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Abstract: COVID-19 social responses in the Philippines became ineffective 

due to poor execution. Thus, the pandemic has drastically compromised 

Filipinos' mental health. In Bloomberg’s ranking, the Philippines falls last 

in the ranking of best pandemic responses –making the country gain the 

lengthiest quarantine in history. Moreover, the government relied heavily 

on the police and the military to ensure that order was maintained–that 

led some observers and scholars to describe the government response as 

either “draconian,” “militarized,” or “police-centric”. This study aims to 

lessen the number of the surge in mental health deterioration by 

minimizing the cases of a pandemic outbreak. This study’s hypothesis is 

as the cases of COVID-19 lessens, so are the cases of mental health risks in 

the community. Hence, the researchers propose a new policy approach to 

aid pandemic response and reduce mental health risks in the Philippines 

which is HAKBANG PH: Conventional Social Policy on Pandemic 

Response Towards Mental Health Risk Reduction. The researchers 

referred to countries with fewer cases of COVID-19 and mental health 

risks and created a conventional policy towards Philippines’ 

improvement in pandemic responses. HAKBANG PH is strategically 

divided into three phases: the preparation, punctum, and back to 

normality phases to divide the stages of a global pandemic. This allows 

the researchers to cohesively construct a proper pandemic safety protocol 

that aims to decrease the surging cases of illness during a global 

pandemic. Thus, the researchers created specified protocols out of referen-
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ce in its respective phases, for a more orderly and 

systematic pandemic response in the future. 

 

Keywords: Mental Health; Mental Health Policy; 

Philippine Pandemic; Social Responses 

_____________________________________________ 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In December 2019, an unidentified pneumonia 

outbreak was reported in Wuhan, Hubei Province, 

China. The COVID-19 Virus was identified as a 

novel coronavirus linked to SARS-CoV by genome 

analysis. The World Health Organization declared a 

pandemic on March 12, 2020 because of its rapid 

worldwide spread and high death toll. The COVID-

19 pandemic has cost the globe dearly in terms of 

lives lost, economic losses, increased poverty, and 

deteriorated mental health (Ciotti et al., 2020). One 

of the world's longest and strictest lockdowns has 

been described as the Philippine response to 

COVID-19 (Hapal, 2021). Protective equipment and 

social seclusion were strictly enforced, and entire 

provinces and cities were put on lockdown. No 

mobility. Violations were punished. The 

government leaned largely on the police and 

military to keep order and enforce health 

restrictions. The government's response has been 

described as "draconian," "militarized," or "police-

centric" by some experts (Maru 2020,). Also, the 

Philippine government's disaster response was 

inept, leading to greater peak rates of COVID cases. 

The COVID-19 pandemic reaction was not 

developed quickly. Ineffective COVID-19 social 

responses to reduce disease spread in the 

Philippines due to poor implementation. As a result, 

the COVID-19 Pandemic has wreaked havoc on the 

mental health of Filipinos (Nicomedes & Avila 

2020). That is why the researchers propose a new 

and enhanced policy approach that could help 

improve pandemic response and lower mental 

health risks in the Philippines. The main objective of 

this study is to impose a new policy called 

HAKBANG PH: A conventional policy for COVID-

19 response towards Mental Health Risk Reduction. 

This paper would like to answer the following sub-

objectives: 1) Analyze COVID-19 Social Responses 

and their impact on Filipinos' mental health during 

the three COVID-19 Pandemic phases: preparation 

phase, punctum maximum phase, and return to 

normality phase (Fegert et al. 2020); 2) Compare 

COVID-19 social responses of top-performing 

countries being Canada (CAMH 2020), Australia, 

and New Zealand (McCartan, Adell, Cameron et al. 

2020) to the response of the Philippines in line with 

a) established mental healthcare systems; and b) 

COVID-19 pandemic responses ; and 3) Assess 

HAKBANG PH's ability to reduce mental health 

risks in the Philippines. 

 

2. Existing Data/ Policy/ Framework/ Common 

Practices 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the 

Philippines' health-care system's flaws, which are 

still being addressed. Even the most basic health 

care is difficult to obtain (Failing COVID-19 

Response: A failure of a Weak and Privatized Health 

care system, 2021). The Philippine government has 

implemented a variety of specific measures 

supposedly aiming at containing the COVID-19 

pandemic: (1) repatriation, (2) travel ban and 

quarantine lockdown, and (3) amelioration 

programs.  

