 1 male)
attended the first focus group, eight participants (7 females
and 1 male) attended the second focus group and
seventeen participants (13 females and 4 males) attended
the third focus group. Four key informants were
interviewed; two were parents of children with mental
health disabilities/disorders. The other two key informants
were the principals of the schools where the focus group
discussions were held. To protect confidentiality, the key
informants are described as key informant 1-4 and of
female gender although they were of both sexes.
The participants were from a range of cultural groups.
The participants were not requested to identify their
cultural group as no responses indicated this information
was relevant to the research. Overall, a total of 41 people
provided information for this study.
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Analysis of the discussions resulted in the identification of the
following themes:
1. Poor service provision, in particular language barriers and
need for therapeutic services
2. Lack of transport as a barrier to accessing healthcare
services
3. Lack of money to pay for healthcare services
4. The importance of educational services for accessing
healthcare services
Poor service provision, in particular language barriers and
need for therapeutic services
Many of the participants stated that they receive poor service
provision. Nurses were commonly cited as providing poor
service and being rude or difficult when dealing with children
with mental health disorders. The participants in the first focus
group stated that they do not see the same healthcare
specialists on a regular basis – as one participant said, “there is
too much change with doctors, you have to keep restarting to tell
your story”. One of the participants described the experience at
the hospital as “stressful” as the doctors are not always available
and the parents have to make repeated trips in order to have a
consultation. This means that the child has to keep missing
school and the parent has to get sick notes each time to explain
the absence of the child. Another participant stated that “my
experience every time is that service at the clinic and hospital is
very poor. It is the same for the elderly and the very sick”. The
participants in the second focus group discussion also criticised
healthcare services for not providing enough support or advice
on treatment options. The participants complained that the
doctors “do not have knowledge” and “do not know what might
be in the best interests of the child, such as whether swimming
will help, or occupational therapy”. The participants complained
that there is a “lack of expertise” and that as soon a doctor
makes a diagnosis, he/she will give a prescription and end the
consultation rather than providing any further support or
information.
The participants in the third focus group discussion made
similar points stating that the doctors are not “treating the cause
of the sickness”. One participant said the doctors are just
“prescribing pills and not giving other treatments”. The
participants also complained that they are often only prescribed
painkillers or medication to make the child sleepy rather than
being provided with specific medication for the condition. (The
problem of being prescribed painkillers is not limited to mental
healthcare problems, but rather seems to be a common
treatment option by state healthcare providers, perhaps
because state hospitals have limited prescription options and
off-patent painkillers are cheap and can provide some
symptomatic relief, or because the doctors do not have
sufficient time or specific expertise to review cases to
determine what better medication could be provided). Lack of
time does appear to be a problem as the participants also
stated that the children may not even be seen by a doctor,
instead being seen by student nurses, who can only provide
limited therapeutic options, such as painkillers. One of the
participants complained about the lack of counselling services,
explaining that counselling would be much more helpful than
taking painkillers. The repeated reference to the prescription of
painkillers, which was discussed in all groups, suggests that the
problem is commonly experienced. This suggests that some
African Journal of Psychiatry • July 2013
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doctors and nurses do not engage with the patient’s condition
and seem to give broad treatments for symptoms rather than
dealing with the core problems. This may be caused by
insufficient training on mental health conditions or the fact that
the doctor is only seeing the patient for a single visit and is not
experienced with the clinical history of the child.
Many participants cited languages barriers between
themselves and the service providers. The participants
explained that the doctors may be unwilling to speak to the
parents/caregivers in their indigenous language, even if they are
able to speak the language.
All of the participants stated that parents will access private
care if possible, although they noted that for most people this is
not an option owing to lack of money. However, one of the key
informants did identify problems with service provision from a
medical aid provider in the form of stigma and discriminatory
financial aid (the medical aid provider was unwilling to provide
equivalent financial support for a mental health condition
compared with a physical condition).
Lack of transport as a barrier to accessing healthcare services
The participants in all focus groups stated that lack of affordable
transport to the hospitals is a problem. The participants
complained that they do not have the money to pay for the taxi
fares needed to visit the hospital. Although the families live
relatively close to the hospital (for example within 5 kms), the
participants explained that travelling on foot with a child with a
mental health disability can be extremely difficult even over a
short distance. When the child also has a physical disability,
travelling on foot can be impossible. The average cost of a
return trip for the participants was just N$16 (US$1.9).
