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Key Insights/ Abstract
Pakistan, a developing country, where even 

basic health facilities are not available, mental 

health issues of youth are seldom considered in 

healthcare system. Due to workforce shortages 

and limited resources in Pakistan, it is not possible 

to manage mental health issues of youth through 

mental health specialists. Behavioural activation 

is a simple and flexible psychotherapy approach 

which can be used to tackle mental health issues 

in resource limited sittings, nevertheless there 

is scarce literature available about its use for 

tackling mental health issues of youth in Pakistan. 

Therefore, we conducted a qualitative study using 

semi-structured interviews to identify facilitators 

and barriers for applying behavioural activation 

strategies to tackle mental health issues of youth 

in Pakistan. Interviews were conducted with 

youth (aged 18 to 29 years) and mental health 

specialists (psychologists and psychiatrists). 

Inductive thematic analysis method was used 

to identify themes from the collected data. The 

findings of the study suggested that mental 

health issues among youth are often neglected in 

healthcare system. Furthermore, it was reported 

that mental health issues among youth are mostly 

associated with poor behavioural patterns and 

thus focusing on behavioural strategies may be the 

effective way to manage mental health issues in 

this population. The participants emphasized that 

involving youth in activities through behavioural 

activation strategies is cost effective approach 

to tackle mental health issues. It is pertinent to 

mention that majority of participants responded 

that physical activity & exercises is a preferred 

method to implement behavioural activation 

strategies to manage mental health issues in youth. 

The participants highlighted that physical activity & 

exercises has positive effect on mental health and 

thus behavioural activation strategies focusing on 

physical activity & exercises can have dual effects 

in improving mental health.

Research Context
Mental health issues are highly prevalent in young 

individuals, nevertheless, it has not received robust 

attention from researchers, clinicians, and policy 

makers (1-3). Pakistan, a developing country, where 

even basic health facilities are not available, mental 

health issues of youth are seldom considered 

in healthcare system. Evidence suggests that 

academic & social demands, family issues, lack of 

social support, violence and economic inequalities 

are some of the major risk factors for developing 

mental health issues in youth (4,5). The worse 

picture of this scenario is that if the mental health 

issues of young individuals are not considered, 

managed, and treated, it can lead to drug addiction 

and suicidal thoughts in these young individuals (6).

Due to workforce shortages and limited resources 

in Pakistan, it is not possible to manage mental 

health issues of youth through mental health 

specialists (7,8). Behavioural activation is a simple 

and flexible psychotherapy approach which can 

be self-applied. Behavioural activation focuses 

on changing unhealthy habits (e.g., sleeping in 

a daytime, not going to work, not meeting with 

friends etc.) with healthy habits/ activities (going 

to work/ university, engaging with family, meeting 

with friends). This approach can be used to tackle 

mental health issues, nevertheless there is limited 

literature available about its use for tackling  

mental health issues of youth in Pakistan (1-3, 9). 

Therefore, we want to conduct current study 

to identify facilitators and barriers for using 

behavioural activation strategies to tackle mental 

health issues of youth in Pakistan.
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Research Design
Study design and settings: A qualitative study 

was conducted using semi-structured interviews. 

The study will be conducted at Khyber Medical 

University Peshawar, Pakistan.

Participants: were youth and mental health 

specialists

Youth: Individuals, aged 18 to 29 years, were 

included.

Mental health specialists: Psychologists and 

psychiatrist were included.

Recruitment: The participants were identified 

and invited to participate in the study. Potential 

participants who fulfil the eligibility criteria were 

provided with participant information sheets 

and consent form. Purpose of the study and 

other relevant information were conveyed in 

local language. Where literacy levels allow, written 

informed consent were obtained. Otherwise, the 

study information sheet were read out by research 

staff, and a thumbprint signature was obtained to 

indicate consent.

Data collection: A total of 9 participants were 

included in the study. The interviews were 

conducted in local language and were audio-

recorded with permission. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim in the local language and after 

that were translated to English. The transcription 

and translation of the interviews were performed 

by researchers with proficiency in both English 

and local languages. The contents in the interview 

which can potentially disclose the identity of 

the participants were removed from the final 

transcripts.

