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aim at enbancing the mental bealthcare of older adults in the Arab countries of
the MENA region, particularly during this pandemic. (Am ] Geriatr Psychiatry

2020; 28:1058—1069)

INTRODUCTION

OVID-19 constitutes a new major global health

challenge. The socioeconomic and health care
impacts of this pandemic are unprecedented, with
worldwide economic loss, travel restrictions, closure
of business activities, social distancing, isolation and
quarantine, fear of shortage of basic needs, and rapid
spread of mental health problems.' ” The unpredict-
able nature of COVID-19 and its associated individ-
ual, societal, and global repercussions not only
threaten one’s physical health but also affects their
mental health. Data from a cross-sectional study in
China revealed that more than half of the surveyed
participants experienced moderate-to-severe psycho-
logical distress secondary to the outbreak.” The dis-
tress stems from the constant fear of contracting the
virus, contracting it, losing loved ones to the illness,
and being socially isolated or quarantined. These fac-
tors can precipitate mental illness in those with no
previous psychiatric history or exacerbate symptoms
in those with a pre-existing mental illness.”

One of the core features of COVID-19 is its predi-
lection for infecting older adults and those with
chronic underlying health conditions, resulting in
higher mortality.” Given that older adults generally
suffer a greater number and higher severity of chronic
diseases as compared to the younger population,” one
can expect that the COVID-19 outbreak will dispro-
portionately affect the geriatric population.

In this respect, the subspecialty of geriatric psychi-
atry is uncharted territory. Scarce literature exists
about the psychiatry of old age during pandemics.
During the severe acute respiratory distress syn-
drome (SARS) outbreak, which occurred between
2002 and 2004, a mental health toll particularly
affected the geriatric population. A case study con-
ducted in Hong Kong in 2003 attributed 22 suicide
events to be “SARS-related,” with the mean age of
attempters being 74.9 years. Disease burden among
the elderly with long-term illness contributed as a sig-
nificant factor for suicide.” Another cross-sectional
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study, also conducted in Hong Kong, showed an
increase in suicide rates in older adults during the
year of the outbreak; this was particularly significant
in females above the age of 65 years.” A lingering
elevation in rates of elderly suicide was observed
until 2004."

It is essential to recognize how the impact of the
COVID-19 outbreak on mental health varies around the
world, particularly in low- and middle-income coun-
tries.'’ In the Arab countries of the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region, the percentage of the pop-
ulation over the age of 65 is estimated at 5.1% (of a total
population of 449 million)."* By 2050, the proportion of
older adults is predicted to increase to 19%."" Health
care systems in the region have so far ignored the needs
of older adults and tend to heavily rely on family or
community-based social support."* Few programs in
the Arab countries of the MENA region, governmental,
community-based, or initiated by private sectors, have
tried to meet the needs and overcome the challenges of
the geriatric population.'*"”

Geriatric mental health, on the other hand, is fre-
quently overlooked.'® This stems from a lack of
awareness about the symptoms of mental illness in
the elderly and a dismissive belief that affected men-
tal health is a normal part of the aging process.'”
Even though psychiatry of the old age constitutes one
of the priority areas for health interventions in the
Arab countries of the MENA region,'” little is known
about the state of geriatric mental health during the
COVID-19 outbreak in this part of the world.

Therefore, throughout this evolving situation,
and as a group of Arab early-career psychiatrists,
we provide a state-of-the-art review of the status
of geriatric psychiatry in the Arab region during
the COVID-19 outbreak. Close to the frontlines of
this pandemic and being aware of the needs of this
vulnerable population, we describe the status of
older adults in this part of the world. We then
shed light on the general and targeted mental
health interventions implemented during the
COVID-19 outbreak. Finally, we derive targeted
interventions for implementation in the Arab coun-
tries of the MENA region.
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METHODS

We invited thirteen early-career psychiatrists from
the Arab countries of the MENA region to share infor-
mation related to geriatric psychiatry and COVID-19
in their respective nations. We elected for early-career
rather than mid-career or late-career psychiatrists to
provide a new perspective about the situation of geri-
atric psychiatry in this part of the world and to add
emphasis on the importance of early-careers, the
torchbearer of future psychiatry.'® Each member of
the team provided information about the mental
health measures taken in their country during the
COVID-19 outbreak, with a particular focus on inter-
ventions directed towards the geriatric population.
This was done using a semi-structured guide, pre-
sented in Supplementary Table 1. All members of the
team carried out their search using the governmental
ministry of health websites of their respective nations,
along with local or international electronic newspa-
pers and magazines discussing the topic of geriatric
psychiatry during the COVID-19 outbreak.

