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ABSTRACT: This paper examines the milestones in the process of building interventions in mental
health to alleviate human suffering in Uganda. The objectives of the pvBtyreang

from time to time as the need to research deeper into counselling and mental health issues arise.
Counselling services that are restricted to normal persons are a recent occurrence in Uganda. It is
just recently that counselling is taking on a different twist in society but with great challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

Professional counseling/ mental health services refer to the
interventions given by a professional mental health worker to
individuals or a group of people facing adjustment /psychological/
mental health problems in order to restore effective functioning
(McLeod, 2003).

Historical trends in mental health have indicated that every culture
has described its people’s mental problems with its own defnition to
refect its general social and logical concerns. Among these are the
Greeks, the Egyptians, medieval England and the present day states.
African societies likewise, have also described people suffering
from psychological disorders in their own views which were closely
associated with their environment and philosophy of life (Sedgwick,
1973; Nsereko, 2014).

A number of factors have shaped the prevailing attitudes,
understanding of causes and treatment of mental health problems.
These included: ignorance, fear, cultural contexts, superstition,
religion and now science. These have caused mental health to be
characterized as being either a forward or backward enterprise
depending on the given moment of time (Carson, Butcher, & Mineka,
1996; Nsereko, 2014).

In Uganda the predominant understanding of the etiology and
intervention in mental health was mainly rooted in the concepts of the
spirit world, supernatural possession, and the role of the living dead,

Professional Intervention in Mental Iliness in
Uganda: A Historical Perspective

Professional mental health services started with the creation of
institutionalized infrastructure in Uganda way back in the 1920’s.
The promulgation of the different Ordinances and Acts e.g. the
Mental Treatment Ordinance of 1938 and the Mental Treatment Act
of 1964 added a vibrant input in giving a steady leap into modern
mental health practice.

The frst mental health services were started in Hoima prison

DSSURDFK BKLHQJ 7KLV SUDFWLFH LQYROYHG WKH SDUWLFLSDWIG®# prison. In 1940, the remaining batch of patients in Hoima was

of elders, the wise person, parents, friends and the extended family
system in providing the services. It was only when a family member’s
mental illness had reached a critical level that a traditional healer’s
services were sought to intervene in the ailment or other trusted
outsiders were consulted. The stigma associated with mental illness
played a role in keeping issues of mental disturbances within the
family circles.

As society advanced in medicine and technology, modern means
of interventions and understanding of mental health issues were added
to the existing structures of dealing with people with adjustment and
mental health problems (Nsereko, 2014).
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transferred to Mulago in the legendary mental health ward 16.

In 1955 a mental health hospital, located at Butabika on the
shores of Lake Victoria, was started as a mental asylum for psychotic
patients and serving the whole of East and Central Africa. It catered
for both civil and forensic cases. The latter were criminal psychotics
who could not be contained by just the prison services. The location
at Butabika Hospital was considered because it was more spacious
than Mulago hospital where patients would often be a nuisance to
passers-by in the densely populated Mulago city suburb.
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Counseling Programs at University Level

Makerere University started a formal training for guidance
counsellors in 1994 at Masters’ degree level with the purpose of
creating resource people for schools. Those who were recruited for
the program were teachers in secondary schools. The program was
scrapped shortly afterwards in favour of the clinical psychology
program.

With the opening of private universities from 1988, the guidance
and counselling program was started to be taught in some public and
private universities. Among these universities included, Kyambogo
University, Nkumba University, Mbarara University of Science and
Technology etc. Other post-secondary institutions have since then
started training programs in counselling.

Need for Counseling Services

Counselling services or mental health intervention are highly
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counselling services training and intervention are being compromised
for monetary aspects diverting away from a service- oriented drive
for the most vulnerable members of society.

Regulation of Services

In order for the coun

4 Norman D Nsereko * The Evolution of Mental Health Understanding and Practice in Uganda



Intervention in Schools

Given the mental health vulnerability incidents among the
student population (Nsereko, Musisi, Nakigudde & Holtzman, 2014;
Nsereko, 1997) and the paucity of available interventions, there is an
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