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Instructions:  

The Operating Grant: Knowledge Synthesis: COVID-19 in Mental Health and Substance Use was designed to enable the 
development of rapid and timely knowledge syntheses and related knowledge mobilization plans to address evidence 
gaps and build the evidence base as part of the mental health and substance use response to COVID-19. 

As outlined in the decision letters sent to successful applicants, this template is being provided in order to facilitate the 
rapid sharing of results with relevant knowledge users. Information recorded in this report may be made available to 
policy makers, healthcare and service providers, partners, and the general public, and will be used to populate a 
website and inform a variety of CIHR knowledge mobilization products. Responses should be written in plain language, 
respecting word limits where indicated. 

Email completed report to COVID19MH-COVID19SM@cihr-irsc.gc.ca by November 23, 2020. 

Synthesis Title: Needs and gaps for e-mental health care among at-risk populations in the Asia Pacific in the 
context of COVID-19: A rapid scoping review  

Nominated Principal Applicant (name and affiliation):

Dr. Raymond Lam  
Professor and BC Leadership Chair in Depression Research;  
Associate Head for Graduate and Undergraduate Education,  
Department of Psychiatry, University of British Columbia; 
Director, Mood Disorders Centre, Djavad Mowafaghian Centre for Brain Health;  
Executive Director, APEC Digital Hub for Mental Health. 

Authors (names and affiliations):

Dr. Jill Murphy, University of British Columbia  

Dr. Raymond Lam, University of British Columbia  

Dr. Erin Michalak, University of British Columbia 

Amna Khan, University of British Columbia  

Quimeng Sun, Unviversity of Southern California  

For more information, please contact:

Dr. Jill Murphy, jill.murphy@ubc.ca

Target/priority population(s) in synthesis: 

 At-risk groups across the Asia Pacific region

https://www.researchnet-recherchenet.ca/rnr16/vwOpprtntyDtls.do?prog=3330&view=search&terms=Knowledge+Synthesis%3A+COVID-19+in+Mental+Health+and+Substance+Use&incArc=true&type=EXACT&resultCount=25&next=1
https://cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/34190.html#k4
http://infonet.internal.cihr.ca/OTCSdav/nodes/25167131/mailto%3ACOVID19MH-COVID19SM%40cihr-irsc.gc.ca
mailto:jill.murphy@ubc.ca
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What is the issue?

The COVID-19 pandemic and the related social and economic effects are having profound mental health impacts 
that are expected to be long lasting. Some groups are at higher risk of the negative mental health impacts of the 
pandemic, and may experience challenges to accessing care. Because of physical distancing requirements, the 
pandemic has led to an accelerated shift to the use of digital and virtual care for mental health. Although digital 
and virtual care options can be convenient and acceptable for many, at-risk groups may experience barriers to 
accessing these types of services. Through this knowledge synthesis, we identify priority at-risk groups across 
the Asia Pacific region, the mental health risk factors they experience, and challenges in access to care, including 
e-mental health care. We also identify recommendations to help policy makers, health care providers and other 
stakeholders to address these challenges to improve mental health and psychosocial support for at-risk groups 
across the Asia Pacific region.  

Key messages (max 100 words):

 Several groups across the Asia Pacific region are at higher risk of the negative mental health effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and may experience more barriers to accessing digital and virtual care  

 Challenges include interruptions in standard mental health care, lack of access to culturally or 
linguistically appropriate care, barriers related to personal privacy and safety when using e-mental 
health care options at home, barriers to accessing digital technology or the Internet, and persistent 
health and socioeconomic inequalities.  

 Recommendations include involving people with lived experience in planning for mental health care, 
improving accessible options (e.g. multiple languages, format and platforms) for digital and virtual care, 
investing in research on the effectiveness of digital and virtual care for at-risk groups, addressing the 
underlying socioeconomic contributors to poor mental health, and developing comprehensive 
guidelines and training to inform the implementation and delivery of e-mental health care, with a focus 
on equitable and accessible approaches to care delivery 

How was the synthesis conducted? 

