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Flattening the Curve in India: 

COVID-19 and the Rise of Mental Health Cases
 

By Zenobia Ravji

The Indian Psychiatric Society (IPS) has seen a rise in mental illness after

the outbreak of COVID-19. According to a recent survey by the IPS, there

has been a 20% rise in mental illness cases in India.  

 

The 21-day nationwide lockdown, which was announced by Prime

Minister Modi to curb the spread of COVID-19, could potentially be a

reason behind the rise in mental health issues. Furthermore, it is apparent

that many people have lost their sense of security in these times of

uncertainty. Thus, they are living in fear. They are afraid of losing their jobs,

their financial security, their loved ones, and their well-being. 

 

Dr. Murali Rao, Chair of the Department of Psychiatry for Loyola Medicine

in Chicago has addressed the rise in mental health issues due to the onset

of COVID-19. “Limiting contact with others, dealing with unknowns about

the impact of the virus, worries about our safety and that of our loved ones,

and information overload can weigh heavy on us.”

 



Rao emphasized the importance of caring for the mental health of

healthcare workers; they are our first responders in this pandemic. He

brought to light that not only do healthcare workers need to be properly

equipped with protective gear to prevent contraction of the virus, they, too,

need protection for their own mental health. “As a healthcare worker, the

constant vigilance to reduce infection risk, remembering and following

new and frequently changing protocols, and tensions between procedures

and patient wishes can become quite challenging.” 

 

Rao also commented on caregivers and the psychological impact of caring

for a loved one. He was reminded of the SARS outbreak. “What is known

from past epidemics is that of the psychological trauma with caring for

infected patients, and the rate of PTSD in such care providers could be as

high as 20% as learned during the SARS outbreak of 2003.”

 

In the midst of this outbreak there are many coping mechanisms we can

implement to help the state of the mind. Dr. Rao shared several stress

management tips to help us feel more productive and enhance the

immune system. One unique tip is a breathing technique he

recommended. 

“Spend five minutes, a few times a day, simply taking deep breaths. Breathe

in for four seconds and out for four seconds. This helps your body cope

with the physical symptoms of stress.”

 

Rao also recommended talking to friends and co-workers throughout the

day. Although we are practicing social distancing, it doesn’t mean we need

to be socially isolated. We can utilize social media technology such as

Skype, FaceTime, WhatsApp, and Zoom to interact with friends, family and

co-workers. This can help us continue to feel connected and elevate our

moods. 



This rise in mental health issues is nothing new for India, which had

already seen an increase in mental health cases prior to COVID-19. In

fact, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), 57 million

people in India suffer from depression, alone. The pandemic just

exasperated the country’s mental health status. Many with limited

resources, who are also socially isolated, are turning to drugs and

alcohol to cope with deteriorating mental health. As the lock-down

persists, Indians continue to suffer from anxiety, panic attacks, and

depression - another pandemic within itself. 

 

For more information on COVID-19 and its effect on mental health,

please access a free copy of Dr. Murali Rao’s e-book, COVID-19: Mental

Health Issues – a Compilation at www.nndcifoundation.org. 
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