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In  France,  publicly  funded  mental  care  services  are  mostly  hospital-based  and  focused  on  treating
severe  illnesses.  Mild  to moderate  mental  disorders  are  typically  managed  by  general  practitioners  (GP)
who often  lack  specific  training  to treat  these  conditions.  Antidepressant  prescribing  levels for  mild  to
moderate  conditions  are  inadequately  high.  Public  reimbursement  for  psychotherapies  provided  by  psy-
chologists  is  generally  not  available.  This  paper  presents  a local  experiment  with  a  stepped-care  approach
for  the  treatment  of  mild  to moderate  mental  disorders  in  four  French  départements  launched  in  2018.
The  experiment  includes  the introduction  of  a  standardized  assessment  protocol  for  GPs,  clear  referral
guidelines,  and  full reimbursement  of  visits  to psychologists  upon  GP referral.  Seemingly  simple,  the
sychotherapy
rance

policy  raises  several  issues  related  to the  regulation,  training  and  reimbursement  of  psychologists,  and
illustrates  the  need  for  careful  preparation  and  workforce  planning  to ensure  success  and  stakeholder
support.  An  independent  evaluation  of the  local  experiments  is  planned,  which  provides  the  opportunity
to  fine-tune  the  policy  before  any  broader  rollout.  The  issues  raised  in France  and  the  on-going  debate  is
relevant  for other  countries  preparing  similar  policies  for  improving  mental  care.

©  2019  The  Author(s).  Published  by Elsevier  B.V.  This  is an  open  access  article  under  the CC
. Introduction

In France, as in other European countries, mental disorders rep-
esent a significant epidemiological and economic burden. It is
stimated that 11% of disability-adjusted life years [1] and 14%
f the social health insurance (SHI) spending (D 23 billion) [2] are
inked to mental health problems. In 2016, in France 7 million indi-
iduals had a contact with the health system for mental disorders
public and private hospitals and physicians under contract with
he SHI) or had a prescription for psychotropic drugs [2]. France has
ne of the highest rates of prescription for these drugs in Europe
3]. Depressive disorders represent more than a quarter of the dis-

ase burden associated with mental illnesses [1], and depression is
he most common reason for seeking mental healthcare [4].
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Mild to moderate mental health problems, while they can vary
in severity and frequency, correspond to those when a person has
a small number of symptoms that have a rather limited effect on
their daily life. They mostly include depression, general anxiety dis-
orders or adjustment disorders, and in France they are typically
managed by general practitioners (GPs) [5–8]. Guidelines issued by
the national health authority regarding the management of these
disorders in primary care settings recommend psychotherapy as
the first-line treatment, either directly provided by GPs or through
referral of patients to a psychiatrist or a psychologist. The prescrip-
tion of antidepressant drugs is not recommended as a first-line
treatment for mild disorders but can be associated to psychother-
apy for moderate disorders [9]. Psychotherapy consists of repetitive
sessions based on dialogue between the patient and the therapist
in order to identify the problem and modify detrimental thoughts
and behavioural patterns [10]. Main approaches vary from sup-
portive psychotherapy, which is a non-directive relational therapy

based on empathy, trust and support, with active listening from
the therapist, to structured psychotherapies which include defined
therapy techniques such as cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT),
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sychodynamic therapy, interpersonal therapy and family therapy
11]. The effectiveness of these approaches is demonstrated by a
road evidence base [12–14]. The French guidelines, which mirror
hose developed in other countries [15], were issued in the context
f increasing concerns about the benefit/risk ratio of psychotropic
rugs for mildly or moderately affected patients. These drugs do
ot always lead to conclusive improvements in patients’ mental
ealth and are associated with numerous side effects [16,17].

