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Mental Health Implications of COVID-19 in Kenya
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Dear Editor,

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread rapidly worldwide, it is 
certainly having an immense effect on the mental wellbeing on people 
thereby increasing the number of people with elevated levels of stress, 
depression or anxiety.1 Developing countries will undoubtedly have 
serious mental health implications due to the poor or almost non-existent 
mental health services.

In Kenya, mental health is still somewhat neglected mainly because only 
0.05% of the Governments’ health budget allocation goes to mental 
health.2 The allocated health budget largely focuses on communicable 
diseases despite the impact of mental health on the Kenyan population. 
Although there are no accurate data on the prevalence of mental disorders 
in Kenya, various studies have shown that the prevalence of depression 
generally varies from 19% in household review studies2 to 42% among 
the general population visiting the health facilities.3 Similar to other 
African countries, Kenya has a shortage of mental health professionals. 
Mathari hospital is the country’s only mental referral facility where one 
nurse handles up to 150 patients.4 In a country with only approximately 
100 psychiatrists serving a population of 45 million, only a third of the 
psychiatrists work in the government health facilities.5 The rest of the 
psychiatrists work in the private health facilities that are generally more 
expensive making them inaccessible to the majority of the population due 
to the unaffordable consultation fees.
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As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to spread 
rapidly worldwide, it is certainly having an immense 
effect on the mental wellbeing on people thereby 
increasing the number of people with elevated 
levels of stress, depression or anxiety.1 Developing 
countries will undoubtedly have serious mental 
health implications due to the poor or almost non-
existent mental health services.

In Kenya, mental health is still somewhat neglected 
mainly because only 0.05% of the Governments’ 
health budget allocation goes to mental health.2 
The allocated health budget largely focuses on 
communicable diseases despite the impact of 
mental health on the Kenyan population. Although 
there are no accurate data on the prevalence of 
mental disorders in Kenya, various studies have 
shown that the prevalence of depression generally 
varies from 19% in household review studies2 to 
42% among the general population visiting the 
health facilities.3 Similar to other African countries, 
Kenya has a shortage of mental health professionals. 
Mathari hospital is the country’s only mental 
referral facility where one nurse handles up to 150 
patients.4 In a country with only approximately 100 
psychiatrists serving a population of 45 million, only 
a third of the psychiatrists work in the government 
health facilities.5 The rest of the psychiatrists work 
in the private health facilities that are generally 
more expensive making them inaccessible to the 
majority of the population due to the unaffordable 
consultation fees.

Kenya reported the first positive case of COVID-19 
on 13th, March 2020 in a 27-year-old Kenyan 
woman who had travelled from the United States 
via London, United Kingdom. As at 22 June 2020, 
Kenya had reported a total of 4, 738 confirmed 
cases of COVID-19, and 123 deaths.6  With the 
world having introduced physical distancing and 
lock down measures to cope with COVID-19 that 
has since spread to over 187 countries globally, 
Kenya was not been left behind. The Kenyan 
Government imposed a national curfew running 
between 7pm and 5am daily on 27th March 2020 
with movements into and out of four counties 
(Nairobi, Mombasa, Kwale and Kilifi) that are 
considered hotspots in the country restricted 
except for essential services. The major effects 
of COVID-19 reported in the Kenyan mainstream 
media is a spike in gender-based violence, loss of 
jobs, and household food insecurity. Increase in 
the number of mental health issues has however 
been left out by the press yet it is undeniable 
that the fear of the uncertain future and stigma 

of COVID-19 is fueling the mental health crisis 
in Kenya. Kenya is therefore looking at a second 
pandemic of mental health problems related to 
COVID-19. Although measures such as lockdowns 
and physical distancing are meant to slow down 
the transmission of COVID-19, such measures are 
likely to contribute to the rise in mental health 
illness. Outbreaks of infectious diseases have often 
been associated with depression and stigma.7 
Furthermore, the effects of COVID-19 such as loss 
of employment can worsen the mental health of 
the population1 and such effects are more likely 
to remain long after the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been done with, hence an urgent need to put in 
place measures to handle the mental health needs 
of the general population in Kenya.  

The good news is that Kenya has taken the first 
step by launching the mental health policy in 
2016. The policy provides for the integration of 
mental health services with other health services. 
However, the policy is yet to be fully adopted and 
the funding allocation to mental health is still very 
low. Moreover, Kenya has devolved the health 
services to its 47 counties where at the national 
level, the Ministry of Health only gives technical 
advice and overall guidance on the county policies. 
Each county then prioritizes their health services 
according to their own health needs and context 
which usually leads to poor planning and delivery 
of mental health services that are trickled down to 
the county residents.

With the already poor health system in Kenya and the 
lack of enough mental health clinicians, COVID-19 
therefore pushes mental health to the lowest order of 
spectrum. Supporting mental health and wellbeing 
is important at all times and when life becomes 
difficult due pandemics such as the COVID-19, it 
is vital for health systems to support in looking at 
the mental health of the population. There is an 
urgent need to prioritize mental health issues and 
services in Kenya to enable better handle mental 
health issues associated with the future pandemics.  
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