 

The first case of COVID-19 in China was 

reported as early as November 2019. The Philippines 

only began the repatriation of OFWs after 3 months 

in February, 2020, with the arrival of 30 people from 

Wuhan, China. Philippine travel restrictions were 

imposed as late as January 28, 2020 (Amit, Pepito & 

Dayrit, 2021). The government conducted contact 

tracing and additional travel restrictions after the 

first few COVID-19 cases and deaths, with arrivals 

from banned countries subjected to a 14-day 

quarantine and testing. Travelers from countries not 

on the list of banned nations were not subjected to 

the same screening and quarantine procedures.  

Travel restrictions and global health procedures 

slowed migration and complicated repatriation 

operations. OFWs who are able to return home must 

comply with testing, quarantine, further transit to   their
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home provinces, and sometimes, a hesitant 

reception by their local communities upon their 

arrival. (Asis, 2020). 

 

The Philippine COVID-19 response had the 

longest lockdown in the world where the quarantine 

was imposed last March 16, 2020 up to date. People's 

mobility was restricted through suspension of 

classes, prohibition of public mass gatherings, 

suspension of public transportation, closure of non-

essential businesses, imposition of a curfew, and 

installation of police and military checkpoints 

everywhere (Failing COVID-19 Response: A failure 

of a Weak and Privatized Health care system, 2021). 

 

The Philippine government proposed a $4 

billion package of social protection measures to 

protect the poor and vulnerable from disease and 

containment costs. Early in the program, cash 

distribution was delayed, irregular, and physical. 

Finding new Social Assistance Program (SAP) 

beneficiaries outside the 4Ps and transferring funds 

to them was difficult. The 2015 social registry 

(Listahanan) data may also have over- or under-

estimated beneficiaries. According to Cho et al., this 

added 5.3 million households to SAP 2. 8 million 

vulnerable households in ECQ could receive SAP 2 

payments from May 1-15, 2020.  

 

Some of the countries that have implemented 

successful responses in hindering widespread 

contamination of the virus are Australia, New 

Zealand (Chen, 2021), and Canada. As early as 

March 2020, since the announcement of the COVID-

19 outbreak as a global health emergency (WHO, 

2020), the mentioned countries initiated their 

responses through implementing nationwide 

restrictions that limit general interactions, on either 

micro or macro scales. As was announced two days 

before its implementation around the last week of 

March 2020, New Zealand prime moved into level 4 

lockdown, the highest level in their country in order 

to contain the initial spread of the virus. Public 

interactions are limited through 2-meter distancing 

and are enforced with public health protocols and 

monitored with contact tracing (Dutta, Jayan, Elers, 

2020). 

 

As the pandemic intensifies, Australia enacted a 

travel restriction on China in February 2020, where 

and when the virus is still predominantly isolated to 

China. Costantino et al. (2020) found the applied 

travel limitation to be extremely efficient in 

confining the virus inside the nation during the peak 

of the pandemic in China, preventing a bigger 

outbreak at a period when COVID-19 was primarily 

limited to China. Because of the rampage of the 

virus, higher levels of depression and anxiety were 

recorded all around the world (United Nations, 

2020). As a result, Australia has built a streamlined 

system for providing mental health treatments 

through GPs and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) (O’sullivan et al., 2020). To ease the 

significant decrease of employment that comes with 

the closing of businesses and establishments 

brought by the social restrictions imposed, which is 

a significant factor in the degradation of the mental 

health of citizens amidst the pandemic (Elphick, 

2020). 

 

3. Analysis of Data/ Existing Policy/ Framework/ 

Common Practice 

 

The spread of COVID-19 global pandemic has 

ardent effects on all aspects of life, families and 

communities (Walsh, 2020). With hope to prevent, 

restrictions were put in place to contain the COVID-

19 virus. Yet this led to widespread social isolation, 

impacting mental health worldwide, resulting in 

fear from the virus spreading even faster than the 

virus itself. (Magson et al. & Ghebreyesus, 2020) 

Moreover, this pandemic can be subjected into three 

phases: Preparation phase, punctum maximum 

phase, and return to normality phase. The rate of 

mental health risks starting from the preparation 

phase has reached up to 54% participants from a 

large online study starting from moderate to severe, 

with depressive symptoms and anxiety being the 

conditions (Fegert, J.M., Vitiello, B., Plener, P.L. et al, 

2020). These phases are deemed more efficient in as-
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sessing struggles during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

As of 2021, The Philippines fell to last place in 

Bloomberg's COVID-19 Resilience Ranking of the 

best and worst places to be amid the pandemic (The 

Philippines fell to last place in COVID-19 ranking of 

best and worst places to be in pandemic, 2021), while 

New Zealand, Canada, and Australian ranked into 

the high tier. Planning and preparedness are one of 

Philippines’ lacking aspects during the COVID-19 

response, causing the country to handle the situation 

poorly (The Diplomat, 2020), increasing more 

mental health risks in the middle of social isolation. 