However, access to psychotherapy for mild to moderate mental
isorders in France faces several barriers. First, the public mental
ealth system is particularly hospital-centric and is largely focused
n the treatment of severe disorders. Second, the access to psy-
hotherapy in ambulatory settings is quite difficult since only a
ew GPs are trained to provide such care [9] and private psychia-
rists are mostly clustered in urban centres which results in long
aiting times and distances for access to care [18,19]. Third, the

reatment by private psychiatrists can be costly for patients even
f it can be reimbursed by the SHI fund. In order to benefit from

 maximum rate of reimbursement (70%), patients need to have a
eferral from their GP [20], except when they are younger than 25
ears old, while the remaining costs can be covered by private com-
lementary health insurances (CHI) [20,21]. However, one third of
sychiatrists are allowed by the SHI to charge their patients more
han the regulated tariffs. The extra fees of these psychiatrists may
r may  not be covered by the CHI depending on the contract, which
an result in high out-of-pocket payment for patients. Psychiatrists
ave the highest rates of extra billing across all medical specialties

n France [22].
Private psychologists, three times more numerous than psychi-

trists, could support the small number of GPs who  can provide
ental healthcare and reduce barriers to access to specialized care

23,24]. Since 2010 the provision of psychotherapy by non-medical
rofessionals is regulated by law. It has to be provided by either
linical psychologists listed in the national registry of health profes-
ionals (ADELI), or non-medical psychotherapists accredited by the
egional health agencies upon presentation of adequate training or
xperience [25]. However those psychologists, who are trained in
niversity but not in the specialized medical tracks, are not consid-
red to be health or allied health professionals and the treatments
hey provide are not reimbursed by the SHI [20].

In this context, a pilot project was launched in January 2018
n order to test a stepped-care approach for the psychological
reatment of mild to moderate mental disorders in France. The
ilots allow in particular an alternative public funding mechanism
or psychotherapies provided by psychologists. We  present this
xperimentation using Walt and Gilson’s policy analysis frame-
ork which recognizes that policy content is not simply technical

ut reflects what is feasible in a context at the time of policy. The
ramework emphasizes the role of actors involved and the influence
f values and interest groups in shaping policy process [26].

. Purpose and content of the experimentation

The experimentation of a stepped-care approach for mental
are, initiated by the French SHI fund, in association with the Min-
stry of Health, aims to improve the psychological treatment of

ild to moderate mental health problems in adult patients (aged
8 to 60). The stepped-care approach corresponds to the pro-
ision of treatments of gradually increasing intensity based on
he patient’s response to the previous step. This approach, which

equires strong coordination between primary and specialist men-
al care providers, is developing around the world [27,28]. It aims
o warrant appropriate care for people suffering from mild to mod-
rate mental disorders in line with clinical guidelines, and reduce
 123 (2019) 1021–1027

inappropriate prescription of psychotropic drugs, as well as work-
place sick leaves related to mental health issues.

The pilots have been launched in four French départements
(Morbihan, Bouches-du-Rhône, Haute-Garonne and Landes) which
were selected among those where regional health agencies (ARS)
and local health insurance funds volunteered to participate in the
experimentation. The selection was  meant to capture the diversity
of French territories and was based on several criteria, including
the estimated number of patients that will be covered, the level
of urbanisation and the density of health professionals (in partic-
ular the density of psychologists which varies from 21 to 68 per
100,000 inhabitants in the selected areas) [11,29]. They started to
recruit patients between spring and autumn 2018.