The participants in the first focus group discussion
explained that if they do not have the money to pay for a taxi
between the clinic and the hospital, they may be taken to the
hospital in an ambulance. Whilst this does mean that the family
is able to access healthcare services, it there is still a delay
between the time the parents need to access healthcare
services for their children and when they are able to as they
often have to wait for an ambulance. It also means that
emergency services are being reallocated from their
designated function, which could cause problems in situations
when ambulances must respond to accidents whilst transporting
non-critical patients.
The broader context of the discussions revealed that the
reason the cost of transport is such a barrier is because of the
poor service provision the families receive, as discussed above.
The fact that the service provision is so poor makes the cost:
benefit ratio of paying for the transport to the hospital too high.
Lack of money to pay for healthcare services
The participants in all focus groups also stated that the cost of
healthcare is a barrier, even when accessed through the state
healthcare system. The participants stated that they are required
to pay N$15 (US$1.8) for a hospital consultation (the standard
fee in Namibia) even though children with disabilities should be
exempt from these fees. The participants did not know how to
get an exemption, or what information was required. Key
informant four made similar comments, saying that money can
be a problem as parents may not be able to afford the
consultation fee or cannot afford to take a child for any follow-up
appointments that are needed.
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The participants in two of the focus groups discussed access
to the government grant for children with disabilities. The
participants in both groups stated that it is hard to access. The
participants in the first focus group discussion were positive
about the help the grant provides but noted that the amount
paid was small. One of the participants explained that it can
take approximately three months to access the grant, and with
the time and transport required to access it, it can mean that
when the grant is finally released, the first few payments may be
used to pay back money borrowed to access the grant. The
participants in the second focus group discussion were more
negative about the grant and felt that it was difficult to access.
The importance of educational services
Even though the researcher used a range of questioning probes
to obtain details on healthcare services with the groups, the
participants had less information to share about healthcare
services compared to other services, such as education. Key
informant two also stated that the school provided the best
support for the child and the family. This suggests that for many
of the participants, access to education is a greater priority than
access to healthcare. One of the reasons appears to be because
the schools help to facilitate access to healthcare services. The
interviews with the two principals showed that the schools are
dedicated to trying to ensure that the children receive the
healthcare services they need. The principals also cited a
number of examples where they had to intervene on behalf of
the parents to ensure that the correct care was provided
Discussion
Poor service provision was a recurring theme in this study. The
government of Namibia has noted problems with service
delivery within this sector as well as more broadly.41,42 Therefore
whilst it is undoubtedly true that more must be done to improve
the quality of mental health service provision, more must be
done in general to improve the quality of healthcare services in
Namibia. Language barriers were identified as a sub-theme of
poor service provision. The problem of language as a barrier in
Namibia has not been reported as a general barrier to
healthcare. However, it is unlikely that it is a problem that is
specific to the treatment of mental health conditions but is rather
a global issues that must be addressed. Therefore this research
identifies new findings as well as highlighting continuing
problems with the healthcare system.
It should be noted that whilst the participants in this study
had very negative opinions about service delivery, some
progress is being made to improve access. For example, a
Sister working at the Central Hospital Mental Health Unit, briefly
interviewed by telephone after the focus group discussions and
key informant interviews were conducted, stated that the Unit
conducts outreach visits to clinics in Katutura and others areas of
Windhoek to see mental health patients on a weekly basis. It is
likely that the patients who receive help through these means
experience better service delivery. Yet it is clear that the need
for these services is much greater than the resources available
as the participants in this study who are also resident in
Windhoek did not mention such outreach programmes,
suggesting that they do not benefit from them.
The participants all lived in urban areas in relatively close
proximity to the hospitals where they accessed mental health
services, but they still found transport to be a barrier, mainly as
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a result of poverty. The problem of transport has not been
commonly reported as a barrier to mental healthcare in the
literature, although the problem has been recognised in rural
Australia.43 However transport has been identified as a general
barrier to accessing healthcare services in Namibia –according
to the national health and demographic survey, 41.7% of people
find it to be a problem.44 Distance to healthcare services has
also been identified as a general barrier to accessing
healthcare services.45 This study provides further evidence to
motivate better access to services in Namibia.
