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Sierra Leone’s infrastructure for mental health and psychiatric care was already struggling long
before Ebola hit in 2014. At the time, the country hosted a single psychiatric facility—the oldest
on the African continent—with only one seventy-year-old psychiatrist to serve its population of
seven million." Even this was closed when the virus hit for fear of spreading the infection.?
However, instead of relying on such specialized services, most living in Sierra Leone turned to
community-based care from family, traditional healers, and religious organizations.’* While
effective for milder cases of emotional and psychological distress, this system was overwhelmed
by significant trauma and grief in the wake of the Ebola outbreak. Tens of thousands had lost

loved ones to Ebola, and the entire nation was shaken by the ways the outbreak had damaged
critical parts of the nation’s systems of public life.* Thousands of survivors had to contend with
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the psychological impact of not only having lived with a deadly hemorrhagic fever but also the
stigma they now faced in their communities by those who feared they may still be contagious.’

In response, officials worked to expand access at every level of the healthcare system. Those
who needed the most specialized care were referred by to a new inpatient clinic in Freetown
which was overseen by a single mental health nurse who managed fourteen non-specialist
nurses.® Most patients seen there expressed symptoms of depression, grief, anxiety, and social
isolation, the last of which drove the clinic to request a social worker to join their team.” For
some, medication was provided by a NGO after consultation with a local doctor.® When
medication was unavailable, others turned to traditional medical practices.’

To reach an even wider range of patients, WHO, The War Trauma Association, and other local
and international agencies also trained nurses in psychological first aid, including procedures for
identifying signs of psychological distress, referring patients to higher care (especially the
Freetown clinic) when appropriate, and providing basic emotional support.'® Nurses who passed
the program were empowered to train others, reaching almost three hundred in the initial
expansion and ensuring the program’s sustainability.!" Studies by those running the program
suggest that it was moderately effective at conveying the principles of psychological first aid and
changed providers’ attitudes towards patients experiencing psychological distress for an average
of six months."

This integration of mental health first aid into preexisting systems of primary healthcare was not
only efficient but likely reduced many other barriers for patients to seek psychiatric care.
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Treating patients in spaces they were already present for other health concerns saved them the
hassle and stigma of traveling to a separate mental health facility.

At the community level, a team of USAID, WHO, Sierra Leone’s Ministry of Health, and other
NGOs worked to build on Sierra Leone’s tradition of strong community-based mental health
care. In areas heavily impacted by Ebola, they established Community Healing Dialogues, in
which small groups of survivors met weekly to provide mutual support and address personal and
community issues. They also trained community members to lead the Dialogues, raise awareness
of mental health practices, and combat stigma.'®

The shifting of most tasks in mental health care provision to the lowest possible degree of care
significantly reduced barriers to expanding access to services. It likewise increased access to care
to such a degree that it may serve as a model for others hoping to provide psychological care in
similar contexts.
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Mental health needs in the wake of the Ebola outbreak in Sierra Leone were significant. Efforts
to expand access to treatment focused on every level of care, shifting most tasks to non-specialist
nurses and community workers, who were more readily available and affordable to set to the
task. Integration of these services into pre-existing systems of primacy and community-based
care empowered providers to better combat stigma.
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