To complement this search, we also checked differ-
ent search engines (PubMed, Medline, and Scopus),
from inception until April 5, 2020, for references about
the status of the COVID-19 outbreak and geriatric psy-
chiatry in the MENA region. Terms used in the search
included “COVID-19,” “coronavirus,” “SARS-COV-
2,” “geriatrics,” “elderly,” “aging,” “mental health,”
“psychological distress,” “coping style,” “social sup-
port,” and “psychiatric disorders.” We reviewed rele-
vant references for the articles of interest and only
included those published in English.

Discussion between the authors of the manuscript
occurred via email. Ethical permission was not sought
as there was no direct involvement of human partici-
pants and data used were already available in the
public domain.

v

RESULTS

Status of Geriatric Mental Health in the Arab
Countries of the MENA Region

Few studies assessed the mental health status of the
geriatric population in the Arab countries of the
MENA region. These studies are mainly clustered in
Egypt, Lebanon, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), and
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the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and mostly tackle
old age depression. Overall, research in this part of the
world indicates a high prevalence of depression
among the geriatric population, with prevalence num-
bers varying between 10% and 46%."” *° Depressive
symptoms are also common within sub-populations of
older adults, reaching a prevalence of 46% in those
with Parkinson’s disease”” and 57% to 86% in demen-
tia of Alzheimer’s type and vascular dementia, respec-
tively.”” Most studies identified living alone,” >’
living in a nursing home, ™" illiteracy,”*”*" and
having chronic diseases'”*** to be associated with
geriatric depression.

This comes on top of a general lack of services
directed towards geriatric mental health in the Arab
region. Looking at the status of different countries, one
can cluster them into three main categories. Some
nations have limited exposure to geriatric psychiatry,
such as Algeria, Libya, Sudan, and Syria. For instance,
Sudan has no geriatricians or geriatric mental health
clinics; most of the limited psychiatric services are
restricted to the capital and major cities. Similarly, in
Syria, geriatric medicine remains a foreign discipline
taught along with the endocrinology and nutritional
disorders module of medical schools. Other nations
have some resources for geriatric medicine, but mini-
mally available expertise. These include Jordan, Leba-
non, Morocco, Oman, KSA, and Tunisia. Jordan has less
than ten geriatricians whereas Lebanon encompasses
about twenty specialists, of whom two are geriatric psy-
chiatrists. In addition, the Alzheimer’s Association Leb-
anon constitutes one of the oldest and most active
Alzheimer’s associations in the region. In Morocco, geri-
atrics became a field of study for medical school gradu-
ates a few years ago and geriatric psychiatry is
currently part of the curriculum of trainees. Oman is
starting to witness a rise in the field, with newly estab-
lished geriatric psychiatry clinics in two tertiary hospi-
tals, run by five geriatric psychiatrists. The Oman Al
Zahimer Association for dementia has also been provid-
ing support for patients with dementia and their care-
givers throughout the country. In comparison, while
there are no clinics dedicated to psychogeriatrics in
Tunisia, except for some specialized units in dementia,
a university diploma and a research unit exist at the fac-
ulty of medicine of Monastir in the center of the country.
Geriatric psychiatry services also remain limited in the
UAE. Lastly, very few nations have developed exten-
sive resources and services allocated to geriatric
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TABLE 2. Table Summarizing the Characteristics of the General Mental Health Services Generated During COVID-19 in Each of the Represented Arab Countries of the

MENA Region

Date of the First
Documented Case
of COVID-19

Communications
About COVID-19

Country and Mental Health

Innovative Methods
Adopted for the Dissemination of
Information About COVID-19
and Mental Health

Implementation of
Telepsychiatry for
Mental Health Support

Taskforce for
Mental Health During
COVID-19

Algeria February 25, 2020 Yes

Egypt February 14, 2020 Yes

Jordan March 2, 2020 Yes

Lebanon February 21, 2020 Yes

Libya March 24, 2020 No

Morocco March 2, 2020 Yes

Establishing a call center by mental health professionals for the

general public and healthcare workers exposed to COVID-19.

Organizing live-streamed videos that promote mental well-being

via social media outlets (organized by psychiatrists and health
magazines).

Establishing a hotline for mental health consultations by the
General Secretariat of the Mental Health and Addiction
Treatment.

Organizing awareness campaigns about mental health during
pandemics (by governmental and non-governmental
organizations).

Delivering online webinars targeting the mental health
specialists and the physicians working at quarantine sites.
Disseminating educational material about mental health during
COVID-19 (pamphlets, videos, etc.) targeting both healthcare
workers and the general public via social media outlets (by the
Jordanian Medical Association and several non-governmental
organizations).

