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COVID-19 Au Yeung, Wing Yin Renee
Senior resident trainee

Old age psychiat
Castle Igeaﬁ I%ospitlza}i

‘Doctor, I haven’t been able to pay my rent for 4 months already and my
landlord forced me out of my flat yesterday. I don’t have a job, have no place
to stay, and coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) only made matters worse.
What am [ to do?’

Miss C was an out-patient that was referred to ESPP clinic in early 2020
for depressed mood, related to unemployment and financial difficulties for
more than 6 months. As an elderly single lady who had no family to depend
on, she was only able to rely on her own resources to support herself all these
years. With the social unrest in the latter half of 2019, finding a long-lasting
job was already difficult, but with the outbreak of COVID-19, this was almost
impossible. Not only were there fewer job vacancies due to worsened
economy, many institutions and services were suspended to stem the spread of
COVID-19 in Hong Kong initially. Miss C’s application process for social
welfare, including housing and vocational training matters, were also halted as
a result. It was indeed a very dire situation for Miss C, and this predicament
was not only limited to her alone.

COVID-19 outbreak had changed the world, in more ways than one.
From government policies, business economies, healthcare system to how we
plan our travels, go about our daily routines and how we interact with each
other, all aspects of our life had taken a drastic turn, most of them not for the
better. In these trying times, apart from the immediate fear of contracting
COVID-19, people also have to worry about the longer lasting consequences
of COVID-19, such as worsening economy, losing jobs, stigma related to
COVID-19 and social distancing effects on interpersonal relationship. The
abrupt change, the element of uncertainty and pessimism in the community, as
well as social isolation has caused much stress in many people, which in turn
easily led to anxiety and depression. According to a study conducted by the
Hong Kong University, Depression and Anxiety in Hong Kong during COVID
-19 [1], on people aged 18 or above, up to 25% of respondents reported
deteriorated mental health, 19% had depression while 14% had anxiety.
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For our elderly patients, the impact of COVID-19 is even more profound.
Social distancing for elderlies meant being unable to attend the elderly
community center, unable to participate in religious activities, reduced social
gatherings with family and friends, suspended family visits to elderly homes,
limited visits by volunteers and healthcare workers, and generally less outdoor
or exercise time. As we all know, social isolation increases the risk of
physical, cognitive, and mental health problems of elderlies. As such, it is
imperative for their family and healthcare workers to be more alert to the
elderlies’ needs in these grim times, to try and find ways to circumvent the
limitations and strive to provide continued support and care to them, without
compromising efforts to prevent COVID-19.

Fortunately, over the past few months, people were finding more and
more alternatives to help overcome the situation, many of which were helped
by technology. Visits were replaced by phone calls or video calls. Gatherings
were being made ‘online’. If possible, elderlies were encouraged to stay active
at home with regular home exercises. These methods by no means help solve
all the problems caused by social isolation, but they were a start.

To many elderlies, being shown that they were not alone and were being
cared for by people surrounding them were already a blessing. In Miss C’s
case, she was fortunately arranged financial support and emergency temporary
placement with the medical social worker’s help soon after that consultation.
Her mood improved gradually over weeks with continued support, which was
a good sign. Amidst the depressing situation caused by COVID-19, good
things happen as well as the bad—another elderly out-patient once
commented that she felt more connected to her family since the COVID-19
outbreak, as they contacted her more frequently to talk to her, showing their
concern about her wellbeing, which she was very grateful, for they made her
felt loved again.

Reference:
[1] - Choi EPH, Hui BPH, Wan EYF. Depression and Anxiety in Hong Kong during COVID-19. Int J Environ Res Public
Health. 2020;17(10):3740.
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