Iranian Journal of

PSYCHIATRY AND CUINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

Research Paper
Exploring the Challenges and Solutions for Implementing the Teen Mental Health ‘ i‘
First Aid Programs in Iranian Schools: A Qualitative Study

Azadeh Sayarifard® 2 @, Ali Moradi® ©, Ensiyeh Jamshidi* > ©, Maziar Moradi® ©, Pegah Ameri’ ©, Mohyeddin Amjadian?,
*Maryam Nazari®

1. Community Based Participatory Research Center, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

2. Center for Academic and Health Policy, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

3. Occuptional Health and Safety Research Center, Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran.

4. Department of Health Education and Promotion, School of Public Health, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

5. Student’s Scientific Research Center, Tehran University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran.

6. Asadabad County Health Center, Asadabad University of Medical Sciences, Asadabad, Iran.

7. Department of Epidemiology, School of Health, Hamadan University of Medical Sciences, Hamadan, Iran.

8. Department of Clinical Psychology, School of Medicine, Kurdistan University of Medical Sciences, Sanandaj, Iran.

9. Department of Management, Policy and Health Economics, Center for Academic and Health Policy (CAHP), School of Public Health, Tehran University of Medical
Sciences (TUMS), Tehran, Iran.

Use your device to scan

andread thearticeonine [STETILTY Sayarifard A, Moradi A, Jamshidi E, Moradi M, Ammeri P, Amjadian M, et al. [Exploring the Challenges and
E E Solutions for Implementing the Mental Health First Aid Program in Iranian Schools: A Qualitative Study (Persian)]. Iranian
1 Journal of Psychiatry and Clinical Psychology. 2025; 31:E5420.1. http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/ijpcp.31.5420.1

[u] - d ) http:/dx.doi.org/10.32598/ijpcp.31.5420.1

Received: 03 Mar 2025 : ABSTRACT

Accepted: 28 Oct 2025 -

Available Online: 13 Nov 2025 Establishing mental health first aid (MHFA) programs is a strategy employed by developed

© countries worldwide to empower students in terms of mental health literacy; these programs have not

received the support for implementation in Iranian schools. The present study aimed to explore the chal-
lenges in the implementation of teen MHFA (tMHFA) programs in Iranian schools and provide solutions.
[VETELE This is a qualitative study, conducted in 2021. The participants were purposively selected from
adolescents, their parents, and the experts in the field of mental health aid for adolescents (n=34) in
Tehran. Data collection was conducted using semi-structured, in-depth individual interviews. The col-
lected data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on an inductive approach in MAXQDA software,
version 2020.
[EST® Three main themes as challenges were extracted, including characteristics/tendencies of stu-
dents (independence in decision-making, influence from media and virtual social networks, willingness
to attend the classes, and personality and behavioral characteristics), infrastructure/resources (readi-
ness and competence of teaching and specialized staff, financial resources, physical resources, relevant
educational content and related guides, and service delivery network), and the course implementation
process (governance and stewardship, managers’ willingness and perspective, planning, practicality and
skill-based, and effectiveness evaluation).
[@TEIERT The tMHFA program’s successful implementation in Iranian schools requires the involvement
of students and their families, empowering the school staff, localizing educational content based on
needs assessment, providing resources from multiple sources; using media and distance education, inte-

Key words: grating the program into the routine school activities and including in school textbooks, using incentives
Mental health first i such as a certificate of course completion, informing by influencers, governmental support via appropri-
aid, Schools, Health ¢ ate legislation, employing qualified and trusted teachers, coordination with the health network, and
literacy, Adolescent  designing and establishing a robust monitoring framework.
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Introduction

dolescence is a period associated with

significant physical and psychological

changes. Discrimination, poverty, abuse,

violence, deprivation, decreased interper-

sonal relationships, isolation, lack of par-
ticipation in group activities, and dependence on virtual
social media increase the risk of developing mental health
disorders in adolescents. Over 80% of adolescents fail to
access specialized mental health services early due to rea-
sons such as a lack of awareness of symptoms. Therefore,
promoting mental health literacy is now considered a pre-
ventive intervention for this age group. One of the recog-
nized, effective, and quick interventions in this regard is
the mental health first aid (MHFA) educational program.
The MHFA consists of measures taken by friends, family
members, and colleagues of an individual experiencing a
mental health problem to prevent the worsening of their
condition. The MHFA should continue until the availabil-
ity of specialized services or when the individual’s mental
issue is resolved. Teen MHFA (tMHFA) teaches how to
identify warning signs, communicate, notify adults, rec-
ognize specialized support, and take action in emergen-
cies; covering anxiety, depression, substances, psycho-
sis, self-harm, and bullying. Approximately one-fifth of
Iranian children and adolescents suffer from at least one
significant mental health issue; however, fewer national
studies have used the MHFA. Therefore, the present re-
search aimed to analyze the factors affecting the imple-
mentation of tMHFA in Iranian schools.

