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Abstract
The present outbreak of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has swiftly crossed 
borders, and inflicted the global mental health issues. It is also affecting peoples’ 
daily behaviours, economics, prevention strategies and decision-making among 
policymakers, healthcare organisations and medical centres that may unintention-
ally weaken COVID-19 control strategies and lead to increased morbidity, as well 
as mental health care needs globally. Ultimately, this outbreak is leading to further 
health complications worldwide, such as stress, fear of the unknown, anger, anxi-
ety, denial, depression symptoms, and insomnia. Notwithstanding all the resources 
used to counter the spread of the virus, further universal strategies are desirable to 
address the associated mental health problems. The present study uses the qualita-
tive means to investigate the potential impact of COVID-19, the consequences and 
legal aspects, then recommend policy implications, in an attempt to cover any appar-
ent loopholes. It presents a unique analysis of its kind on the policy and legal aspects 
of the ongoing pandemic, as regards mental health. It concludes that there is an 
acute need to prioritising the health care and curative issues, strengthen awareness 
and address the psychological syndromes or similar complications afflicting mem-
bers of the general public during this pandemic.
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1 Introduction

As the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared, there is a public health emer-
gency of global importance concerning the present outbreak of COVID-19 that was 
initially appeared in China (Holshue et al. 2020; WHO 2020a). The internationalised 
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COVID-19 epidemic has now been characterised as a pandemic, with the total con-
firmed cases reaching 42,055,863, on 25 October 2020 (WHO 2020a), which rep-
resents significant and unusual growth. In addition, health professionals, including 
those providing psychosocial services for patients, among others, as well as mem-
bers of the general public, who are not yet directly affected by this pandemic, are 
suffering from mental health issues and similar challenges (Cui et al. 2020). To this 
end, countries across the globe are issuing guideline documents and enforcing newly 
amended laws and regulations concerning strengthening the management of the 
pandemic for the general public, COVID-19 patients and people with severe mental 
disorders, who are considered as most likely to be affected by the virus during this 
outbreak. China is a leading country in taking this approach since the virus initially 
affected Chinese citizens and there was no example or guidelines available to tackle 
this health challenge (State Council PRC 2020). However, later, other countries also 
developed appropriate strategies as these challenges spread globally.

The outbreak of the pandemic has been experienced around the world for more 
than six months. Many of the problems arising can be addressed not only by the 
provision of health care to confirmed cases as well as suspected COVID-19 patients 
but also by providing mental healthcare. In addition, health professionals must offer 
psychiatry and specific public health amenities, preclinical and clinical research, 
prevention and control, revising the existing health policies and, where appropri-
ate, by amending the health laws and governing regulations. This study, therefore, 
seeks to draw attention to the various challenges associated with COVID-19 physi-
cal health provision, not only for patients but also to the general public, including 
treating those who are already showing mental health symptoms. Interestingly and 
perhaps surprisingly, there may be various common mental health issues that occur 
in such environments. Most of the healthcare workers who work in general hospitals 
and isolation units have not always received appropriate training for the adequate 
delivery of mental healthcare (Xiang et al. 2020), and this matter requires address-
ing by the key stakeholders.

The current COVID-19 pandemic would be considered as a ‘crisis’, by most gen-
erally accepted definitions. Although crises can be devastating and often reveal gaps 
and weaknesses in any earlier preparation, they can, equally, also be considered as 
opportunities for adaptation, innovation and rapid learning—a strategy to inhibit 
stress and anxiety, while maintaining positive growing at the same time. Timely 
relevant decisions and measures during a crisis can, therefore, minimise potentially 
serious consequences. The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are sweeping across 
all aspects of society, including health, trade and economy, academia and educa-
tion, several basic rights by the curtailment of fundamental freedoms, inadequate 
preparedness and tardy political decisions, may all worsen the situation (Mcfarlane 
et  al. 2020). There are growing concerns and fears among the public concerning 
the potential to become infected by COVID-19. As a result, there is a greater need 
to address potential mental health problems. During this pandemic, it is necessary 
to strengthen the awareness programmes and address people’s mental health prob-
lems. It is crucial to examine the effects on mental health in different population 
groups (general population groups, COVID-19 cases, close contacts of COVID-19 
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and healthcare professionals), in order to plan effective intervention strategies (Roy 
et al. 2020).

