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Editorial

COVID-19 pandemic and the mental health care system
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The psychological impact of pandemics, which historically appear in the human species, is described in detail in Steven Taylor’s
excellent book “The Psychology of Pandemics”,' which was published in 2019, a few months before the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic. This pandemic shows similar characteristics in terms of mental health problems to the previous ones described in the
book, according to the findings of epidemiological research, both internationally and in Greece.?> The results of these studies
show a significant increase of the prevalence of common mental disorders, especially in vulnerable groups, particularly in persons
with pre-existing mental disorders.

The necessary restrictive measures applied, especially in the first stages of the pandemic, had an impact in the accessibility of
psychiatric patients to the mental health services, both in- and outpatient ones.® This led to decreased outpatient appointments
and admissions in inpatient wards, depriving a large number of these patients from necessary treatments and interventions,
often resulting in worsening their mental state or relapse of acute episodes. The lack of accessibility to mental health services,
had a greater impact on persons with social and financial problems, which deteriorated during the pandemic, leading to mental
health problems.? An additional problem is that persons suffering from severe mental disorders, such as chronic psychoses, face a
greater risk of infection and death by COVID-19.7

These problems, arising during the pandemic (increased prevalence of mental disorders, increase of relapses of serious mental
disorders, increased risk of infection and death by COVID-19, increased prevalence in those infected, especially those in the ICUs,
problems of accessibility) underline the chronic insufficiencies of the mental health care system, which in many countries, espe-
cially in Greece, is fragmented and is not covering adequately the mental health needs of the population. A series of articles in
prestigious mental health journals point out the problem and propose solutions, in order to correct insufficiencies and create a
new strong mental health system through a series of activities.®°

These articles underline the problems known for decades and propose the following solutions for enhancing the existing men-
tal health system, not only to cover additional needs created by the pandemic, but leading to a new mental health system cover-
ing adequately the needs of the population: (1) Strengthening leadership and governance, with interventions to politicians and
administrators, in order to understand mental health issues, and provide services in terms of inclusivity, equity and accountability.
(2) Supporting financially evidence-based services, adopting policies to counteract the social determinants of mental health, as
well as the additional needs created by the pandemic. (3) Promoting programmes targeting vulnerable groups, especially those
related to social determinants, with the active participation of stakeholders, with emphasis in combating stigma and enhancing
mental health literacy. (4) Strengthen mental health services in all three levels, with emphasis in community mental health ser-
vices, treatment at home, special services for vulnerable groups, services for the Covid-infected and the relatives of the deceased
from the infection, the staff of health services dealing with COVID-19, using “telehealth” services, adopting information systems
to assist services and close collaboration with the services dealing with COVID-19. (5) Training the staff of primary health care in
mental health by using the mhGAP programme of the World Health Organization (WHO) and linking them to the special mental
health services. (6) Implementing programmes for mental health promotion and prevention of mental disorders, with the partic-
ipation of stakeholders, NGOs and the civil society. (7) Improving mental health information systems and connecting them with
parallel systems dealing with COVID-19. (8) Strengthen and finance research in mental health, from epidemiology and services
research, to neurobiology, as well as research aiming to provide innovative solutions for improving the system of mental health
services and the provision of services and interventions through the social media. (9) Protecting rights of mental patients aiming
to provide high quality services by use of evaluation instruments such as WHOQualityRights of WHO.
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