Providing weekly sessions for psychological support targeting
the nursing staff at the primary hospital treating COVID-19 (by
the Ministry of Health).

Arranging video calls and phone calls to support and evaluate

the mental health of patients with COVID-19 (by the Ministry of

Health).

Disseminating pamphlets about mental health targeting the
general public, healthcare workers, parents, and children via
social media outlets. These tackle the general mental health,
anxiety, and burnout during COVID-19 (by the Ministry of
Health, the Lebanese Psychiatric Society, and multiple non-
governmental organizations).

Delivering online webinars targeting mental health during the
pandemic.

Delivering mental health services via emergency hotlines. This
is, however, limited to a few institutions.

Disseminating pamphlets about mental health, targeting the

general public via social media outlets. These tackle the general

mental health, anxiety, as well as distress from isolation and
quarantine during COVID-19.

Delivering online webinars targeting mental health during the
pandemic (under the supervision of the Ministry of Health).

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

(continued on next page)
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TABLE 2. (continued)

Date of the First
Documented Case
Country of COVID-19

Communications
About COVID-19
and Mental Health

Innovative Methods
Adopted for the Dissemination of Implementation of
Information About COVID-19 Telepsychiatry for
and Mental Health Mental Health Support

Taskforce for
Mental Health During
COVID-19

Oman February 24, 2020

Qatar February 27, 2020

KSA March 2, 2020

Sudan March 13, 2020

Syria March 23, 2020

Tunisia March 2, 2020

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Organizing live-streamed videos that promote mental well-being

via social media outlets (held by private practice psychiatrists

and psychologists).

Establishing an anonymous hotline for the psychological support

of healthcare workers in university hospitals.

Establishing a hotline that provides information about the virus

and its clinical manifestations.

Disseminating educational material (pamphlets and awareness Yes
cards) targeting the general public of all age groups via social

media outlets. These tackle anxiety, depression, obsessive-

compulsive disorder, sleep disturbances, and burnout during

COVID-19.

Sharing videos that provide general information about COVID-

19, self-protection strategies, and mental well-being strategies

(by doctors, nurses, and psychologists).

Disseminating educational material via social media outlets. Yes
Sharing information about COVID-19 via mass text messages.

Disseminating educational material targeting the general public Yes
via social media outlets, TV advertisements, and radio. These

provide general information and statistics about COVID-19 as

well as self-protection strategies.

Disseminating educational material that raises awareness and Yes
educates the general public about mental health during COVID-

19 via social media outlets, TV, and radio (by mental health

professionals).

Providing mental health services, under the supervision of the

Ministry of Health, by a group of organizations working in the

field of mental health.

Disseminating educational material via social media outlets. No
These tackle the general mental health during the COVID-19

pandemic, the effects of spreading rumors on the psychological

wellbeing, the relation between stress and outbreaks, and tips

on mental well-being during quarantine (by the “Syrian

Researchers” group and a private practice consultant in

psychiatry).

Disseminating educational material (pamphlets and awareness Yes
videos) via social media outlets (by early-career psychiatrists and

the Ministry of Health).

Sharing information about COVID-19 via mass text messages.

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

(continued on next page)
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population. Otherwise, almost all nations did not
develop a taskforce targeting geriatric mental health
during the COVID-19 outbreak. Table 3 summarizes
the geriatric non-mental and mental health services
generated during the pandemic in each of the thirteen
represented Arab countries.”>*¢70777

Taskforce for
Mental Health During
COVID-19
Yes

b~

25 é

Y DISCUSSION

S35,

g ‘é EE In this part of the world, geriatrics and geriatric

3 %E psychiatry remain a novel and, at times, an exotic
3 : . . .

E‘E g tield with minimal exposure or resources. It is a rela-
= tively new domain for graduates from medical

schools in the Arab region. It lacks the glamour of
other specialties, and its limited training opportuni-
ties make it unappealing.

The needs of this vulnerable population should be
taken into consideration, particularly during the
COVID-19 situation. In the Arab countries of the
MENA region, changing family dynamics secondary
to labor opportunities have caused a shift in family
structures, with grandparents more commonly taking
care of grandchildren, while parents work abroad.
Should grandparents become infected or succumb to
the illness, the implications on their extended families
will be profound."’ Second, self-isolation during the
COVID-19 outbreak can severely affect older adults,
whose only social contact is out-of-the home, such as
at community centers and places of worship. Also,
increasing numbers of the elderly in the low- and mid-
dle-income countries are being cared for in nursing
homes, which often are unregulated and have limited
services.”” Those who attend nursing homes and lost

Innovative Methods
Adopted for the Dissemination of
Information About COVID-19
and Mental Health
hands with a Psycho-social rehabilitation center based in India to

available 24/7 (UAE’s VPS Healthcare Organization has joined
make this possible).