Besides, racial discrimination (Allport 1954), tardy political decisions concern-
ing pertinent healthcare policies, laws and administrative regulations and fear of 
the unknown (Pager and Shepherd 2008) may lead to mental impairment of some, 
which can then weaken the immunity of a person, thus increasing the threat of infec-
tion or in infected, to respond to the attack. The fears arising during a pandemic may 
result in the requirement for treatment as regards personality disorders and social 
psychology-related issues (Sellers and Shelton 2003); Criminology (Unnever et al. 
2017); workplace behaviour (Triana et al. 2015); Politics (Peffley et al. 2017); men-
tal and physical health issues (Carter et al. 2017); and the Law (Wintemute 2017). 
Scientists have studied the history and likely impact of such crisis environments 
from different perspectives. Similarly, online social media and television news also 
disseminate information about managing strategies for psychological self-help; 
however, such psychosocial services, which are evidence-based, are preferable and 
the quality of psychosocial services needs to be assessed (Aarons et al. 2012). This 
study, thus, explores the mental health conditions of the general public, irrespec-
tive of whether they are directly or indirectly (with increased anxiety) affecting, the 
effectiveness of the psychological care accessed, coupled with the needs of the psy-
chological care services.

Mental health consequences have been devastating during the COVID-19 out-
break, which dictates prompt action from the key stakeholders, to devise relevant 
legal policies to complement the health-related action (Kang et al. 2020a). Research-
ers across the world have presented their perspectives concerning COVID-19, i.e. 
Smith et al. 2020; Lai 2020; Blumenstyk 2020; Huang et al. 2020; Rubin and Wes-
sely 2020; Xiang et al. 2020; Shigemura et al. 2020; Kennedy et al. 2020; Cui et al. 
2020; Roy et al. 2020; Wen et al. 2020; Tim R. Winda et al. 2020 and Mcfarlane 
et al. 2020, as well as various institutions, such as the WHO, which have contributed 
in considering a variety of aspects of this virus, together with indications regarding 
state practices and responsibilities; the World Meter Organisation (WMO) provid-
ing updated statistics; the United States (US) Centres for Diseases Control and Pre-
vention; National Health Commission (NHC) of Peoples Republic of China (PRC); 
and Global Investigative Journalism Network (GIJN). All these researches have been 
focused more on highlighting the various impacts, causes, prevention and cure, med-
ical or biological treatments and similar notions. Only a few studies can, however, be 
found which specifically consider the impact of COVID-19 on mental health, as well 
as providing pertinent laws or policy implications, coupled with the potential con-
sequences. For example, there is a study conducted by Ransing et al. (2020), which 
considered the mental health consequences of COVID-19, but it was limited to the 
‘early career Psychiatrists’ only, thus still encouraging further study, to address the 
research gap. This study, therefore, aims to consider the gap, by investigating the 
necessary conditions, consequences, as well as highlighting the mental health issues 
arising from COVID-19, together with potential legal policy implications. For this 
purpose, firstly, the study systematically reviews the literature, to develop a concep-
tual understanding and the relevant factors concerning COVID-19, by considering 
engagement with the organisational, societal, government and individual levels. 
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Secondly, this study uses a conceptual model, to systematically study the potential 
impact of COVID-19 on the mental health of the people and highlights the legal per-
spectives implicated. It presents a unique analysis of its kind concerning the effects 
COVID-19 on mental health, concerning policy and legal aspects. It concludes 
that there is an acute need to, in addition to prioritising health care and cure issues, 
strengthen awareness concerning the relevant laws and regulations, plus, address 
the psychological syndromes or similar complications of the general public during 
this COVID-19 pandemic. While some researches on the general impacts or conse-
quences do exist, there is little available which considers the impact of the ongoing 
pandemic on mental health and furthermore contemplates the legal position. The 
present study is, therefore, designed to fill this gap and also explain how changing 
or amending the laws can save lives, while inappropriate enforcement can have an 
adverse impact on people.

2  Relationship Between COVID‑19 and Mental Health

According to a study by Xiang (Xiang et al. 2012), China has about 173 million peo-
ple with mental syndromes, and the related stigma and neglect of the issue still pre-
vail in society (Li et al. 2018). Similarly, the number of such unfortunate people is 
significant throughout the world. When pandemics, such as the ongoing COVID-19, 
occur, people with mental syndromes are frequently are more vulnerable to infec-
tion, for a number of reasons. Firstly, mental conditions may potentially increase the 
infection risk, including that of pneumonia (Seminog and Goldacre 2013). A report 
released on 9 February 2020, which considers a group of fifty COVID-19 cases who 
had been admitted to a psychiatric clinic in the Chinese city of Wuhan, raised con-
cern about the role of mental conditions in the transmission of coronaviruses (Yao 
et al. 2019). Possible explanations are cognitive impairment, low-risk awareness and 
fewer efforts to protect the affected person, as well as cramped situations in psychi-
atric wards.