Several features of the stepped-care approach are expected to
improve access to appropriate treatment for patients with mild to
moderate mental health problems. First, the stepped-care model
is supposed to improve GPs practice by providing them a stan-
dardized protocol for identifying and referring patients with mild
to moderate mental health problems. A stronger involvement of
primary care physicians (“médecins traitants”) in patient referral is
consistent with the framework of coordinated healthcare pathways
in France [20]. Within the pilots, the GPs are given clear guidelines
and common tools (standardized mental health questionnaires and
a practical referral guide) to decide which patients will need sup-
portive psychotherapy or structured psychotherapy, and to see if
they should be referred to a psychologist or a psychiatrist (based
on patients’ scores). It is indicated that there should be no referral if
the disorder severity is low, referral to a psychologist for supportive
psychotherapy for mild to moderate disorders, referral to a psychol-
ogist for structured psychotherapy if the supportive therapy has not
been sufficient and referral to a psychiatrist if the level of severity
is high. Moreover, in order to facilitate the referral process, the GPs
will be able to access an interactive map  of eligible psychologists
and non-medical accredited psychotherapists participating in the
pilot. Second, the stepped-care approach is expected to improve
the communication between involved professionals. In particular
psychologists have to provide their assessment of treatment out-
comes to the referring physician (GP), and GPs need to consult with
a psychiatrist before any referral for structured psychotherapy. Psy-
chiatrists can also be consulted by other involved professionals at
any stage of the process. Finally, within the pilots patients will
not have any out-of-pocket payments for receiving psychotherapy.
Psychologists will be paid directly by their local health insurance
fund based on fixed tariffs. Charging extra fees to patients is not
permitted. Each patient can only enrol once for a treatment not
exceeding 12 months. The content of the stepped-care approach is
summarized in Fig. 1.

The pilots will continue over three years with a number of
patients expected to reach at least 10,000 [2]. Participation of the
different professionals will remain voluntary. A scientific evalua-
tion of the impact of pilots will be carried out by an independent
research team before deciding on the generalisation of the scheme.
The SHI fund announced that the overall evaluation should cover
the evaluation of the process of implementation, the effectiveness
of the care provided and the societal and economic impacts of the
pilots. Administrative claims data as well as ad hoc quantitative and
qualitative surveys of patients and professionals will be used in the
evaluation [11].

3. Political context for the experimentation

3.1. National context
The stepped-care pilots are a response to the growing preva-
lence and costs of mental health problems which is an issue gaining
importance on the French political agenda. The SHI fund has been
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English experiences have also been used to question current poli-
cies in many other countries and may  lead to reforms in coming
Fig. 1. Main features o

ncreasingly focusing on the treatment of mental disorders in recent
ears [2,30] and the French government has released in 2018 a spe-
ific roadmap for mental health [31]. The need for improving access
o alternative treatments for mild to moderate mental health prob-
ems and piloting a new care approach was first mentioned in the
011–2015 mental health plan [32] and strongly supported in the
valuation of this plan by the French high council for public health
33]. Finally a recommendation of the SHI fund issued in its yearly
eport for preparing the 2015 social security budget [34] provided
he legal basis and funding for its development as part of the latest
ational prevention plan [35].

This new stepped-care approach is also consistent with the cur-
ent political focus on appropriateness of care, which has been
resented as one of the key priorities for health reform by succes-
ive French governments [36]. There is still a major gap in France
etween care provided to individuals with mild to moderate mental
isorders and the most recent evidence-based national guidelines.

t is estimated that nearly 40% of the individuals who  experienced
 depressive episode in the last 12 months did not get any form
f treatment [37]. In addition, antidepressants are prescribed too
requently for patients with mild to moderate depression and often
ithout any form of follow-up [37] despite continuous efforts from

he SHI fund (such as targeted education of physicians about recom-
ended prescription practices). Recent data indicates that 40% of

he initiated antidepressant treatments last only one month while
he recommendation is at least six months of treatment [38]. More-
ver, there are no formal communication channels between GPs
nd specialists, and about 90% of the GPs declare that they have
ifficulty in referring a patient to appropriate mental healthcare

roviders [39].
tepped-care approach.

3.2. International context

The experimentation of the stepped-care approach is consis-
tent with policies developed in other countries. In 2006, the
Better Access Program was established in Australia to enable pub-
licly subsidised access to services provided by psychologists and
allied health professionals upon GP referral. Patients can access
up to ten individual sessions of psychological treatment in any
calendar year [40,41]. While this program was shown to have
increased access to psychotherapy [42], it lacked a thorough eval-
uation focusing on the quality of the services provided and on
patients’ outcomes for which collection of indicators had not
been planned [43–46]. In 2008, England launched the Improv-
ing Access to Psychological Therapies (IAPT) program, funded by
the National Health Service (NHS). It is a stepped-care approach
where treatment is adapted to patients’ symptomatology, including
free-of-charge initial assessment, counselling and low or high-
intensity psychotherapies. Different from France and Australia,
patients can seek such care without referral from a physician.
Involved professionals benefitted from a specific training before
the launch of the program [47–49]. Monitoring and public report-
ing of clinical outcomes were part of the program [50]. The latest
estimates showed that around 50% of patients seen in the program
recovered, while at least two  thirds had reliable improvements
[51]. More recently, Belgium has started to reimburse first-line
psychological treatments, prescribed by a GP  or a psychiatrist
and for a maximum of four visits [52,53]. The Australian and
years [48,54–56].
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Fig. 2. Position of stake
ource: Authors’ own compilation.

