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The Role of Telehealth in Reducing the Mental Health Burden from COVID-19
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he psychological impact of the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic must be recognized
alongside the physical symptoms for all those af-
fected."* Telehealth, or more specifically telemental
health services, are practically feasible and appropriate for the
support of patients, family members, and health service pro-
viders during this pandemic.> As of March 18, 2020, there
were >198,000 COVID-19 infections recorded globally, and
7,900 deaths. Psychological symptoms relating to COVID-19
have already been observed on a population level including
anxiety-driven panic buying* and paranoia about attending
community events. Students, workers, and tourists who have
been prevented from accessing their training institutions,
workplaces, homes, respectively, are expected to have devel-
oped psychological symptoms due to stress and reduced au-
tonomy and concerns about income, job, security, and so on.”
The Chinese, Singaporean, and Australian governments have
highlighted the psychological side effects of COVID-19, and
have voiced concerns regarding the long-term impacts of
isolation and that the fear and panic in the community could
cause more harm than COVID-19.578
In the absence of a medical cure for COVID-19, the global
response is a simple public health strategy of isolation for
those infected or at risk, reduced social contact to slow the
spread of the virus, and simple hygiene such as hand washing
to reduce the risk of infection. While the primary intervention
of isolation may well achieve its goals, it leads to reduced
access to support from family and friends, and degrades

DOI: 10.1089/tmj.2020.0068

normal social support systems and causes loneliness, and is a
risk for worsening anxiety and depressive symptoms.® If left
untreated, these psychological symptoms may have long-term
health effects on patients and require treatment adding to the
cost burden of managing the illness. Clinical and nonclinical
staff are also at risk of psychological distress as they are ex-
pected to work longer hours with a high risk of exposure to the
virus. This may also lead to stress, anxiety, burnout, depres-
sive symptoms, and the need for sick or stress leave, which
would have a negative impact on the capacity of the health
system to provide services during the crisis."°

Treatment protocols for people with COVID-19 should ad-
dress both the physiological and psychological needs of the
patients and health service providers. Providing psychological
treatment and support may reduce the burden of comorbid
mental health conditions and ensure the wellbeing of those
affected. Our challenge is to provide mental health services in
the context of patient isolation, which highlights the role of
telehealth (through videoconference, e-mail, telephone, or
smartphone apps). The provision of mental health support
(especially through telehealth) will likely help patients
maintain psychological well-being and cope with acute and
postacute health requirements more favorably.

Examples of and evidence to support the effectiveness of
telemental health are fairly diverse, especially in the con-
text of depression,'' anxiety,'? and PTSD."? Videoconferenc-
ing,'* online forums,'® smartphone apps,'® text-messaging,'”
and e-mails'” have been shown to be useful communication
methods for the delivery of mental health services.

China is actively providing various telemental health ser-
vices during the outbreak of COVID-19. These services are
from government and academic agencies and include coun-
seling, supervision, training, as well as psychoeducation
through online platforms (e.g., hotline, WeChat, and Tencent
QQ).'®'® Telemental health services have been prioritized for
people at higher risk of exposure to COVID-19, including cli-
nicians on the frontline, patients diagnosed with COVID-19 and
their families, policemen, and security guards. Early reports
also showed how people in isolation actively sought online
support to address mental health needs, which demonstrated
both a population interest and acceptance of this medium.>°

Additional telehealth services have been previously funded
by the Australian Government (Better Access Initiative
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Table 1. Examples of Community Online Mental Health Services Available in Australia

TELEMENTAL
HEALTH SERVICES

Betterhelp https://www.betterhelp.com/

TARGET MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

Depression, stress, anxiety, anger, grief, etc.

TELEHEALTH MODALITIES

Text messaging, chat, telephone,
videoconferencing, etc.

Black Dog Institute
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/

Depression, bipolar disorder, anxiety, suicide and self-harm,
post-traumatic stress disorder, etc.

Websites, mobile apps

Moodgym https://moodgym.com.au/ Depression and anxiety

Online self-help platform

E-couch https:/[ecouch.anu.edu.au/welcome Emotional problems

Online self-help platform

Beyond Blue https://www.beyondblue.org.au/

Anxiety, depression, and suicide

Online forum

Headspace https://headspace.org.au/

Anxiety, depression, eating disorders, trauma, etc.