Secondly, people with mental disorders or similar complications, having been 
infected with acute respiratory syndromes during the COVID-19, may face more sig-
nificant barriers to access timely health care because currently, those with poor mental 
health are often less able to take self-treatment measures efficiently. In Addition, the 
comorbidities of a mental disorder, in association with COVID-19, will make treating 
the latter more challenging and possibly less effective (Sartorius 2013). Thirdly, the 
pandemic has caused a parallel epidemic of depression, anxiety and fear. COVID-19 
may possibly affect people with mental ailments because they may be more vulnerable 
as a result of their emotional reactions, which may encourage relapses or deterioration 
of the prevailing mental state, due to the higher vulnerability to anxiety and trauma, as 
compared to healthy people.

Finally, the ongoing pandemic has restrained many people from attending outpa-
tient visits, for assessment, treatment or receive prescriptions. Fear of the virus has an 
acute impact, which merits increasing awareness among the general public. To this 
end, engaging psychologists to motivate and guide the public in this regard could prove 
beneficial. In addition to these issues, curtailment of or bans on national travel and 
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quarantine regulations, have also added to the general anxiety. The situation is indicat-
ing that there is a direct relationship between COVID-19 and the mental health condi-
tion of many, including those who have pre-existing mental health issues, as well as 
afflicting many who has no pre-existing mental health issues. It is also pertinent to men-
tion here that pandemics appear not to have the same impact on all population groups 
and treating suspected sufferers by early intervention may help to control the spread of 
infections. During this COVID-19 pandemic, however, only a few voices from that vast 
but vulnerable populace have been heard from those who are suffering from mental 
health issues, despite the importance of the matter.

3  Consequences of COVID‑19 on Mental Health, and the Way 
Forward

3.1  Overwhelming Mental Health Problems

In the emergency now referred to as COVID-19, Wuhan’s health workers were isolated 
from their families, while dealing with the highly transmissible disease, which placed 
them at high risks of contamination but with insufficient protection against infection, 
fatigue, isolation, frustration, work overload, discrimination (too), and patients also suf-
fered from harmful emotional conditions (Kang et al. 2020). The present circumstances 
are causing various mental health issues, including anxiety, stress, anger, social denial, 
insomnia and several other depressive symptoms (Jones et  al. 2017). Such mental 
health challenges not only adversely impact on the understanding, consideration, and 
the decision-making ability of health professionals, which can hamper the fight against 
the ongoing pandemic but can also have a lasting impact on the general well-being of 
the population (Kang et  al. 2020). A recent study by Heather Mowbray (2020) pre-
sented evidence that the prevalence of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in the gen-
eral population ranged from 4 to 41% and the frequency of severe depression increased 
by 7% after the initial stages of incapacity. Some of the contributing factors for increas-
ing the risk of developing the mental health conditions included frequent use or misuse 
of social media, interpersonal conflicts, less resilience, lower socioeconomic status and 
limited social support (Mowbray 2020).

3.2  Extreme Fear, Insecurity, and Uncertainty

Firstly, the emotional responses of the general public are expected to involve 
strong fear and insecurity, and adverse social behaviour is often driven by dis-
torted perceptions and the fear of risk/threat, thus increasing the likelihood of 
uncertainty of the unknown. Secondly, special attention should be paid towards 
vulnerable groups, including (1) sick and infected patients, other colleagues 
with whom they work and families; (2) healthcare professionals, especially doc-
tors and nurses, who work directly with quarantined or sick people; (3) individu-
als together with their associations with the community; (4) people with pre-
existing medical conditions (both mental and physical). Finally, the extent of 
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mental stress to which health care workers and others may be exposed and the 
risk of vulnerable groups in the crisis decision-making process should be taken 
into account (Torales et  al. 2020). Although mental health studies in ongoing 
pandemic patients are rare, some authors point out that it is possible to predict 
the likely physical and mental health consequences for the more vulnerable sec-
tions of the population (Kang et al. 2020).