Methods

This is a qualitative study using inductive content anal-
ysis, conducted in 2021. In-depth and semi-structured
interviews were used to collect data. The target popula-
tion consists of high school students (second stage) in
Tehran, their parents, and professionals from the Min-
istry of Health and Medical Education, comprehensive
health centers affiliated with the Tehran municipality, and
NGOs. Participants were purposively selected to achieve
maximum variation (n=34). The included criteria were
willingness to participate in the study and membership in
one of three target groups (adolescents, parents, experts).
Exclusion criteria were withdrawal, incomplete inter-
views, non-membership in target groups, or inability to
communicate effectively due to illness or specific condi-
tions. Interviews were conducted using open-ended and
semi-structured questions, which were designed based on
areview of the literature. The questions surveyed nine do-

mains: prior knowledge of MHFA programs, familiarity
with MHFA programs, educational needs, features of a
school-based tMHFA program, barriers/facilitators/strate-
gies (individual/internal/external), roles of key actors, and
overall program effectiveness. The face and content va-
lidity of the questions were confirmed by several faculty
members of medical universities. Data analysis was per-
formed using Braun and Clarke’s 6-step thematic analy-
sis method based on an inductive approach. After the re-
searchers reached a consensus on meaningful codes, the
data were analyzed using the MAXQDA software, ver-
sion 2020. To ensure the trustworthiness of the data, the
criteria of credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability were used.

Results

Most of the participants were experts and professionals
(35.3%). In terms of education level, all adults, including
parents and experts, had university degrees. Fifty percent
of the participants were females. The challenges and cor-
responding solutions related to implementing the tMHFA
programs in Iranian schools were categorized into three
themes: characteristics/tendencies of students, infrastruc-
ture/available resources, and the implementation process
of the educational program (Table 1).

Many experts perceived that most of the challenges re-
lated to the implementation of the tMHFA programs in
schools was related to infrastructure/available resources.
Moreover, the proposed solutions were primarily related
to the implementation process of the educational pro-
gram. The most important challenges were related to
the educational content in the infrastructure/available re-
sources theme, and the adolescents’ willingness to attend
the classes in the characteristics/tendencies of students
theme. The highest number of proposed solutions were
related to the relevant educational content (in the infra-
structure/available resources theme) and effectiveness
evaluation (in the characteristics/tendencies of students
theme).

Conclusion

The implementation of the tMHFA program in Iranian
schools faces a wide range of challenges, including cul-
tural and social factors (e.g. mental health taboos and dis-
trust in the education system), resource deficiencies (e.g.
lack of skilled staff and financial resources), and design
and implementation flaws (e.g. substandard content, out-
dated teaching methods, and limited adolescent participa-
tion). Useful strategies to overcome these challenges are
as follows: Appropriate legislation and clear governance
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Table 1. The extracted themes and sub-themes

Theme Sub-theme

Independence in decision-making
Influence of media and virtual social networks
Willingness to attend the classes
Personality and behavioral traits

Characteristics/tendencies of students

Readiness/competence of educational and specialized staff
Financial resources
Infrastructure/available resources Physical resources
Relevant educational content and guides
Service delivery network in the health system

Governance and stewardship of mental health services
Willingness/perspective of managers
Educational program implementation process Planning
Being practical and skills-based
Effectiveness evaluation
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arrangements, involving adolescents in the program’s de- Authors contributions

sign and evaluation, empowering and involving school

staff and families, integrating the program into the routine All authors contributed equally to the conception and
school activities as much as possible, coordination among design of the study, data collection and analysis, interpre-
governmental, private, and civil organizations to maxi- tation of the results, and drafting of the manuscript. Each
mize resources, leveraging media and online capacities, author approved the final version of the manuscript for
offering incentives such as program certificates, inform- submission.

ing by influencers to increase awareness, employing qual-

ified staff as instructors, integrating the program into the Conflicts of interest

health system and in full coordination with the healthcare
network and establishing a rigorous monitoring frame-
work to closely monitor effectiveness and gather feed-
back. Finally, it is recommended that the tMHFA program
be implemented as a pilot study in several schools in Iran
for one to two years. Additionally, creating a specialized
website and virtual channel for program documentation
can help ensure that the knowledge of learners remains up
to date, facilitate the exchange of ideas about the course
and aid experiences, and increase public awareness.
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3. Thematic Analysis
4. Maximum Variation
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5. Credibility

6. Dependability

7. Confirmability

8. Transferability

9. Member Checking
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