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ABSTRACT

Introduction: General practitioners (GPs) regularly provide care for adult patients with
psychological/psychiatric problems and prescribe appropriate medications (either independently or in
consultation with a psychiatrist).
Objectives: We established a list of the most common mental health problems GPs encounter during daily
practice and suggested solutions to increase their competence in identifying and selecting appropriate
treatments.
Methods: We designed and conducted a voluntary survey; we collected data from 55 outpatient GPs at
multiple outpatient clinics in Novi Sad, Serbia, which has a Universal Health Care System. Collected data
were analyzed using including descriptive and analytical statistics.
Results: Psychological/psychiatric problems were most commonly identified during GPs’ interviews with
patients (70.9%) and by utilizing evidence-based behavioral health-screening instruments. Anxiety (80.0%)
and depression/depressed mood (78.2%) were the two most frequently reported problems. To increase
competence in diagnosing and treating patients with psychological/psychiatric problems, 76.3% of GPs
identified the need for additional educational opportunities that address psychotropic medications used for
depression, and 54.5% identified the need for topics related to initiating and managing antidepressant
therapy.
Conclusions: The most common psychological/psychiatric problems that GPs encounter in their practice
are anxiety and depression. To increase competency in treating these problems, GPs will benefit from
additional learning opportunities and training related to assessment and pharmacological treatment of
patients with depression and anxiety disorders.

© 2018 Lidija Petrovi¢-Dovat. Hosting by Science Repository.

Introduction

According to the World Health Organization, mental health problems
present with a range of symptoms and negatively affect many areas of

Depression and Anxiety identified to be the Most Commonly Reported life [1]. Mental health disorders can present as changes in thoughts,
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emotions, and behavior, and they can affect familial relationships and
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social interactions. Furthermore, a large percentage of the World
population with mental health disorders does not have timely access to
psychiatric care [2-4].

Anxiety and depression are among the most common mental health
disorders that general practitioners (GPs) encounter in their daily
practice. They are often comorbid with other mental health disorders [5].

Both depression and anxiety disorders can present at different
developmental stages, in children, adolescents, and the adult population,
and symptoms can present in both males and females regardless of
geographical location [6]. Depression, if severe, can be debilitating and
affect all areas of a person’s life, including family and work, and be
accompanied by a loss of energy; sleep disturbances; memory problems;
somatic symptoms; and feeling sad, hopeless, helpless, guilty, and
suicidal, which, in some cases, requires urgent assessment and
hospitalization [7]. Clearly, diagnosing mental disorders early and
effectively referring the individual to a psychiatrist for treatment is of
vast importance [7].

Further, there is a reported increase in mortality and decrease in life
expectancy in people with mental illness [8, 9]. Suicide as well as
declining physical health are major concerns in patients with mental
illness. Suicide is the second leading cause of death among 15-29-year-
olds [10]. In addition, 78% of global suicides occur in low- and middle-
income countries [10]. Patients with mental illnesses have more co-
occurring chronic illnesses compared to the general population including
high blood pressure, obesity, heart disease, and diabetes [11, 12]. In
addition, there are multiple causes for decrease in life expectancy in
mentally ill patients, including poor compliance with treatment, not
seeing a GP on a regular basis, medication side effects, increased
smoking, and lifestyle issues. These findings highlight the importance of
GPs working closely with psychiatric patients and coordination between
psychiatrists and other subspecialties, focusing on prevention, lifestyle
changes, and monitoring patients’ compliance.

The role of GPs will only become more vital as the shortage of mental
health workers expands and wait time for appointments increases [4].
Therefore, we sought to identify how GPs assess, diagnose, treat, and
refer patients with mental health disorders as well as to identify the most
common mental disorders they encounter and their comfort level treating
those disorders. The study was conducted in Novi Sad, Serbia within the
Universal Health Care System.

Methods

This study was approved in October 2017 by an ethics committee of the
Community Health center in Novi Sad, Serbia and conducted at multiple
outpatient GP clinics. Participation was voluntary and anonymous.

The study on which one was based was conducted at the Department of
Psychiatry, Penn State College of Medicine, Hershey, Pennsylvania,
USA and participants were family practice providers and pediatricians
[13].

Our thirteen-item questionnaire was adjusted to the Universal Health
System in Novi Sad; Serbia and a replication study was conducted. We
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designed and conducted a survey and collected data from 55 GPs
working at outpatient clinics in Novi Sad, Serbia. Participants were
recruited from November 1 to December 31, 2017. Collected data were
statistically analyzed using descriptive and analytical statistics.
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Figure 1: The most common psychological problem encountered in
general practitioners’ practice
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Figure 2: Reported symptoms of anxiety by age of the patients
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Figure 3: The most common way psychological/psychiatric problems
are identified during a general practitioner visit
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Figure 4: Anxiety interventions reported by general practitioners
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Figure 5: Feelings of competency recommending or prescribing
antidepressants among general practitioners

Results

Results indicated that most patients in our sample were older than 65
(89.1%). Anxiety and depressed mood were the two most frequently
reported problems (Figure 1). Anxiety was most commonly reported in
the population 18-50 years old (Figure 2). Psychological/psychiatric
problems were most commonly identified during GPs’ interview with a
patient by utilizing evidence-based behavioral health screening
instruments (Figure 3).

Further, lifestyle changes were most commonly recommended in
patients presenting with anxiety symptoms, followed by the scheduling
of a follow-up visit for close monitoring (Figure 4). Overall, 45.5% of
GPs did not feel comfortable prescribing antidepressant medications
(Figure 5). Lastly, to increase competence in diagnosing and treating
patients with psychological/psychiatric problems, 76.3% of GPs
identified the need for additional educational opportunities that address
prescribing psychotropic medications for depression, and 54.5%
identified the need for topics related to initiating and managing
antidepressant therapy.

Discussion

The most common psychological/psychiatric problems that GPs
encounter in their practice are anxiety and depression. Most providers
were routinely using screening instruments to diagnose depression (e.g.,
The Patient Health Questionnaire) as well as patient interviews.
Depression was most prevalent in the youngest patient population, even
though they were the least represented sample.

Several conclusions and recommendations can be drawn from our
results. First, it is critical to be diligent when working with patients with
mental health disorders and regularly using evidence-based screening
instruments to look for signs and symptoms of anxiety and depression.
This might help identify patients that require referral to a psychiatrist for
treatment. In addition, about half of the GPs did not feel well equipped
to treat depression or anxiety without -consultation with a
neuropsychiatrist. Consequently, GPs require increased education and
training to promote their competence in prescribing psychotropic
medications. We suggest exploring existing educational opportunities
and making them available to GPs, including lectures given by
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neuropsychiatrists that are tailored to the needs of GPs with busy
practices.

Conclusions

Outpatient GPs are often the first healthcare provider that assesses adults
with mental health symptoms, which can be a challenge if they have very
busy practices. Assisting GPs in screening and identifying patients with
mental disorder might be beneficial. Providing education regarding
antidepressant and antianxiety medications to GPs may increase their
comfort in treating these disorders and decrease the need to refer to
psychiatrists.

In addition, special consideration should be given to younger patient
populations, who, according to our results, tend to present with
prominent levels of depression and anxiety compared other age groups.
When symptoms are detected, monitoring patient and offering longer
follow-up visits might be helpful until refer to a psychiatrist is available.
This study had some limitations, including a relatively small sample size
and that the survey has not been validated. However, despite these
limitations, our study indicates that additional education for GPs might
provide long-term benefits for both patients and providers.
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