3.3  Strengthening Immunity—the Best Self‑cure to Fight Against COVID‑19

Patients reported their decreased haematocrit, phosphorus and calcium levels 
after staying in isolation for two weeks, which indicates that social, as well as 
medical isolation during the pandemic, can cause high levels of anxiety and 
stress not only in haemodialysis patients but also in healthy people, by being 
in social isolation or quarantine (Kim et al. 2019). Isolation can be a defensive 
measure in some situations, for example, in terrorist attacks, where past experi-
ence has shown increased mental stress during such events (Fagan et al. 2003). 
Robust mental health and its maintenance should also be regularly assisted and 
encouraged in those with an existing vulnerable mental health status, say six 
months after being released from isolation. Support should include accurate 
information and adequate patient care, including food, clothing, accommodation 
if necessary and any other necessity so required (Lin et al. 2007).

In addition, health professionals, themselves, may show evidence of mental 
strain or incapacity, when or after dealing with traumatic events in the commu-
nity. For instance, during the SARS-CoV epidemic in Singapore in 2003, 27% of 
healthcare professionals reported having numerous psychiatric symptoms (Lee 
et  al. 2018). Similarly, in 2015, medical personnel with MERS-related respon-
sibilities presented symptoms of the post-traumatic syndrome, after the Korean 
outbreak (Celie et al. 2016). All these cases suggest an increased rate of symp-
toms after home quarantine or isolation. Mental health teams should, thus, have 
available appropriate psychiatric measures to deal with an outbreak, as previous 
outbreaks suggest the high-mortality infectious disease is likely.

In conclusion, the increasing evidence of mental health symptoms in public 
may potentially lower their immune systems, due to fear of the unknown, this 
indicating that efforts to stimulate the immune system, by providing suitable 
support for those displaying mental strain, are valuable attributes, in combatting 
such diseases, in addition to medication or therapies.

3.4  The Prevalence of COVID‑19 and the Role of Tele‑health in Reducing 
the Mental Health Burden

The psychological effects of COVID-19 must be recognised together with the physi-
cal symptoms, for all who are affected by this pandemic (Minter 2020; Shigemura 
et  al. 2020). Tele-health, or more precisely, the services concerning tele-men-
tal health seem suited in supporting COVID-19 patients, as well as their family 
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members, and healthcare professionals or providers during the ongoing pandemic 
(Smith et al. 2020).

COVID-19-related psychological symptoms have already been pragmatic at the 
various population levels, including anxiety-related panic buying as well as paranoia 
regarding participation in community events (Collett 2020). Multiple stakeholders 
including teachers, tourists, (daily wages) workers, and students who were denied 
access to their educational facilities, jobs, or homes, are developing psychological or 
mental health symptoms due to reduced autonomy, stress, as well as concerns about 
habitual residency, learnings, food, security, work and income security (Worthing-
ton Worthington 2020). Such evidence is acknowledged by many authorities, includ-
ing the governments of China, Australia and Singapore, which have highlighted the 
mental health-related or psychological side effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Par-
ticular concern has been expressed concerning the likely long-term impact of isola-
tion or home quarantine and that the panic and fear in the community could do more 
harm than the virus itself (GoA 2020; Lai 2020; NHC of PRC 2020).

Evidence and examples to support the efficiency of tele-mental health care strat-
egies are reasonably diverse, particularly in the context of stress and depression 
(García-Lizana and Muñoz-Mayorga 2010), anxiety (Rees and Maclaine 2015) and 
PTSD (Turgoose et al. 2018). To this end, videoconferencing (Rees and Maclaine 
2015), online forums (Kauer et al. 2014), smartphone apps (Kerst et al. 2020), text-
messaging (Kauer et  al. 2014) and e-mails (Torniainen-Holm et  al. 2016) have 
proved to be beneficial communication approaches for the delivery of such psycho-
logical or mental health facilities.

For example, China is enthusiastically offering several tele-mental health and 
psychosocial amenities during the COVID-19 outbreak, which are delivered by 
the top academic intuitions as well as government agencies and include training, 
supervision, advice, and psycho-education through online means of communica-
tion or platforms, such as WeChat, QQ, and Tencent’s hotline (MoE of PRC 2020a, 
b). Similarly, the USA, Brazil, Colombia, Paraguay, Egypt, Iran, Lebanon, Tunisia, 
Italy, Kosovo, Portugal, Spain, India, Indonesia, and Singapore are also, somehow, 
considering the deployment of tele-mental health services, in order to better cope 
with this health issue (Pereira-Sanchez et al. 2020).