. Stakeholders position

The pilots are initiated and strongly supported by the SHI fund
ogether with the Ministry of Health, providing local assistance
ia their regional representatives in the participating sites. Other
takeholders have been invited to engage in the definition of the
ilots through a steering committee involving the national union of
sychologists, the national association of psychiatrists, the national
ssociation for quality of care in psychiatry, the national associa-
ion of general practice, representatives of clinical psychologists
nd the national association of cognitive-behavioural therapy [2].
he involvement of a large number of stakeholders in the planning
f the pilots is positive and likely to increase the support and par-
icipation in the pilots, but the unequal representation of different
rofessional groups concerned is pointed out as an issue. In partic-
lar, the steering committee does not include any representative
f the patients, and psychologists have complained that they were
utnumbered by physicians [57].

In practice, the fact that medical referral is compulsory to receive
sychotherapy in the experimentation is criticized by some of the
sychologists who perceived this as a new barrier to access to psy-
hotherapy [57,58]. At the same time, a potential reluctance of GPs
o address patients to psychologists is also raised as an issue as
Ps have a strong occupational identity and may  wish to keep the
ontrol [59]. However, most GPs acknowledge the relevance of psy-
hotherapy and the role of psychologists in the treatment of mental
isorders [60,61]. They believe that the lack of reimbursement of
sychotherapy provided by private non-medical providers was  the
ain barrier to access to such treatments [16,62,63]. They also

oint out the long waiting times for consultation with a psychia-
rist which compromise their collaboration [59,63]. In addition, the
tepped-care approach could address the long standing concerns
bout the way GPs manage the mental health problems of their
atients [62,64,65]. Psychiatrists have a relatively limited role in the

ew care model, and have expressed concerns as they are not the
prescribing” professionals [66]. For the success of the experimen-
ation, involved professionals need to adhere to the role they are
iven in it as the mutual impression that collaboration will improve
rs and their influence.

the quality of care is an essential prerequisite of an effective inter-
professional collaboration [67].

Regarding the financial aspect of the experimentation, the pub-
lic reimbursement of the therapies provided by psychologists is
highly favourable to patients. In pilots, there is no possibility of
charging additional out-of-pocket payments. The Australian exam-
ple has shown that this could have led to new financial barriers for
service users and disadvantage providers in deprived areas [68].
Some patient associations have nevertheless deplored the rigid
inclusion criteria to benefit from this measure [69]. In addition,
while the public reimbursement is welcomed by psychologists,
they have also expressed concerns regarding the fees and the num-
ber of sessions reimbursed and their duration which may not be
flexible enough to meet patients’ needs [70]. However, in-Mid 2018,
about 40% of the eligible psychologists had already signed an agree-
ment to participate in the pilots [2].

The positions of the different stakeholders’ are summarised in
Fig. 2.

