Rise of Substance Use
&
Mental Health Challenges
Amid the COVID-19 Pandemic

THE EFFECT ON MENTAL HEALTH
Those in the health and human services

field don’t need statistics to know that the
current pandemic is having an adverse
effect on mental health. A recent

survey found that 45 percent of Americans
feel the coronavirus outbreak is having a

detrimental affect on their mental health. At
the same time, the number of

suspected drug overdoses has steadily

increased from 18 percent in March to 42
percent in May.

For those already struggling with mental
illness or substance abuse issues, the

pandemic has placed added stress on their
recovery. Social isolation and job loss are
two events that play a significant role in

fostering negative outcomes for this group.
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Front-line workers who experience differing levels of anxiety add to the stress on the
healthcare system. These factors have underscored existing (and unexpected)

barriers when it comes to accessing mental health and substance abuse disorder
services in the United States.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS AND AFFECTED
POPULATIONS
Social Isolation
As the pandemic progressed, most state governments issued stay-at-home orders,
closed schools and non-essential businesses. These restrictions severely limited

social interactions, which placed individuals at risk for unhealthy outcomes due to

social isolation. Studies on the psychological effects of quarantines indicate that they
can lead to negative mental health outcomes. Of particular concern is the risk of
suicide during periods of isolation.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS AND AFFECTED
POPULATIONS (CONT)
Financial Insecurity
The unemployment rate in the United States has hit historic highs with some

industries such as leisure and hospitality being hit especially hard. For context, the
U.S. unemployment rate during the Great Recession rose to 10 percent, which
was associated with higher suicide rates. Job loss and financial insecurity

is associated with depression, anxiety, and increased substance use disorders. Two
groups are particularly vulnerable to mental health disorders as a result -- older
adults and adolescents.
Older Adults
Not only are older adults more vulnerable to the coronavirus, but they are also more
likely to suffer loneliness as a result of limited interaction among friends, family and
caregivers. Approximately 27 percent of adults over the age of 65 live alone, many
of whom are at-risk for depression. In 2018, older adults accounted for one out
of five suicides. The longer the periods of isolation, the more likely the negative

mental health outcomes for older adults. This feeling of loneliness is not new, but it
will be exacerbated by the pandemic.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS AND AFFECTED
POPULATIONS (CONT)
Children and Adolescents
School closures due to the pandemic have affected 30

million students and their families. Many of these students

depended on services only accessible at school, such as meal

programs and health services. Removing students from in-person

interaction with peers poses significant mental health issues. About
12 percent of adolescents between the ages of 12 and 17 have
depression or anxiety disorders.

Suicidal thoughts are not uncommon in this age group, as

evidenced by suicide being the second leading cause of death

among the age group. Among teens, substance use can be an

outgrowth of untreated mental health disorders, which can lead to
substance abuse problems as adults. As levels of anxiety and

depression increase, mental health professionals should anticipate
an increased demand for their services.
Healthcare Workers
Not only do healthcare workers treat overwhelming numbers of

COVID-19 patients, but in some areas, they struggle to gain access
to life-saving supplies. Many of these workers may suffer burnout,
which increases negative health outcomes. Physicians are more

likely to experience burnout, suffer mental health issues and turn to
substance use. Within the healthcare industry, some workers face

financial insecurity as hospitals and other healthcare facilities make
adjustments to address the economic impact of COVID-19. Adding
financial insecurity to the stress of being a front-line work only

increases the likelihood of negative outcomes. Agencies should

make themselves available to assist healthcare workers with their
mental health and to reduce the number of negative outcomes.

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS AND AFFECTED
POPULATIONS (CONT)
Other At-Risk Populations

According to the CDC, people with chronic illnesses such as lung disease, heart

conditions or diabetes are at higher risk of contracting the virus, resulting in adverse

outcomes. Yet, many of these individuals fear they might lose their jobs if they do not
return to work. As a result, this at-risk population may continue to work despite the
potential health risks. The financial insecurity adds to their mental and physical

stress. About 50 percent of people with fair to poor health feel the pandemic has

negatively impacted their mental health as compared to 44 percent who are in good
health. The at-risk population needs additional support to ensure more positive
outcomes.

