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EDITORIAL 

Access to mental health services is a crucial issue in healthcare worldwide, 
particularly in low- and middle-income countries, such as Paraguay. Factors such 
as geographical distance to care centers and availability of public transportation 
can significantly influence how quickly a person receives treatment. This editorial 
draws on findings from a study conducted at the Hospital de Clínicas of the 
National University of Asunción, which analyzed the relationship between 
distance to psychiatric services, use of public transportation, and duration of 
untreated mental disorders (1). 

Effective treatment of mental disorders depends on timely and continuous access 
to specialized services. However, physical distance from health centers and 
limited public transportation options often delay treatment, exacerbate 
symptoms, and diminish the quality of life. In this study, it was found that, 
although the average distance to the hospital was 10 km, there was no significant 
relationship between distance and the severity of anxiety or depression 
symptoms. Nevertheless, patients who spent more time traveling reported higher 
levels of anxiety, indicating that it is the duration of the journey, rather than the 
distance itself, that impacts anxiety levels (2,3). 

Access to mental health services, particularly in urban areas, depends heavily on 
public transportation. In the aforementioned study by Márquez (1), 45.2% of the 
patients relied on public transport to reach the hospital, and most had to take 
two buses. A small percentage required more connections, leading to long and 
exhausting trips. These findings highlight how public transportation quality and 
availability directly affect access to mental health services, a trend also observed 
in studies from other countries, where inadequate transport is a major barrier to 
timely mental healthcare (4). 

Research has consistently shown that inefficient public transportation is a 
significant obstacle in accessing psychiatric care. In areas where transportation is 
limited or expensive, the likelihood of seeking treatment drops dramatically (5). 
This issue is particularly pressing in rural areas, where people often travel long 
distances without access to regular public transportation or emergency 
psychiatric services, which adds another layer of difficulty in receiving adequate 
care. 

The duration of untreated mental disorders is a critical factor for symptom 
severity. This study found a correlation between delayed diagnosis and the 
severity of depression symptoms, reinforcing existing evidence that untreated 
mental health issues tend to worsen over time, increasing the burden on both 
patients and the healthcare system. The phenomenon known as "distance 
decay," which refers to the decreasing likelihood of seeking medical care as the 
distance to health services increases, has been documented in numerous studies 
(5). 
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mental health issues tend to worsen over time, increasing the burden on both patients and the healthcare system. 
The phenomenon known as "distance decay," which refers to the decreasing likelihood of seeking medical care as 
the distance to health services increases, has been documented in numerous studies (5). 

Given these findings, it is imperative to consider strategies for improving access to mental health services. One 
potential solution is to decentralize psychiatric care, allowing rural and disadvantaged communities to receive 
quality care without having to travel long distances. Establishing community mental health centers in peripheral 
areas, staffed with trained personnel, and equipped with telehealth capabilities could ease the strain on urban 
hospitals and ensure earlier access to treatment (5,6). 

Moreover, enhancing the public transportation infrastructure is essential for improving access to mental health 
services. Implementing policies that subsidize transportation costs for patients, such as free or reduced-fare bus 
passes for medical appointments, could help mitigate barriers related to transportation (7). In some countries, such 
measures have successfully improved mobility and healthcare access for vulnerable populations, suggesting that 
similar policies in Paraguay can yield comparable benefits. 

Ultimately, access to mental health services should not depend on geographical location or reliable transportation. 
Distance and transportation barriers are avoidable obstacles that, if properly addressed, can reduce the duration of 
untreated mental disorders and substantially improve the quality of life of affected individuals. Achieving this will 
require coordinated efforts among health authorities, urban planners, and policymakers to ensure that public 
transportation is accessible and that mental health services are available to all, regardless of location. 

Access to mental health services is a basic right and ensuring efficient provision is crucial for the well-being of the 
population. As the mental health systems in Paraguay and other low- and middle-income countries continue to 
evolve, addressing barriers such as distance and transportation must be a priority. Only then can it be guaranteed 
that all citizens, regardless of where they live, have access to the mental health care they need. 
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