
65

2020, Special Issue 2 on COVID-19

Nileswar Das1* , Shubham Narnoli2 , Apinderjit Kaur1 

1. Department of Psychiatry and NDDTC, All India Institute of Medical Sciences, New Delhi, India.
2. Department of Psychiatry and De-addiction centre, Lady Harding Medical College, New Delhi, India. 

Letter to Editor:
COVID-19 and the Role of Mental Health Professionals

Dear Editor

he novel Coronavirus Disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic has caused sig-
nificant confusion in socioeconomic as-
pects of every individual globally. The 
researchers have highlighted the need 
for early detection and intervention 

against psychological ill-effect on various vulnerable 
groups of populations during this pandemic [1]. 

Mental health aspects of COVID-19

Drawing lessons from the past infectious disease out-
breaks, researchers have already cautioned the public 
health practitioners and the policymakers of a “mental 
illness pandemic” possibility in the post-COVID world. 
Extended lockdown, prolonged isolation, economic cri-
sis, lack of essential supplies, loss of loved ones, and 
stigma in the society are among many contributory fac-
tors for psychological upset of an individual [2]. Pro-
longed and overwhelming psychological stress can lead 
to anxiety, insomnia, restlessness, depression, substance 
abuse, and even suicide. Researchers even warned about 
increased sexual abuse and intimate partner violence 
during lockdowns. Thus timely attention towards the 
possible mental health consequences could be life-sav-
ing for many at-risk individuals [1] with over 720,000 
cases and 33,000 confirmed deaths reported to date. 
Such widespread outbreaks are associated with adverse 

mental health consequences. Keeping this in mind, ex-
isting literature on the COVID-19 outbreak pertinent to 
mental health was retrieved via a literature search of the 
PubMed database. Published articles were classified ac-
cording to their overall themes and summarized. Prelim-
inary evidence suggests that symptoms of anxiety and 
depression (16%-28%). 

On what factors should mental health care pro-
viders focus?

Every mental health professional has many roles to 
play in the middle of this psychosocial crisis (Table 1). 
Mental health professionals need to take a leadership 
role in providing necessary interventions to the general 
public and specifically to the vulnerable groups (health 
care workers, elderly, persons with mental illness, per-
sons with substance use disorders, homeless people, in-
ternally-displaced persons, and refugees) during various 
phases of the pandemic [3]. 

What are the possible solutions for the future?

In the absence of a vaccine, the disease spread is likely 
to continue for many months, if not years. In addition to 
actively addressing the mental health issues, the future 
health care delivery system may need a drastic reform 
with necessary physical distancing and minimal non-
emergency hospital visits, so telemedicine or digital 
mental health-care services appear to be the first-hand 
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solution for the future [4]. Also, there will be a need to 
ensure hygiene and self-care needs among persons with 
mental illness [5]. 

In summary, mental health needs during and after the 
pandemic are likely to increase exponentially. A physical 
distancing but social bonding with friends and family is 
what all those at COVID-19 infection risk need. Mental 
health professionals need to be ready with a positive and 
empathetic attitude towards suffering fellow human beings.

Ethical Considerations

Compliance with ethical guidelines

There were no ethical considerations to be considered 
in this research.

Funding

This research did not receive any grant from funding 
agencies in the public, commercial, or non-profit sectors.  

Authors' contributions

All authors equally contributed to preparing this article.

Conflict of interest

The authors declared no conflict of interest.

References

[1] Rajkumar RP. COVID-19 and mental health: A review of 
the existing literature. Asian J Psychiatry. 2020; 52:102066. 
[DOI:10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102066.] [PMID] [PMCID]

[2] Brooks SK, Webster RK, Smith LE, Woodland L, Wessely S, 
Greenberg N, et al. The psychological impact of quarantine and 
how to reduce it: Rapid review of the evidence. Lancet. 2020; 
395(10227):912-20. [DOI:10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30460-8]

[3] Das N. Psychiatrist in post-COVID-19 era - Are we pre-
pared? Asian J Psychiatry. 2020; 51:102082. [DOI:10.1016/j.
ajp.2020.102082.] [PMID] [PMCID]

[4] Torous J, Jän Myrick K, Rauseo-Ricupero N, Firth J. Digi-
tal Mental Health and COVID-19: Using technology today 
to accelerate the curve on access and quality tomorrow. 
JMIR Ment Health. 2020; 7(3):e18848. [DOI:10.2196/18848.] 
[PMID] [PMCID]

[5] Xiang YT, Zhao YJ, Liu ZH, Li XH, Zhao N, Cheung T, et al. 
The COVID-19 outbreak and psychiatric hospitals in China: 
Managing challenges through mental health service reform. 
Int J Biol Sci. 2020; 16(10):1741-4. [DOI:10.7150/ijbs.45072] 
[PMID] [PMCID]

 Table 1. Role of mental health professionals during various phases of pandemic

Time Frame Issues to be Addressed Role of Mental Health Professionals

Before community 
transmission starts

Public awareness Misinformation restriction, sharing evidence-based information, regulation on 
panic shopping and hoarding 

Homeless and migrant crisis Providing mental health support in the shelter houses and quarantine camps 
by psychiatrists, psychologists, and medical social workers

Medical preparedness Providing psychological trauma preparedness to the emergency care providers 
and COVID-19 patients, who are at higher risk of psychological trauma

During community 
transmission

Various vulnerable groups
(COVID-19 infected individuals, essential ser-
vice providers, persons with mental illness) 

Actively screening for stress-related psychological disorders, worsening of pre-
vious psychiatric symptoms, and providing treatment 

Stigma Creating awareness and providing psychosocial support to those who are af-
fected (to alleviate internalized stigma)

Continued psychiatric care It is essential to continue the psychiatric care through readjusting drugs or 
doses for persons with mental illnesses

After the pandemic 
ends

Disaster management Integration of mental health care with public health services to provide essen-
tial psychological support to combat long-term psychological adversities 

Promoting positive psychology Protracted grief and post-pandemic socioeconomic crisis can be averted only 
by timely promoting optimistic psychological views 
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