"People are grieving. This has never, never happened before in our lifetimes. . .
We cannot underestimate the power of [COVID-19]
changes on our collective mental health."

Peggy Huppert, Executive Director of Iowa National Alliance on Mental Illness

Not only will COVID-19 change our collective mental health, but it will also alter how
services will be provided.

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON PATIENT ACCESS TO
HEALTHCARE
Like everyone else, health and human services agencies are

implementing safety measures based on the best data available.
They are also adjusting to regulatory changes as a result of the

pandemic, such as covering telehealth appointments or allowing
home delivery of methadone. The American Society of Addiction

Medicine and the American Psychiatric Association have guidelines on
how to provide services during the pandemic. In addition to the

standard safety measures such as social distancing, mask-wearing
and hand washing, the organizations recommend the following:
Transition to Telehealth

Since the government has changed its policy on covering Telehealth
appointments, transition as many patient appointments as possible
to telemedicine.

Update procedures for take-home dosages

Regulatory changes require changes in the accountability of drugs
delivered to a patient’s home.

Update procedures for dosage changes and drug testing

Regulatory changes affecting dosage changes and monitoring drug
tests need to be documented.

Track patients' hospitalizations to limit their exposure

Keep accurate records on hospitalizations to ensure minimal
exposure to COVID-19.

Revise billing procedures

Modify your billing process to bill Medicaid and Medicare for
telehealth appointments.

Although these are only a few of the recommendations, they highlight
how important it is for organizations to create an agile environment
for doing business. No one can predict how long the pandemic will
last nor how far into the future is a vaccine. Providers of health

services do not want to be overwhelmed with back-office concerns at
the same time as their patient loads increase. Now is the time to look
at an electronic health record(EHR)solution that can adjust to meet
the uncertain future.

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON PATIENT ACCESS TO
HEALTHCARE (CONT)
Payments
If unemployment continues, people could lose their job-based coverage. Some may

be able to access health care through Medicaid, COBRA or ACA Marketplace. Others
will become uninsured and face paying full price for services. Even those with

coverage may have difficulty finding in-network providers. These obstacles add to
the stress of collecting payments. Agencies should consider a complete billing

solution that can generate and deliver electronic invoices much faster than a manual
process. Finding a solution that can support credit card processing provides another
avenue for faster payment, which increases cash flow. With everyone struggling in
today's economy, cash flow becomes crucial to maintaining a viable business.
Electronic Health Records
Although an EHR may not be mandated, not all EHR solutions are the same. Solutions

with a set number of options may not be able to address the changing requirements

of a post-COVID-19 world. For example, how easy can a new form be created to track
the at-home delivery of methadone? With the stringent monitoring of drug

distribution, it is essential that a chain of custody be established, which may involve

non-employees such as military personnel or police. What about tracking a patient's
in-hospital stay? Existing forms may not have space to include documentation
related to COVID-19 precautions such as the patient's ward or bed location.

Recreating forms on top of managing more patients can quickly overwhelm an
office.

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON PATIENT ACCESS
TO HEALTHCARE (CONT)
Telehealth
In the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES

Act), a $425 million is included for Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services that will expand coverage for Telehealth and
remote care. However, the use of these funds comes with

stipulations and documentation. Being able to adjust internal

processes to provide the required documentation means faster
reimbursement, especially if it can be submitted electronically.
What about patient notes and appointment scheduling?

Integrating patient information into a billing and payment system
can streamline the process for delivering services and receiving
payment—the more fluid the process, the better the service.

Providers don't need to worry about the "details" of running a
business. Instead, they can focus on the quality of care.
Learn More about TenEleven
For more information on how our EHR solution can help you

navigate in these uncertain times, schedule a demo of our software.