This scoping review combines the results of two searches. The first rapid review was conducted from June 4th-
12th 2020 using PubMed and Google Scholar in addition to snowballing from reference lists. Search terms 
included Mental Health AND At-Risk Groups / Vulnerable Populations AND COVID-19 AND Asia-Pacific. We 
included papers related to mental health or psychosocial risk factors and COVID-19 among at-risk groups; that 
referred to one or more APEC countries or had a global, thus generalizable, scope; English language papers, and 
papers with full text available were included. 36 records were included in the initial review.  

We conducted an updated and more expansive search of Medline, Embase and PsychInfo databases between 
August 8 – 10, 2020 for records published between January and July 2020. The search terms were selected to 
identify records that described COVID-19; mental health; at-risk groups; and countries in the Asia-Pacific region. 
Inclusion criteria were the same as described above. Due to the emerging nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
included a broad scope of papers including primary research studies, editorials, commentaries, research letters 
and brief reports. A total of 321 records were identified and 283 were eligible for the screening process after 
removal of duplicates. After reviewing abstracts, 136 records were identified for full-text review. Following full-
text review, a total of 110 records met the inclusion criteria and were included. This review includes these 110 in 
addition to the 36 included in the initial rapid review, for a total of 146 records.  
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What did the synthesis find? Provide a lay summary of the outcomes (max 300 words):  

The knowledge synthesis identified several groups that are at higher risk of the negative mental health effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic from across the Asia Pacific region. These include: healthcare workers, people with 
existing mental, neurological and substance use disorders, children and youth, Black, Indigenous and People of 
Colour (BIPOC), older adults, migrants (including refugees, asylum seekers, migrant workers and international 
students), victims of domestic violence, people experiencing homelessness and people with disabilities and 
chronic illnesses, people living with HIV, incarcerated people, and people who are pregnant or post-partum,  

Challenges facing at-risk groups in terms of mental health and access to mental health care include the 
interruption in standard mental health and support services as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The mental 
health impact of physical distancing and self-isolation may be profound for at-risk groups. Many at-risk groups 
may also lack access to care in their own language or that is appropriate for their culture. Though care has 
largely shifted towards digital (e.g. apps or Internet-based care) or other types of virtual care (e.g. via 
telephone), many at-risk groups may lack access to digital technologies or Internet access. Some populations 
may encounter privacy or safety issues at home that prohibits them from using e-mental health options. Finally, 
many groups are at-risk due to persistent socioeconomic inequalities, including poverty, stigma and 
discrimination.  

To address these challenges, it is recommended that representatives of at-risk groups be included in 
consultations to plan for mental health care. Ensuring that care, including digital and virtual care, is accessible is 
also essential. This includes ensuring that care is delivered in multiple languages, through various platforms (e.g. 
video, text messaging, landlines), and in various formats (e.g. not just written text, large font, etc.). Research is 
needed to test the effectiveness and implementation of digital mental health interventions among at-risk 
groups. Finally, in the long term, research and policy must address the underlying socioeconomic inequalities 
that contribute to poor mental health among at-risk groups. 

What are the implications of this synthesis? 

 This knowledge synthesis helps to call attention to the mental health needs and challenges facing the 
most vulnerable populations in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in the Asia Pacific region. It 
provides knowledge users with evidence regarding key challenges and gaps facing these groups and 
advances recommendations to address these challenges. In doing so, it provides knowledge users with 
information to inform the development of policy and delivery of interventions that help to address the 
mental health needs of at-risk groups and the specific gaps that may impede their access to care. 

List up to 10 keywords specific to this synthesis to facilitate website search filters and sorting:  

(e.g. depression, virtual care, autism, opioids, racism, chronic pain, sleep, etc.)  

 Mental health  

 Digital health 

 E-mental health care  

 At-risk groups  

 Vulnerable populations  

 Asia-Pacific  

 Equity  

 Psychosocial risk factors 

 COVID-19 

 Rapid review 
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