3.5  E‑Mental Health Care Implications

The apparent solution to successful pandemic mental health care is to deliver 
‘warm’ distance mental health services through psychotherapy, using the videocon-
ferencing and other Internet interventions. A systematic review of these strategies 
has shown that psychotherapy through videoconferencing shows promising results 
in dealing with anxiety, stress and moods syndromes (Berryhill et al. 2019) and the 
therapist-led Internet interventions are evidently appropriate and useful (Andersson 
2016; Karyotaki et al. 2018). Various obstacles have, however, so far hampered the 
general implementation of such routine care, despite twenty years of such evidence-
based psychosocial amenities (Tuerk et al. 2018; Vis et al. 2018). To this end, one 
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of the most critical obstacles has been that mental health had not been regularly 
integrated into routine care because of a lower rate of acceptability by health care 
workers (Topooco et al. 2017). Similarly, myths about tele-medicine, for instance, 
‘therapeutic association can only be made face-to-face’, have weakened this field, 
although studies show positive outcomes (Berger 2017). The result is that the learn-
ing curves for the introduction of innovative technologies concerning mental health 
by psychologists as well as patients have progressed much slower than were origi-
nally expected. It follows from the aforementioned that the implementation of inno-
vation in the European Union, for example, takes an average of 16 years in the health 
sector (Rogers et al. 2017). There are, however, several exceptions across the globe, 
but progress growth is still significantly slow (Tim R. Winda et al. 2020).

The responses across the world to this emergency are no more than a temporary 
or momentary increase in online works (Blumenstyk 2020). Once the psychiatric 
institutions have developed the skills to care for and cure their patients through vide-
oconferencing and other digital technologies, there are few reasons to forego them, 
given the numerous benefits (Tuerk et  al. 2018; Blumenstyk 2020). Agility, resil-
ience, mobility and flexibility are crucial skills for institutions of the twenty-first 
century, especially when unexpected, disruptive viruses (COVID-19) and similar 
devastating events caused by climate change occur more frequently (Blumenstyk 
2020). The present study recommends that healthcare professionals should immedi-
ately begin introducing mental health applications, both as a method of continuing 
care for currently needy patients and as a way to cope with the impending increase 
in coronavirus mental health complications.

3.6  Effects of Misleading Media Coverage Concerning the Outbreak of COVID‑19 
Pneumonia, in Relation to Mental Health Syndromes

The proliferation of social media and networks in the digital age has changed the 
way much information is provided. Nowadays, media sources are essential to inform 
the public about news in good time. These channels should report the information 
professionally and promptly as regards disasters or public crises since, in the mod-
ern age, social media play an essential part in the public awareness of many con-
cerning these global emergencies (Schultz et al. 2011). An emblematic example is 
the COVID-19 epidemic in the Chinese city of Wuhan (Huang et  al. 2020). The 
disease has spread around the world and has become a pandemic (WHO 2020b). On 
31 January 2020, the WHO announced that the novel coronavirus had become an 
international health emergency of global importance, which is the sixth of its kind 
throughout history (ABC News 2020).

China has named the novel coronavirus as the, ‘Novel Pneumonia Coronavirus’ 
(PCN), which has raised concerns around the world, as evidenced by the growing 
public interest as reported by the international media (State Council PRC 2020). Ini-
tially, some media channels and even state spokespersons reported PCN as being a 
‘Chinese virus’, before China officially established the name of the disease (Xin-
hua News2020). In addition to these, bolder headlines such as, ‘China is the really 
sick man of Asia’ and ‘Chinese children stay at home’, have misled the public and 
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apparently encouraged discrimination against Chinese people, especially those liv-
ing outside of China, thus affecting the well-beings of Chinese individuals through 
misleading media coverage.

In a similar vein, the continuing distorted headlines by some media outlets possi-
bly threatened some individuals and communities, mainly through misconceptions, 
which could also result in mental illnesses that could persist in the current social 
climate (Rodriguez-Seijas et al. 2015). Similarly, in times of public crisis, distorted 
reporting can have different consequences, and it would be better if people would try 
to verify the source of the news, before responding to any purported news.

For example, in a study of a blockade by of a university after a shooting incident 
apparently related to COVID-19 in the USA, subjects who received inconsistent 
information regarding the blockade reported a considerably higher level of serious 
stress (Purgato et al. 2018). The study also reported acute stress suffered by social 
media users. This report highlights the importance of periodically publishing major 
official updates and monitoring social media during a crisis event, in an effort to 
reduce the risk disseminating misleading information and its likely consequences 
(Purgato et al. 2018; Mowbray 2020).

