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COVID 19 pandemic has made personal protective equipment [PPE]
in healthcare delivery a new norm. Recently, the author (SS) was
addressed by a patient with psychosis in the emergency setting as ‘white-
devil’ as the author was dressed in complete PPE. Hooded PPE that is
completely white, resembling ghouls, ghosts, or cultists, can provoke
extreme anxiety in persons with mental illness. It is relevant in cultures
or folklore where similar attires are worn by a specific clan or associated
with negative spirits (Bohn, 1925). While the depiction of Dr. Crane, a
fictional psychiatrist in the popular comic culture, has been criticized for
its lack of verisimilitude (Ginn, 2015), wearing a PPE may bring similar
negative emotions in patients towards mental health professionals.

Verbal and non-verbal communication are essential skills in the
repertoire of a psychiatrist. The bi-directional communication between
the patient and the psychiatrist leads to an improved Gestalt view of the
person. PPEs pose unique challenges to psychiatrist-patient communi-
cation (Mehta et al., 2020; Thirthalli et al., 2020) particularly in persons
with schizophrenia suffering from paranoia and social cognition deficits.
It is also challenging for psychiatrists to express empathy and de-escalate
the situation dressed in a full PPE. On the other hand, PPEs worn by
patients can lead to mental health professionals missing vital clinical
signs such as muttering behavior, oro-facial dyskinesias, assessment of
general appearance, mood state, and the challenges stated above.

Considering the COVID pandemic, it is essential to devise strategies
to overcome these challenges due to the use of PPEs. Some strategies
could include (a) video consultations and teleconsultations that may
paradoxically improve patient communications by eliminating the
requirement for physical PPE (Thirthalli et al., 2020) (b) improving
patient awareness about PPE through education materials, flyers, and
videos displayed in the psychiatry emergency rooms. Innovative solu-
tions used in other settings can be applied to address such challenges
(Grote et al., 2021) (c) design modifications in PPE - transparent face
masks may promote better communication through body language.
Additionally, the presence of name tags and photos of the doctors in
complete PPEs may also help decrease patients’ anxiety. (d) training in
the art of communicating with masks and PPE — This requires relearning
the communication skills that involve the use of expressive gestures,
more voice modulation, avoidance of power poses, and use of expressive
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gestures that are associated with ‘positive regard’ such as the ‘namaste,’
a gentle head nod, or a non-threatening gesture. Mental health pro-
fessionals can pick up skills from anesthesiologists and nurses who are
more adept at the art of communication through PPEs in the operation
theatres and intensive care units (e) Having separate areas for swabbing
patients who are agitated and not co-operative for the throat swab.

In conclusion, providing care for persons with psychosis is further
made challenging in the emergency room due to the need to use PPE
during COVID 19 pandemic. As healthcare delivery using PPE and
practicing COVID-appropriate behavior is the new norm, mental
healthcare services need to evolve new strategies to ensure effective and
safe healthcare delivery in a post-pandemic world.

Funding statement

This research received no specific grant from any funding agency,
commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Declaration of competing interest

None.

Acknowledgements

None.

References

Bohn, F., 1925. The ku Klux Klan interpreted. Am. J. Sociol. 30, 385-407. https://doi.
org/10.1086/213721.

Ginn, S., 2015. Screening psychiatrists: the good, the bad, and the dippy. Lancet Psy-
chiatry 2, 25-26. https://doi.org/10.1016/52215-0366(14)00140-0.

Grote, H., Izagaren, F., O’Brien, V., 2021. How to communicate with patients who are D/
deaf or have hearing loss. BMJ 373, n1382. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n1382.

Mehta, U.M., Venkatasubramanian, G., Chandra, P.S., 2020. The “mind” behind the
“mask’: assessing mental states and creating therapeutic alliance amidst COVID-19.
Schizophr. Res. 222, 503-504. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2020.05.033.

Thirthalli, J., Manjunatha, N., Math, S.B., 2020. Unmask the mind! Importance of video
consultations in psychiatry during COVID-19 pandemic. Schizophr. Res. 222,
482-483. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2020.06.005.


https://doi.org/10.1086/213721
https://doi.org/10.1086/213721
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(14)00140-0
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n1382
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2020.05.033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2020.06.005
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/09209964
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/schres
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2021.11.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2021.11.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.schres.2021.11.014
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.schres.2021.11.014&domain=pdf

Letter to the Editor

Schizophrenia Research 239 (2022) 32-33
Satish Suhas®™", Naren P Rao” " Corresponding author.
& Telementoring for Rural Health Organizers of Chhattisgarh Project, E-mail address: suhasedu@yahoo.in (S. Suhas).
Department of Psychiatry, National Institute of Mental Health and
Neurosciences, Bangalore 560 029, India
Y Department of Psychiatry, National Institute of Mental Health and
Neurosciences, Bangalore 560 029, India

33


mailto:suhasedu@yahoo.in

