
 
 

Response to the European Commission  
Green Paper on Improving the mental health of the population: 

towards a strategy on mental health for the European Union 
 

Introduction 
 
With a membership of over 390,000 registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, nursing 
students, health care assistants and nurse cadets, the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) is the 
voice of nursing across the UK and the largest professional union of nursing staff in the 
world.  
 
RCN members work in a variety of hospital and community settings in the NHS and the 
independent sector. The RCN promotes patient and nursing interests on a wide range of 
issues by working closely with Government, the UK parliaments and other national and 
European political institutions, trade unions, professional bodies and voluntary organisations  
 
The RCN welcomes this Commission consultation and looks forward to being involved in 
any future work on this.  Nurses have a key role in the maintenance and promotion of mental 
health.  They are in an ideal position to identify local community need, to support service 
users, families and carers and to provide appropriate needs based services.  Mental Health is 
a current priority in the UK and services are currently being redesigned and accompanied 
with new and emerging occupational roles. There are now record numbers of specialised 
nurses in the UK working in a diverse range of services. It is a fundamental aspect of the 
reforms that have occurred in the UK that there are now sufficient nursing levels, which have 
been essential in the delivery of new services reaching out into the communities to provide 
earlier and effective care. 
 
Similarly within the member states of Europe there needs to be an awareness of the benefits 
that can be accrued to the citizens of member states by populating mental health services 
with appropriately qualified nurses. Their impact upon services within communities and 
formal settings has been shown to transform and humanise services for our most vulnerable 
citizens. Benefits can also be felt by carers and families who need vital support, education 
and assistance in their roles. 
 
The National Service framework approach in the UK sets minimum standards of care and 
treatment and relies upon an evidence base that can underpin the aspirations of the service 
providers and meet the needs of service users. The necessity to develop high levels of 
research both in investment and sharing of information is a key area where the Green Paper’s 
aim of a Pan-European strategy could be of assistance. This would particularly be the case 
where member states are in the early stages of developing research capacity and would 
benefit from such information exchange.  The Green Paper highlights the progress of 
member states taking forward the agenda for mental health however the Commission needs 
to recognise the variations across Europe, not only in the services provided, but also in the 
priority given to mental health across each member state. There are however minimum 



 
 

standards of care that relate to an individuals human rights and the need to be compliant with 
the European court of human rights.  
 
With reference to the three specific questions raised in the document. 
 
(1) How relevant is the mental health of the population for the European Unions’ strategic 
policy objectives, as detailed in Section 1 of the Green Paper? 
 
The information in section one clearly illustrates the public health issue that mental health 
presents and the real economic cost to the European Community, which could particularly 
impact on the delivery of the Lisbon strategy. The rationale for development of a European 
strategy is demonstrated not only in the costs to the European Union in terms of finance and 
lost productivity but also the sense of the human cost of what may be seen as bare figures. 
 
It should be an inherent common principle across Europe that the environments that 
individuals are cared for and treated in are appropriate for purpose and provide humane and 
dignified accommodation.  Service users should always be safe in places of care and treated 
with respect and dignity. It should also be a requirement that any health and social care 
provision is fully inclusive and addresses issues such as diversity, advocacy and access. 
Women, people from ethnic minorities and other minority groups such as faith communities 
and migrants should feel able to engage with mental health services and not be fearful of 
using these services. These are essential principles to be considered in the movement of 
services away from the traditional institutional settings within which they still predominately 
reside.  
 
The stigma associated with mental illness remains a considerable obstacle to many 
aspirations in the field of mental health and a pan European strategy underpinned by an 
educational response to this public health priority would be welcomed. Social inclusion 
remains a challenge in communities that exclude people with mental health issues from the 
opportunities of every day life. Mental health nurses have a key role to play in the promotion 
of social inclusion.  
 
 
(2) Would the development of a comprehensive EU-strategy on mental health add value to 
the existing and envisaged actions and does section 5 of the Green Paper propose adequate 
priorities? 
 
The priorities outlined in section five are appropriate and can be cross referenced in the key 
mental health objectives of the World Health Organisation’s Helsinki Declaration. The RCN 
would ask that consideration is given to how any EU strategy can enhance or build on these 
objectives. 
 
People suffering from mental health illnesses can be vulnerable within their community, and 
their mental health needs are not in isolation of other health issues.  To ensure 
comprehensiveness any European strategies on mental health will need to take a whole 
person approach and explore public health issues which would have an impact on mental as 
well as general health.  This can be as diverse as seeing the health consequences of poor 



 
 

housing, economic deprivation and communities that live in fear of discrimination and 
violence. Individual coping strategies such as alcohol and substance abuse are associated 
with poor health outcomes and consequent social issues such as crime, domestic violence and 
self harm. The strategic drive that a European strategy could provide would assist the current 
need for joined up approaches in both prevention and promotion.  Mental health cannot be 
considered as separate from other key social areas of challenge to the individual and 
communities, and must be taken into consideration for any policies regarding housing, 
poverty, social cohesion and the key significance of these in EU accession countries. The 
RCN also believes that mental health should be included in health impact assessments, which 
need wider application across all EU proposals  
 
The RCN supports the provision of services as close to the service users home as possible.  
As most unmet and actual need is in the primary care sector it is important those citizens with 
mental health issues are assessed and treated by mental health workers in a contemporary and 
evidence based manner close to their home. The current policy initiatives and redesign of 
services in the UK argue increasingly for appropriate services to be close to the client unless 
in the most acute of circumstances, for care and treatment in their local communities, and 
also for communities to be involved in their own care.  The special contribution that service 
users, carers and families can make to mental health services needs to be acknowledged and 
encouraged and.  Their contribution to the development of services and the training and 
selection of mental health workers is of particular importance. 
 
 
(3) Are the initiatives proposed in sections 6 and 7 of the Green Paper appropriate to 
support the coordination between Member States, to promote the integration of mental 
health into the health and non-health policies and stakeholder action, and to achieve 
better research and policy on mental health aspects? 
 
The proposed initiatives are wide ranging and inclusive, and the RCN welcomes the 
opportunity to work with the European Commission further on these. They give attention to 
key areas of concern and have engaged with the challenge of seeing mental health in its 
social context. However, we need to respect cultural identities and interpretations of mental 
distress/illness. In an era of social mobility the diverse needs of the populations of Europe are 
inevitably going to challenge services which do not have an inclusive view.  
 
The challenge of a pan-European perspective is possibly most acute in the area of research 
and the priorities decided upon and resourced. Models of mental distress and inevitably 
treatment and care must be acknowledged as diverse. The mapping of mental health 
information, particularly around research could undoubtedly add value in improving current 
service provision for service users, and service providers and enable a pan European learning 
opportunity.  
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