3.7  Collateral Damage to Civil Rights During the Pandemic

In the USA, journalists are required by law to include government information in 
their COVID-19 stories (GIJN 2020). In contrast, the President of the Philippines 
reportedly told the security forces that if someone violates the regulations concern-
ing isolation or home quarantine, they should be ‘shot down’ (The Dawn 2020). In 
Hungary, the Prime Minister can rule indefinitely in any untoward situation. Sim-
ilarly, in Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East, governments have presented 
emergency states to deal with the rapid spread of the COVID-19, by striking some 
of the strictest restrictions on civil rights and liberties (The Dawn 2020).

Since the novel coronavirus has spread around the world affecting around more 
than forty million people (42,990,580) and approximately 1,155,437 deaths, up to 25 
October 2020 (WMO 2020), governments across the globe have passed several laws 
and administrative regulations, to combat the ongoing situation efficiently. The pri-
ority of these measures is the protection of public health and control of the disease 
from spreading further. The US-based International Centre for Non-profit Laws has 
created a database that tracks legislation and its implications for civil liberties and 
human rights. According to this report, 68 countries have made emergency state-
ments so far, while nine have introduced expressions of opinion, 11 have increased 
surveillance, and there are a total of 72 assembly restrictions (The Dawn 2020).

4  Legal Aspects of COVID‑19 Management

The course of a pandemic is as much a function of social structures as protein struc-
tures. Crucially, the law is among the more important of these social structures, 
requiring rapid adaptation to address a pandemic. Thus, there is a need to scrutinise 
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the role of the law in impeding or supporting timely local, national and global 
responses to the transmissibility of severe acute respiratory syndrome COVID-19 
and the lethality of its associated malady (Johnson and Bailey 2020).

This study examines how matters can evolve concerning professional liability 
law. It also briefly examines the likely increase in volunteers involved in addressing 
the impact of a pandemic and the essential aspect of patient confidentiality in the 
case of handling COVID-19 patients by volunteers (BBC 2020); it concludes that 
patient confidentiality may be compromised. The law on care obligation, whether 
those who are specialists to their patients or managers or employers to their employ-
ees, is based on appropriateness. In these situations, what is more reasonable should 
not directly affect the confirmed or suspected patients by violating information pri-
vacy laws, in addition to the existing challenges of the availability of resources, such 
as equipment and relevant staff.

4.1  Patients’ Confidentiality and Legal Obligation

In the current situation of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is crucial to include support 
for professionals, who may have doubts, in some instances, and they should share 
reasonable suspicion or their knowledge concerning a particular patient, who could 
pose the risk of contagion to others. They may be uncertain if a particular procedure 
may be impractical, ineffective or even rejected, however, the common rule is that, it 
is lawful to disclose such details or information to the extent that it appears obliga-
tory, to alleviate or eliminate the expected danger (Finch 2019). Maintaining confi-
dentiality is a professional as well as moral value and responsibility, and its violation 
is punishable under the law, except in such cases where the disclosure of such infor-
mation is provided in good faith, as provided in Article 26 of Vienna Convention 
1980, and has positive intentions for society.

4.2  Extended Powers of Law Enforcement Agencies for Arrests

While opinions are inevitably diverse, the proposal to empower the enforcement 
agencies, including the police or similar agencies to arrest people who are violating 
government rules concerning ‘social distancing’ and ‘quarantine’, may be deemed 
useful in one way. On the other hand, such action may result in some undue stress or 
pressure, where people find themselves unable to attend to their necessities, during 
a crisis. The ‘restrictive action’ by the authorities may appear valid to them, since 
the individuals involved are likely to be infected with the coronavirus, whereas, in 
others’ opinion, such action may seem entirely inappropriate and impractical as they 
view the laws for limiting the spread of the disease differently and possibly unac-
ceptable. An analogy can be made with the powers of the police under the relevant 
sections of the law, including Mental Health Laws, since the activities in question 
can be deemed as having direct or indirect relations with the mental health of the 
suspected people. The practical implication of such laws has an unfortunate his-
tory, and a number of deaths of people with mental illness have occurred during 
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police custody (Finch 2020). While the law enforcement agencies, including the 
police, are trained how to act during in such demonstrations and be aware of the 
potential of some individuals suffering from mental ill-health, arrest and detention 
can be inappropriate, when dealing with those suspected of having mental health 
issues, although it should be acknowledged that, since often, instant decisions must 
be made by the authorities, discerning who may or may not where should them be 
suffering from mental ill-health may not always be easy to determine.