These tackle the anxiety and panic reactions that are expected

to arise during the COVID-19 pandemic.
* Delivering online webinars targeting mental health during the

about mental health in person and via social media outlets.
support by a dedicated team of psychologists. These are

pandemic, sponsored by the Abu Dhabi Health Services

Company.
» Arranging video conference calls to provide mental health

» Disseminating educational material (pamphlets and brochures)

9 oS
g 2% face-to-face contact with their family members, those
§ = " who do not have spouses, family, or friends, and those
E § ‘g > who rely on the support of voluntary services or social
E E E care, are all equally affected.”” Since many healthcare
S=<§ systems of the MENA region face severe limitations
and are unlikely able to provide the needed care for all
g § ol S COVID-19 patients, a disproportionate number of
ke 218 those are expected to be older. Further marginalization
S f g g = of the geriatric population would ensue.'"' Subse-
E ; RS | quently, self-isolation among the elderly would
K 8 g °l= become associated with considerable morbidity and
< mortality secondary to cardiovascular and neurocogni-
;}i gl tive complications®” and mental health problems.**”’
E 512 During the COVID-19 outbreak, five organizations in
H S China, including the Chinese Society of Geriatric

1064 Am J Geriatr Psychiatry 28:10, October 2020



TABLE 3. Table Summarizing the Characteristics of the Geriatric Non-Mental and Mental Health Services Generated During COVID-19 in Each of the Represented Arab
Countries of the MENA Region

Taskforce for
Geriatric Mental Health

Psychiatric
Interventions for Elderly

Non-Psychiatric
Interventions for Elderly

020Z 240150 ‘01:87 ANEIYDAS NeL2o [ wy

$901

Country Support During COVID-19 Support During COVID-19 During COVID-19
Algeria ¢ Educational material via social media outlets None No
Egypt ¢ Educational material via social media outlets ¢ Educational videos about the mental health of vulnerable populations, Yes
¢ Online consultations by the Geriatric Department at Ain Shams including the geriatric population provided by the general secretariat of
university that encourage the elderly to stay home the mental health and addiction treatment
« Special hours for shopping in supermarkets assigned for elderly
Jordan « Home delivery of medications for chronic illnesses by the Jordan « Home delivery of medications for the elderly with psychiatric disorders No
Medical Association by the Jordan Medical Association initiative
« Securing the daily needs of the elderly during lockdown (via
youth organizations)
Lebanon o Educational material via social media outlets ¢ Provision of weekly online support groups and webinars by the No
« Dedicating specific hours of the day for the geriatric population Alzh_ei.mcr’s Association Lebanon for caregivers of patients wit.h dc’mentia
at supermarkets, pharmacies, and commercial shops * Provision of a hotline handled_ by a geriatric nurse at the Alz_hamer s
) Associated Lebanon for caregivers of patients with dementia
Libya None None No
Morocco o Educational material via social media outlets None No
o Securing the daily needs of the elderly during lockdown (via
individual and neighborhood actions)
Oman « Educational material via social media outlets « Home delivery of medications for the elderly with psychiatric disorders No
« Home delivery of medications for chronic illnesses (by o Video calls for psychological assessment and possible intervention by
community nurses and volunteers) private psychiatry clinics
¢ Securing the daily needs of the elderly during lockdown (via e Video calls for the psychological support of the general public,
youth organizations) including the geriatric population, by the Oman Psychiatrist Association
« Encouragement of the elderly to stay home by primary health
care centers
Qatar * Special exemptions for the geriatric population from going to « Dedicating hotline numbers, staffed by mental health professionals, to Yes
work address mental health concerns of the public (including the geriatric
« Dedicating lines for the geriatric population at supermarkets, population) during the COVID-19 pandemic. The phone lines are
pharmacies, and commercial shops staffed seven days a week from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. and provided by the
¢ Assigning stipends for grocery shopping for the geriatric Mental Health Service
population
KSA o Educational material via social media outlets e Telepsychiatry consultation and support clinics for the elderly at No
« Home delivery of medications and visiting patients at home (via hospitals
community service teams) o Education, support, and consultations for the geriatric population by
the National Center for Mental Health Promotion (via a hotline number
and social media outlets)
Sudan ¢ Educational material via social media outlets None No
Syria ¢ Educational material via social media outlets None No
Tunisia « Providing financial aid for the elderly, especially to those in need None No
« Securing the daily needs of the elderly during lockdown (via
some associations)
« Facilitating banking and postal operations (via phone application
or website)
UAE ¢ Educational material via social media outlets None No
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TABLE 4. Comprehensive Short- and Long- Term List of Recommendations to Improve the Status of Geriatric Mental Health in the
Arab Countries of the MENA Region, Particularly During the COVID-19 Outbreak