5. Expected benefits and potential challenges for the
experimentation

The new policy provides an opportunity to improve the French
mental care model, which has been centred on inpatient and med-
ical psychiatric care, with few alternatives and flexibility [71]. For
the first time, the delivery of psychotherapy outside of medical
settings and the role of certified psychologists in the provision of
effective mental care is acknowledged by the SHI fund. The experi-
mentation is expected to improve the care for patients with mental
health problems by adapting the treatments to patients’ needs
(severity) and by offering alternative distinct and less stigmatizing
care pathways for people with mild to moderate mental disor-
ders. The new policy will improve GPs’ capacity to identify/stratify
patients’ needs (with standardized mental health questionnaires)

and facilitate GPs’ referral to mental health specialists (with clear
guidelines and access to a list of eligible psychologists who  can pro-
vide psychotherapies). This in turn is expected to reduce waiting
times and geographical problems in access to mental care. Also, as
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here is a well-defined alternative option for treatment which does
ot incur any out-of-pocket costs for patients, the GPs may  modify
heir treatment habits and reduce antidepressant prescriptions for

ild to moderate mental health problems. Ultimately, the policy is
xpected to reduce the spending on pharmacotherapies and mental
ealth-related sick leaves through an improvement of the quality
f care.

However, the stepped-care approach faces several challenges.
irst, there is no consensual evidence-base regarding the optimal
umber of psychotherapy sessions necessary to provide effective
sychological care [72]. The maximum number of sessions set (ten
y patient and calendar year) may  not always match their clini-
al needs [73]. Second, the particular status of psychologists, who
re not considered as health or allied health professionals and so
re not legally subject to the usual obligations of medical confi-
entiality, could be an issue. In Belgium, the reimbursement of
sychotherapy was preceded by a change of the legal status of
rofessionals providing this type of care [74,75]. In France, while
sychologists can be accredited by regional health agencies, accred-

tation is not compulsory for providing psychotherapy. Third, there
s a strong heterogeneity in the training and practice of psychol-
gists. Generally French psychologists are not trained much for
upportive psychotherapy [33] and may  be inclined to provide a
tructured psychotherapy as a first line treatment. Similarly, CBT is
ot well-developed in France compared to other countries due to
he historical predominance of psychoanalysis. Furthermore, there
re major disparities in the distribution of private psychologists
n the French territory [29]. The development of the stepped-care
pproach for the treatment of mild to moderate mental disor-
ers may  therefore need further planning. In particular it may  be
elpful to invest in specific training of involved professionals, sim-

larly to that of the English IAPT program, as well as in developing
lear communication channels between them and complementary
nterventions for educating care providers on mental health issues.
inally, the experimentation cannot address on its own  the issues
f equity of access. Research indicates that the most deprived popu-
ations are underrepresented among the users of similar programs
broad [68,76], and they may  get lower quality services [50]. It is
lso worth reminding that the pilots do not aim to reach people
uffering from mental disorders who are not followed in primary
are and that barriers for accessing psychological care are not only
nancial, but also social and cultural since there is still stigma sur-
ounding mental illness [60].

Testing in pilots the stepped-care approach before any exten-
ion, as in England [49], would help to overcome some of the
hallenges faced by the policy. In Australia, where the program was
olled out nationally without testing, there was  not enough evi-
ence of the improvement of patients’ outcomes and the number
f reimbursed psychotherapy sessions was reduced from a maxi-
um  of 18 to 10 due to the unexpected cost of the program [77,78].

n France the evaluation of the pilots by an external research team
efore generalisation is part of the experimentation [11] and might
elp to avoid some of the issues encountered in Australia. The eval-
ation should not only focus on the rates of access to psychological
reatment, but also on the intervention model, on the quality of the
ervices provided and on patient outcomes using in-build indica-
ors reflecting issues of both clinical impact and patient experience,
uch as rate of return to or continuity of employment, stable hous-
ng or social inclusion [79].

. Conclusion
Overall, this pilot program aims to improve access to alterna-
ive evidence-based treatments for people suffering from mild to

oderate mental health problems. It initiates a potential paradigm

[

[
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shift in France towards a less drug-centred model. It also repre-
sents an opportunity to increase the accountability of mental care
providers and to improve the monitoring of mental care quality
which lacks clear national or international indicators and bench-
marks [80]. To make the most of these pilots, policy makers need
to close the potential gaps in workforce training and to monitor the
equity of access, as well as service quality and patient outcomes.

The independent evaluation before any national roll-out will
help fine tuning the policy in France. The results of the evalua-
tion could also be interesting for other countries currently debating
similar policies.
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