Imposing fines for such violations may seem reasonable but could potentially add 
excessive anxiety and stress to financial burdens, during the days of the uncertainty 
of unemployment and business closure, with no end in sight as regards the pan-
demic. For people with existing mental disorders, there is also the question of, in the 
event of some disruption, where should they be taken, if not to a police station. Gen-
eral psychiatric practitioners and hospitals are unlikely to welcome such individu-
als, not least because hospitals are already often overwhelmed during the pandemic 
and paramedical staff are already overworked, due to the continuously increasing 
number of COVID-19 patients. It would seem that, rather than following regular 
procedures, in the event of a disruption, the police should adopt a more advisory 
and awareness centred approach, during the lockdown periods. Although there can 
be a lack of suitable infrastructure to maintain an accurate record of people moving 
in a given locality, this can only be addressed by the authorities being trained to give 
adequate guidance and awareness, as opposed to more normal procedures. Aware-
ness and empathy can make a positive impact, based on a mutual understanding of 
the need for voluntary compliance. An authoritative action seems reasonable, if car-
ried out to arrest a person suspected of a COVID-19 breach, when also related to the 
committing of crimes or violating the rules (Finch 2020). There are, however, some 
difficulties created by the existing powers, that could potentially hinder the desire to 
achieve their well-being goals.

4.3  Political Obligations and Timely Decision‑Making

The USA, Italy, Japan, Korea, France and Germany, all of whom are struggling with 
the pandemic, with varying levels of success, all offer different mixtures of these 
forms of decision-making. The question arises as to how to strike the right balance. 
It seems clear at this point that, politically accountable leaders in the USA and Italy 
have not been optimal decision-makers, since the pandemic has been acute, at times, 
in these countries. The actions of such decision-makers appear to have had limited 
success, in attempts to curtail liberty to save lives.

It is not unreasonable to hold politicians accountable for miscalculating, but a 
more profound problem lies in the design of the systems that make such decisions 
political in the first place. It is not plausible to expect politicians or politically con-
trolled agencies to necessarily exercise decisive leadership with unappealing meas-
ures such as halting travel, banning public events, and mandating social distancing. 
Politicians and politically accountable agency heads will, quite rationally, anticipate 
that any unpopular pronouncements are likely to be received with distaste. It is pos-
sible to conceive of a scenario, where measures introduced work well in preventing 
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the spread of the virus, but healthy but annoyed citizens may well conclude that they 
were inconvenienced needlessly for a crisis that never apparently materialised. The 
politically astute ploy is to anticipate a crisis, instead of reacting as it unfolds, blam-
ing others abroad for any lives lost; similar things are happening now in the USA 
and elsewhere. Moreover, this scenario would be less likely, if the response to a pan-
demic is taken timeously and expertly.

4.4  Role of WHO COVID‑19 Law Lab

The WHO has taken a significant and much-needed initiative, by establishing a new 
COVID-19 Law Lab, in an effort to provide legal information to the various stake-
holders concerning the potential legal impact of COVID-19 across the world (WHO 
2020c). This Law Lab initiative collects and shares legal documents from around 
190 states around the globe to help these countries in establishing and implement-
ing a solid legal framework, in the fight against the ongoing pandemic. The aim is 
to make sure that laws protect the health and well-being of communities and indi-
viduals and that they comply with international human rights standards. It will also 
include studies of various legal frameworks for COVID-19 (WHO 2020d). These 
analyses can be instrumental in considering the impact of public health laws on 
human rights and in helping states identify best practices to manage their immedi-
ate responses to COVID-19 and post-pandemic socioeconomic recovery efforts. It is 
also developing the work of the United Healthcare Legal Solutions Network, which 
was set up to help countries achieve universal health insurance, through the imple-
mentation of rights-based legal frameworks.

4.5  Role of Judicial and Administrative Institutions

The alternative approach, however, is not authoritarianism. What is needed is a bet-
ter use of our judicial and administrative institutions, along with some careful tun-
ing of the political accountability or insulation mixture. Currently, for example, the 
US Public Health Service (USPHS), of which the Centres for Diseases Control and 
Prevention (CDC) is an integral part, is an executive branch agency accountable to 
the President (CDC of the US 2020). It does not have to be this way, however, as 
the USPHS could be refashioned on the model of independent agencies to deal with 
such pandemic situations since the leaders in these organisations, once appointed, 
could not be removed at the President’s sole behest (O’Reilly 1992). To prevent 
tyrannical overreach by an independent USPHS during a pandemic, the law could 
require public health measures to be approved in advance by a federal court, which 
could review petitions on an emergency basis. It is due to the fact that the US con-
stitution already requires liberty-limiting public health measures and that they must 
satisfy due process considerations of being necessary to protect the public from sig-
nificant risk (Gostin et al. 2016). The legislation should encourage public servants to 
simplify and assist the Food and Drug Administration to think creatively in design-
ing case-by-case approval procedures for vaccines, other biologics and small-mole-
cule drugs for combatting COVID-19 (Lim 2018).