Data analysis: Inductive thematic analysis method 

was applied for the analysis of collected data. 

Analysis of the data was performed right after 

the initial interviews which helped in monitoring 

the data saturation. NVivo Version 12 was used to 

assist in data analysis. Initial coding was performed 

by systematically evaluating the transcribed and 

translated data and categorizing the collected 

data. Themes and subthemes were identified 

accordingly.

Key Findings and Discussion
Targeting mental health needs of young people: 
All the participants including youth representatives 

and mental health specialists highlighted the fact 

that mental health issues are common among 

youth, however, it has seldom considered in 

healthcare system of Pakistan. The participants 

added that mental health issues among youth are 

often neglected and thus results in devastating 

outcomes such as chronic depression and suicides.

Need of customized interventions to manage 
mental health issues of youth: All participants, 

particularly mental health specialists emphasized 

that mental health issues of youth are unique and 

often challenging to manage in clinical settings.

In addition, it is also highlighted that conventional 

psychotherapy approaches may not be feasible 

and applicable in managing mental health issues of 

youth in Pakistan because of high costs associated 

with taking routine mental health sessions. 

Moreover, lack of mental health specialists is also 

a major barrier on focusing mental health issues of 

youth.

Behavioural strategies to tackle mental health 
issues of youth: The findings of the study 

highlighted that mental health issues among 

youth are often associated with poor behavioural 

patterns and thus focusing on behavioural 

strategies may be the effective way to manage 

mental health issues of youth.
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Behavioural activation is feasible and applicable 
in Pakistani settings: The hypothetical explanation 

of behavioural activation was presented to the 

participants. The participants agrees that mental 

health issues lead to reduction in activities and 

reduced activities again lead to poor mental 

health. If not treated, this vicious cycle (mental 

health issues leading to reduction in activities and 

reduced activities in turn leading to worse mental 

health) repeats itself, resulting in devastating 

outcomes.

The participants emphasized that breaking this 

vicious cycle is important to manage mental 

health issues of youth. The participants added 

that involving youth with mental health issues in 

activities through behavioural activation strategies 

is an effective method to manage mental health 

issues.

Physical activity & exercise is a cost effective and 
preferrable method to implement behavioural 
activation strategies: It is pertinent to mention 

that majority of participants mentioned that 

physical activity & exercise is a preferred method 

to implement behavioural activation strategies 

to tackle mental health issues. The participants 

highlighted that physical activity & exercises 

has positive effect on mental health and thus 

behavioural activation strategies focusing on 

physical activity & exercises can have dual effects 

in improving mental health..

Policy Recommendations
The research study forms the basis for introducing the 

concepts of behavioural activation for managing mental 

health issues of youth in Pakistan. Based on the findings 

of the study, we present following recommendations;

 y Mental health issues among youth are on the rise 

and it is necessary to timely tackle this pandemic. 

Current practices and policies do not give adequate 

attention to mental health issues among youth 

and thus concrete measures are required to tackle 

mental health issues of youth. It is recommended 

that national and regional polices should be 

introduced to tackle the challenges associated with 

mental health issues of youth in Pakistan.

 y Behavioural patterns play an important role 

in developing mental health issues and thus 

behavioural strategies can help in managing 

mental health issues of youth. To promote positive 

behaviours among youth, behavioural activation is a 

feasible and applicable approach in resource limited 

settings. It is recommended that behavioural 

activation approaches should be introduced at 

policy levels.

 y The findings of current study highlighted that 

physical activity & exercises is a cost effective and 

applicable approach to introduce behavioural 

activation approaches on large scale. It is 

recommended that physical activity & exercises 

should be introduced as a preferred method of 

behavioural activation to tackle mental health 

issues of youth in Pakistan.

Research recommendation: Based on the findings 

of current study, a large scale project can be 

proposed

 y To co-design an intervention based on behavioural 

activation and physical activity for the treatment of 

mental health issues in youth.

 y To conduct a feasibility trial to assess the feasibility 

and applicability of the intervention based on 

behavioural activation and physical activity for the 

treatment of mental health issues in youth.

 y To conduct a clinical trial to assess the clinical and 

cost effectiveness of the intervention based on 

behavioural activation and physical activity for the 

treatment of mental health issues in youth.
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