Although the participants stated that they experienced
problems travelling in Windhoek, the City of Windhoek does
make provision for people with disabilities to travel for free on
municipal buses. On questioning, the Municipality did not report
receiving complaints from people with disabilities about the
service. The discrepancy between the experience of the
parents and the service provided by the City of Windhoek
suggests that there is a lack of awareness about the transport
option and the City of Windhoek should do more to ensure that
people are aware of this service. There is also a need to involve
private organisations such as Namibia Bus and Taxi Association
to increase awareness about mental health disabilities and
disorders amongst private transport services providers.
The impact of poverty on mental health is well known.46,47
This study provides further evidence of this linkage and
provides new information about the extent that poverty impacts
on mental health – as noted above, for many of the participants
in the study paying the taxi fare or admission fee at the hospital
(each less than US$2) is too much of a barrier to access
services. Data for Namibia shows that although the country is
classed as a middle-upper economically developing country,
Namibia has one of the highest Gini Co-efficients in the world,
which means that for many people there is little money for
anything other than the basic necessities needed to survive.48
The government has made provision for children with
disabilities to be exempt from the administration fee.49 However
it appears to be that this information has not been effectively
disseminated to the public, and front line service providers do
not seem to proactively inform the public about the exemption.
The government also provides a disability grant, however
many participants said that it hard to access the grant due to the
time it takes to register and the logistical costs (such as travel to
the government offices) involved during the process. Data from
the Ministry of Gender Equality and Child Welfare shows that
only 1821 disability grants were dispersed in 2010 despite the
fact that there are 33,614 children with disabilities enrolled in
the education system.50,51 The complaints from the participants
provide an explanation as to why access may be so low. The low
disbursement of grants is a matter of concern as research in
Namibia has shown that even though grant amounts are small,
they can play an important role in alleviating poverty.52
The problems of lack of money and transport as barriers to
healthcare services show how mental health challenges in Namibia
are considered the responsibility of the family with little support
from the government. The isolation of families who have children
with disabilities has been previously noted in the context of
children with disabilities not attending school.53 Whilst international
recommendations support the decentralisation of mental health
care with a focus on care in the community54, this does not negate
the role of the government to provide support to families with
children who have mental health disabilities and disorders.
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Whilst money and transport are barriers to accessing
healthcare services, this study identified the importance of
educational services as a means of promoting access to
healthcare services. For many of the participants, the support
provided through the education system is the most effective and
vital service they receive. However, whilst this is a positive
finding it is also a matter of concern because evidence
suggests that many children with disabilities are not accessing
educational services55, and these children are not receiving
help and so have access to a much narrower range of
healthcare services. Furthermore, the children of the
participants in this study attended two specialist schools that
have better access to services, such as regular visits from
specialist nurses and therapists than most mainstream schools
will have. Whilst the government is starting to do more to realise
the concept of inclusive education through the development of a
policy on this matter, the concept is not yet fully integrated into
the educational system and many children with mental health
disabilities remain outside of the system.
There are a number of recommendations that can be made
based on the results of this study. For example, as
recommended by the World Health Organisation, the
government should focus on the decentralisation of mental
health services into primary care.56 This will circumvent the
problems that money and lack of transport play in accessing
hospital-based healthcare services. The government should
also ensure that the public is aware of cost exemptions that are
available including free transport on municipal buses and
waiver of the hospital admission fee.
Non-governmental organisations also have a role in
supplementing these initiatives by holding government to
account to better provide services for the treatment of mental
health conditions as well as to ensure that the public are aware
of their rights in terms of accessing healthcare, and through
providing therapeutic services that cannot always be obtained
through the state healthcare system. Given that many of the
problems identified in this study are not unique to Namibia,
service providers and community activists should also look to
neighbouring countries to see how such problems are being
addressed. Civil society organisations in Namibia that do not
currently work much in the field of mental health could also
build partnerships with organisations from other countries to
provide resources and assistance to people with mental health
challenges without the need to develop initiatives from scratch.
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Many of the barriers identified in this study have been
related to general problems with the healthcare system in
Namibia. Therefore there is a need to address general concerns
about healthcare provision as well as improve specific services
for children with mental health disabilities and disorders in
Namibia.
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