Online group chat, e-mail, telephone

RUOK https://www.ruok.org.au/ Suicide

Psychoeducation about how to ask each
other about ups and downs

program), to address mental health needs of rural and remote
patients during emergency situations,*' such as long-term
drought and bushfires. In response to COVID-19, the Australian
Government has responded with additional funded services
through the Medicare Benefits Schedule, enabling a greater
range of telehealth services to be delivered, including tele-
health consultations with general practitioners and specialists.
However, the expanded telehealth program is restricted to
special needs groups and the wider population does not have
access to the program. A major benefit of expanding tele-
health, including mental health, with no restrictions would
reduce person-to-person contact between health service
providers and COVID-19 and reduce the risk of exposure of
noninfected but susceptible patients in waiting room areas. To
date, most of the Australian Government’s focus has been on
managing medical needs of people during the epidemic, rather
than providing resources to meet short- and long-term mental
health implications. An expansion of access to telemental
health support services with a focused public education
campaign to promote these services would begin to address
this need (Table 1).2272*

Communication of all health needs is important when pa-
tients are having to be isolated. We support the use of tele-
health as a valuable way of supporting both physical and
psychosocial needs of all patients irrespective of geographical
location. Simple communication methods such as e-mail and
text messaging should be used more extensively to share in-
formation about symptoms of burnout, depression, anxiety,
and PTSD during COVID-19, to offer cognitive and/or relax-
ation skills to deal with minor symptoms, and to encourage
access to online self-help programs. For people with COVID-
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19, telehealth can be used to monitor symptoms and also to
provide support when needed.

While there is growing awareness of mortality rates asso-
ciated with COVID-19, we should also be cognizant of the
impact on mental health—both on a short- and a long-term
basis. Telemental health services are perfectly suited to this
pandemic situation—giving people in remote locations access
to important services without increasing risk of infection.

Disclaimer

Health System Sustainability disclaimer: available at
(https://www.healthsystemsustainability.com.au/resources/
our-publications/acknowledgements-and-disclaimer/).

Disclosure Statement
No competing financial interests exist.

Funding Information

We acknowledge the support of the NHMRC Partnership
Centre for Health Sustainability (Grant ID No.: 9100002 ad-
ministered by the Australian Institute of Health Innovation,
Macquarie University).

REFERENCES

1. Shigemura J, Ursano RJ, Morganstein JC, Kurosawa M, Benedek DM. Public
responses to the novel 2019 coronavirus (2019-nCoV) in Japan: Mental health
consequences and target populations. Psychiatry Clin Neurosci 2020. [Epub
ahead of print]; doi.org/10.1111/pcn.12988.

2. Minter A. Quarantine for coronavirus has serious side effects. 2020. Available
at https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-02-27/coronavirus-

© MARY ANN LIEBERT, INC.


https://www.healthsystemsustainability.com.au/resources/our-publications/acknowledgements-and-disclaimer/
https://www.healthsystemsustainability.com.au/resources/our-publications/acknowledgements-and-disclaimer/
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-02-27/coronavirus-quarantine-raises-mental-health-concerns-for-china
https://www.betterhelp.com/
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/
https://moodgym.com.au/
https://ecouch.anu.edu.au/welcome
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/
https://headspace.org.au/
https://www.ruok.org.au/

Downloaded by 187.208.57.100 from www.liebertpub.com at 03/24/20. For personal use only.

quarantine-raises-mental-health-concerns-for-china (last accessed March 20,
2020).

Smith AC, Thomas E, Snoswell CL, Haydon H, Mehrotra A, Clemensen J and
Caffery L. Telehealth for global emergencies: Implications for coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19). J Telemed Telecare. 2020; in press: doi.org/10.1177/
1357633X20916567.

Collett M. Coronavirus update: more COVID-19 cases confirmed across
Australia as shoppers stock up on toilet paper, groceries. 2020. Available at
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-04/coronavirus-live-updates-toilet-
paper-panic-buying-limits/12023040 (last accessed March 20, 2020).

Worthington B. Coronavirus pandemic fears prompt Government to activate
emergency response and extend travel ban. 2020. Available at https://
www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-27/federal-government-coronavirus-
pandemic-emergency-plan/12005734 (last accessed March 20, 2020).

Australian Government Department of Health. Coronavirus (COVID-19). 2020.
Available at https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
(last accessed March 20, 2020).

National Health Commission of the People's Republic of China, Ministry of Cicil
Affairs of the People's Republic of China. Notice on Strengthening the
Psychological Assistance and Social Work Services in the Response to the New
Coronary Pneumonia Epidemic Disease. 2020. Available at www.nhc.gov.cn/jkjf
$3578/202003/58a40a1597ff4823b04f8407793100d7.shtml (last accessed
March 20, 2020).

Lai L. Fear and panic can do more harm than the coronavirus, says PM Lee Hsien
Loong. 2020. Available at https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/fear-and-
panic-can-do-more-harm-than-the-coronavirus-says-pm-lee-hsien-loong

Smith EM. Ethnic minorities: Life stress, social support, and mental health
issues. Couns Psychol 1985;13:537-579.

. Maunder RG. Was SARS a mental health catastrophe? Gen Hosp Psychiatry

2009;31:316-317.

. Garcia-Lizana F, Munoz-Mayorga |. Telemedicine for depression: A systematic

review. Perspect Psychiatr Care 2010;46:119-126.

. Rees CS, Maclaine EJAP. A systematic review of videoconference-delivered

psychological treatment for anxiety disorders. Aust Psychol 2015;50:259-264.