99

1 3

Novel Coronavirus and Emerging Mental Health Issues—A Timely…

4.6  How Changing the Laws Could Save Lives?

It is a risk–risk trade-off, one that makes reasonable and ethically defensible; a 
strategy of expedited clinical research among well-informed and consenting clini-
cal subjects. Scientists and health professionals tend to take the law as a fixed con-
straint on their work, even as they attempt to bend chemistry and biology to their 
will, in the battle against the disease. The pandemic context, however, demands a 
more expansive perspective. People must be alert as to how the law may exacerbate 
or ameliorate the pandemic, and we must consider how changing the law could save 
lives, reflecting on the law’s role in the rapidly increasing problem of COVID-19, 
for building formal pandemic provisions and contingencies into the law. Doing so 
would facilitate the various kinds of high-speed coordinated collective action and 
innovation among the public and private actors, that are needed to more successfully 
grapple with pandemics.

5  Recommendations and Conclusions

Remote care as regards psychiatric services has the advantage that isolated people 
can receive ongoing support, while also protecting health professionals from the risk 
of infection (Moldofsky and Patcai 2011). Appropriate technology is already avail-
able in many countries to provide remote psychosocial services, and it is easier for 
individuals to access such facilities, without violating the protocols of social isola-
tion, as posed by governments. For instance, doctors can contact existing patients 
and perform various wellness or medical checks, to make sure if they fully under-
stand the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic, have adequate resources, suffi-
cient medication and appropriate aids to isolate themselves or otherwise.

Handling and governing protocols for COVID-19 pandemic patients should cope 
with the physiological, as well as mental health care needs, of both the patients 
and healthcare professionals. Psychological support and assistance can potentially 
decrease the burden of comorbid mental syndromes or illnesses and ensure the 
overall well-being of affected people. In addition to the above, some other useful 
techniques should be adopted by the concerned stakeholders, including providing 
alternatives to inpatient care; developing new communication strategies; promoting 
enhanced use of tele-medicine consultation; monitoring intensive care and support 
for those already recognised as being at-risk; organising support for health profes-
sionals; and monitoring the enduring impact on health workers and similar result-
oriented techniques and strategies.

The above discussion informs that, the crisis is both a challenge and as an oppor-
tunity, for innovation and adaptation. There are also some lessons from history, and 
essential measures should be timely taken accordingly. The current focus on the 
global spread of COVID-19 infection might divert public consideration of the men-
tal health consequences of affected pandemic patients, as well as the general pub-
lic. It should be acknowledged that the emerging psychological problems associated 
with this global incident can develop into permanent health and stigma problems. 
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Global health policies should be used to address the mental health variables and 
consider the various psychosocial stress factors (as discussed in Sect. 3), especially 
those related to home quarantine or isolation, anxiety and vulnerability in the gen-
eral population. All these situations merit a uniform global response, focusing on 
the psychological impact on the mental health of affected people and the general 
populace. In addition, data released by the mass media and social networks should 
be appropriately monitored, strictly controlled (if misrepresented) and community-
based psychological support measures encouraged worldwide. Amending or passing 
new laws and regulations to manage these situations could be beneficial, if appropri-
ately implemented.

In conclusion, the results from the above discussion show that, for instance, a 
surprisingly significant number of healthcare workers across the globe who suffer 
from viruses also suffer from mental syndromes. They would instead benefit from 
the increased availability of personalised psychiatric care by psychiatrists and psy-
chotherapists, where diverse mental health groups possibly focus on providing spe-
cialised psychiatric facilities. The review of literature, discussion and analysis made 
in this study indicate that countries should make pertinent laws and regulations and 
use them as legal tools to control and coordinate the ongoing situations; legal trans-
plantation and learning from other state practices should be considered as the best 
practice. These steps are needed for greater awareness and better preparedness for 
future infectious diseases, and despite the current global economic impact of the 
pandemic, it would seem wise to take action now, rather than to wait for another 
crisis. Such action would be seen as a prudent investment in the provision of crucial 
mental health tools in a country’s medical structure for the future care and protec-
tion of medical professionals, who are always at the forefront of dangerous disease 
occurrences.
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