Short-Term Recommendations

Raising awareness

- About the importance of mental health in the geriatric population, counteracting the erroneous perception that

mental illness is an expected outcome of aging.
- About the available mental health services provided to the geriatric population.
- Against stigmatizing media coverage that marginalizes the geriatric population as the “sacrifice age group” during

the COVID-19 outbreak.

- About the importance of social distancing between family members and older adults, yet maintaining contact via

other tools (phone calls, internet, etc.).
- Via training mental health teams and primary care clinicians in providing essential mental health care for older

Providing and improving
mental health services adults.

- Via teaching targeted psychological first aid to nonspecialized clinicians.
- Via offering individual and group counseling to older adults in need.
- Via catering for specific days dedicated to older adult visits and follow-ups at geriatric clinics in the health care

centers and hospitals.

- Via using telepsychiatry to assess and treat geriatric mental health problems during isolation. At homes or nurs-
ing sites where telepsychiatry is not affordable, service teams could provide support and behavioral manage-

ment through telephone hotlines.

- Via creating mobile crisis teams and liaison services to reach out to those in rural areas.

Implementing measures

- Adequate documentation and appropriate use of mental health assessment tools to allow better assessment of

symptoms, treatment interventions, and their efficacy.

- Collaborative care between health care providers (geriatricians, geriatric psychiatrists, neurologists, primary
health care physicians, psychologists, nutritionists, and social workers), patients, families, caregivers, and nurs-
ing home administrators to provide the best outcomes for the geriatric population.

- Close follow-up on the status of governmental and non-governmental nursing homes to maintain an adequate

quality of care and hygienic measures.

Long-Term Recommendations

- Creating or expanding geriatric medicine training positions.

- Establishing appropriate and adequate exposure to the geriatric population as part of a mandatory rotation in all psychiatry training programs.
- Providing training for clinicians in primary care in the mental health of older adults.

- Recruiting more specialists in the field, including geriatricians and geriatric psychiatrists.

- Establishing daycare facilities and nursing homes for older adults with mental health problems.

- Allocating part of the governmental and non-governmental funds towards the needs of the geriatric population.

- Decentralizing resources away from large cities and capitals to ensure service availability for all people.

- Developing a national policy that protects the geriatric population’s general health and mental health.

Psychiatry, promptly released expert recommendations
on how to provide mental health support for the geriat-
ric population.”® Similarly, the international dementia
experts and Alzheimer’s Disease International called for
urgent support for people living with dementia and
their supporters.”’ Besides, the role played by older
adults in developing and maintaining strategies for
disaster preparedness, response, and recovery has pre-
viously shown to be efficacious.”” In the Arab countries
of the MENA region, guidance around this issue
remains, however, unaddressed. An age perspective
should be included in the development of any national
or regional planning for COVID-19, with recommenda-
tions targeting the needs of older adults. As an attempt
to invite healthcare workers, policymakers, and stake-
holders to look further into the needs of this population,
we provide a comprehensive list of recommendations
(Table 4) that aim to enhance the general status of geri-
atric mental health in the Arab region, and particularly
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during the COVID-19 outbreak. In the short-term, the
focus should be on raising awareness about the impor-
tance of mental health in the geriatric population and
providing appropriate resources for the elderly
(whether by giving focused training to primary and
mental health physicians or via employing innovative
tools such as telepsychiatry and hotlines). Treatment
measures should follow a multidisciplinary approach
within a collaborative care model. Long-term recom-
mendations should target improving geriatric medical
training and allocating funds for the specific needs of
older adults.

CONCLUSION

In earlier epidemics, such as SARS, the impact on
the mental health of the geriatric population was
found to be detrimental. During the COVID-19
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outbreak, vulnerable populations, particularly older
adults, remain at high risk for the development and
exacerbation of mental health problems. This is of
high concern in the Arab countries of the MENA
region, where insufficient attention has been so far
paid to the geriatric population. Mental health profes-
sionals, medical practitioners, stakeholders, health
policymakers, and governmental and non-govern-
mental organizations should collaborate to develop
an effective task force that strengthens the geriatric
mental health response to the COVID-19 pandemic at
both national and regional levels.
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