. Turgoose D, Ashwick R, Murphy D. Systematic review of lessons learned from

delivering tele-therapy to veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder. J
Telemed Telecare 2018;24:575-585.

. Backhaus A, Agha Z, Maglione ML, Repp A, Ross B, Zuest D, et al.

Videoconferencing psychotherapy: A systematic review. Psychol Serv 2012;9:
111-131.

. Kauer SD, Mangan C, Sanci L. Do online mental health services improve help-

seeking for young people? A systematic review. J Med Internet Res 2014;16:
€66.

. Kerst A Zielasek J, Gaebel W. Smartphone applications for depression: A systematic

literature review and a survey of health care professionals' attitudes towards their
use in clinical practice. Eur Arch Psychiatry Clin Neurosci 2019;1-14.

© MARY ANN LIEBERT, INC. e VOL. 26 NO. 4 e APRIL 2020

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

TELEMENTAL HEALTH AND COVID-19

. Torniainen-Holm M, Pankakoski M, Lehto T, Saarelma O, Mustonen P,

Joutsenniemi K, Suvisaari J. The effectiveness of email-based exercises in
promoting psychological wellbeing and healthy lifestyle: a two-year follow-up
study. BMC psychology 2016;4:21.

. Ministry of Education The People's Republic of China. Mental health service

platform provides around-the-clock psychological support during COVID-19
outbreak. 2020. Available at http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/press_releases/
202003/t20200309_429190.html (last accessed March 20, 2020).

. Ministry of Education of the People's Republic of China. In response to the

epidemic, the Psychology Department of Beijing Normal University has opened
a psychological support hotline and online counselling service (in Chinese)
2020 http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfo/moe_1946/fj_2020/202001/
t20200128_416724.html (last accessed March 20, 2020).

Liu S, Yang L, Zhang C, Xiang Y-T, Liu Z, Hu S, et al. Online mental health
services in China during the COVID-19 outbreak. Lancet Psychiatry 2020.

Wilson A, Moretto N, Langbecker D, Snoswell CL. Use of reimbursed Psychology
Videoconference Services in Australia after their introduction: An investigation
using administrative data. Value in health regional issues 2020;21:69-73.

Snoswell C, Mehrotra A, Thomas E, Smith K, Haydon H, Caffery L, Smith AC.
Making the most of telehealth in COVID-19 responses, and beyond. 2020.
Available at: https://croakey.org/making-the-most-of-telehealth-in-covid-19-
responses-and-beyond/ (last accessed March 8. 2020).

Ekeland AG, Bowes A, Flottorp S. Effectiveness of telemedicine: A systematic
review of reviews. Int J Med Inform 2010;79:736-771.

Black Dog Institute. Self-help tools and apps. 2020. Available at https://
www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/getting-help/self-help-tools-apps (last accessed
March 20, 2020).

Address correspondence to:

Xiaoyun Zhou, MMH

Centre for Online Health

The University of Queensland

Building 33, Ground Floor, Princess Alexandra Hospital
Queensland 4102

Australia

E-mail: xiaoyun.zhoul@uqconnect.edu.au

Received: March 10, 2020

Revised: March 17, 2020

Accepted: March 17, 2020

Online Publication Date: March 23, 2020

TELEMEDICINE and e-HEALTH 3



https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-02-27/coronavirus-quarantine-raises-mental-health-concerns-for-china
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-04/coronavirus-live-updates-toilet-paper-panic-buying-limits/12023040
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-04/coronavirus-live-updates-toilet-paper-panic-buying-limits/12023040
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-27/federal-government-coronavirus-pandemic-emergency-plan/12005734
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-27/federal-government-coronavirus-pandemic-emergency-plan/12005734
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-02-27/federal-government-coronavirus-pandemic-emergency-plan/12005734
https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov
http://www.nhc.gov.cn/jkj/s3578/202003/58a40a1597ff4823b04f84b77931b0d7.shtml
http://www.nhc.gov.cn/jkj/s3578/202003/58a40a1597ff4823b04f84b77931b0d7.shtml
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/fear-and-panic-can-do-more-harm-than-the-coronavirus-says-pm-lee-hsien-loong
https://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/fear-and-panic-can-do-more-harm-than-the-coronavirus-says-pm-lee-hsien-loong
http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/press_releases/202003/t20200309_429190.html
http://en.moe.gov.cn/news/press_releases/202003/t20200309_429190.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/moe_1946/fj_2020/202001/t20200128_416724.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb_xwfb/moe_1946/fj_2020/202001/t20200128_416724.html
https://croakey.org/making-the-most-of-telehealth-in-covid-19-responses-and-beyond/
https://croakey.org/making-the-most-of-telehealth-in-covid-19-responses-and-beyond/
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/getting-help/self-help-tools-apps
https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/getting-help/self-help-tools-apps

