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Mental healthcare for psychiatric inpatients
during the COVID-19 epidemic

Shen Li,' Yong Zhang?

ABSTRACT

During this 2019 coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
pneumonia epidemic, some experts have
expressed concern for the mental healthcare of
different types of population groups. However,
hospitalised patients with severe mental

illness are seemingly overlooked. Psychiatric
patients are still a vulnerable group who need to
obtain more attention and respect, particularly
during the COVID-19 outbreak in China. In this
commentary, we briefly introduce the situation of
hospitalized patients with severe mental illness
and suggest some effective measures that
should be rapidly undertaken to reverse current
challenges.

During the surge in 2019 coronavirus
disease (COVID-19) transmissions,
patients with severe mental disorders
were also inevitably affected. As of 20
February 2020, 323 patients with
severe mental disorders have been
confirmed to have COVID-19 pneu-
monia, with an additional 43
suspected cases.

Since January 2020, the National
Health Commission of China has
published several guidelines for
psychological crisis intervention and
initiated  psychological  assistance
hot lines for the COVID-19.! On 18
February 2020, the Chinese Medical
Association’s Psychiatry branch issued
a consensus on the diagnosis and
treatment procedures for mental
disorders during the prevention and
control of major emergent infec-
tious diseases (COVID-19),> which
addressed treatment and safety for
individuals with severe mental disor-
ders. However, the mental healthcare
for this population has not been suffi-
ciently paid attention to during the
crisis.

In China, mental disorders have
significantly increased across China
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in the past 30 years. The latest nation-
wide survey reported the prevalence
of most mental disorders in an entire
lifetime was 16.6%,° indicating that
a large proportion of the popula-
tion has suffered from mental disor-
ders. Unfortunately, most psychiatric
patients had to be isolated in the
hospital during the COVID-19
outbreak, which exacerbated their
psychological distress.

In this COVID-19 pneumonia
epidemic, some experts have expressed
concern for the mental healthcare
of medical workers,4 older adults,5
confirmed and suspected patients as
well as other people in quarantine.’
Further, according to the national
commission  initiate,  emergency
guidelines were formulated for these
different groups. However, hospi-
talised patients with severe mental
illness were seemingly overlooked.
Compared with patients from other
departments,  psychiatric  patients
encountered more barriers and prob-
lems. For instance, psychiatric patients
had to stay in closed wards, their family
visiting was cancelled due to fear of
transmission of the novel coronavirus,
smartphones and other electronic
equipment were not permitted in the
ward and no online information was
made available. Meanwhile, psychi-
atric patients are more susceptible
to COVID-19 contamination in rela-
tively isolated settings. It was reported
that 50 psychiatric patients and 30
medical staff suffered from COVID-19
at the Wuhan Mental Health Centre;
recently, a similar tragedy occurred in
a psychiatric hospital of South Korea.
Unluckily, some small to medium sized
psychiatric hospitals also refused to
receive new inpatients because of poor
medical conditions, which possibly
deteriorated psychotic symptoms for
patients with mental illness. At present,
a great number of psychiatrists and
clinical psychologists are flooding
into Wuhan to support the front line.

However, the psychological needs
of hospitalised patients with mental
illness are not likely to be fulfilled.

Accordingly, some effective
measures should be rapidly under-
taken to reverse these challenges. First,
current policy and regulation issued
by the government ought to highlight
the needs of psychiatric patients and
their families or supplementrelated
rules to provide mental health services.
Second, the provision for communica-
tion between psychiatric inpatients and
their families should be considered
by hospitals. Some electronic devices
such as smartphones should be fixed
in the wards and managed by nurses,
so both patients and family members
have a channel to alleviate the stress
and negative emotions caused by
isolation and loneliness. Third, in the
published guidance for mental health-
care that has been initiated in China,'
we suggest that the combination of
online psychological intervention and
face-toface counselling should be
widely adopted in psychiatric hospi-
tals nationwide. Finally, the teams
responsible for patient’s psychological
support and treatment should include
not only psychiatrists and psychol-
ogists but also psychiatric nurses,
social workers, volunteers and family
members, in order to unify patients
within a supportive system in which
every member is able to smoothly
exchange information and seek better
solutions for mental issues.

Despite Chinese guidelines for
psychological  crisis  interventions
and expert consensus for the treat-
ment of psychiatric patients during
the COVID-19 epidemic, psychiatric
patients are still a vulnerable group
who need more attention and respect,
particularly during the COVID-19
outbreak in China. Healthcare workers
and authorities should jointly deal with
mental health problems to offer effec-
tive and timely psychological services
for psychiatric patients.
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