As of March 2020, Australia has conducted its travel 

restrictions for all foreign nationals–which have 

been successful in slowing the spread of COVID-19 

in Australia (Inward Travel Restrictions Operation 

Directive v5 Inwards Travel Restrictions Operation 

Directive Situation, n.d.). New Zealand in the other 

hand adopted a set of non-pharmaceutical 

interventions aiming to bring COVID-19 incidence 

to zero by finding existing transmission chains 

through widespread testing and contact tracing, and 

isolating new cases and quarantining their contacts 

(Robert A., 2020). In the Canadian government, it 

recognized and responded rapidly to the mental 

health impacts of COVID-19 by making a range of 

mental health resources, supports and care available 

(CAMH, 2020). According to Ghebreyesus, the 

Department of Mental Health and Substance Use 

under the World Health Organization (WHO), is 

working with different pillars of the COVID‐19 

response in the integration of Mental Health and 

Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) into the COVID‐19 

response effort which includes reviewing current 

protocols, mental health plans and policies as part of 

reform; strengthening the mental health system as a 

whole and investing in health workers. 

 

4. Summary of findings and recommendations 

for improvement 

 

The unrivaled trouble brought by the COVID-19 

pandemic along with the incompetent response of 

the Philippine government and lack of cooperation 

from the citizens (Mizrahi, et al., 2021) has taken a 

toll not only on the country’s ability to flatten the 

curve but also on the citizens’ mental health. With 

the hope of preventing the virus, restrictions such as 

lockdowns and quarantines were implemented to 

contain the COVID-19 virus, but this resulted in 

widespread social isolation, affecting mental health 

globally, and fear of the virus spreading even faster 

than the virus itself (Magson et al. & Ghebreyesus, 

2020). The rate of mental health risks starting from 

the preparation phase has reached up to 54% 

participants from a large online study starting from 

moderate to severe, with depressive symptoms and 

anxiety being the conditions (Fegert, J.M., Vitiello, 

B., Plener, P.L. et al, 2020). Planning and 

preparedness are two characteristics that were 

lacking in the Philippines' response to COVID-19, 

resulting in a poor handling of the issue and an 

increase in mental health hazards in an environment 

where people are isolated from one another socially 

(The Diplomat, 2020). With the analysis of the 

Philippines’ social response to the pandemic, the 

team suggests reformation of the existing 

established methods, specifically; 

 

a. Due to the increased risk of viral infection 

from sources outside of the country, the 

government shall implement responses that 

limit the citizens’ transport from in and out 

the country in a decisively urgent and 

earlier manner. This involves subjecting the 

country to repatriation and closing of 

borders urgently as soon as global threat of 

the virus is detected. 

b. Because direct contact from the citizens is 

the main cause of viral transmission, human 

mobility is necessarily restricted (Hâncean, 

et al., 2020). In reducing the effects of 

isolation to the citizens’ mental health, the 

government should implement: 

i. granulated lockdowns, only 

specializing in areas that are in-need to 

be quarantined or locked down. 

ii. a much more early and stringent 

imposition of these responses, reducing 

the contamination risk in micro-areas 

and the time lockdowns and 

quarantines will take in the long run.
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c. In knowing which areas are to be subjected 

to lockdowns and strict quarantines, the 

government should conduct stern, 

transparent, and effective protocols for 

contact tracing. In addition, nation-wide 

mass testing shall be urgently taken to for 

earlier tracing of the virus throughout the 

country. 

d. The government shall conduct better and 

just implementation of social amelioration 

program to support the citizens who are in 

need of financial assistance during the 

pandemic as the loss of jobs because of the 

closing of businesses and establishments 

causes a significant toll on the community’s 

mental health (Elphick, 2020). 

 

5. Improvement plan, options, and feasibility 

 

The researchers propose a conventional social 

policy, “HAKBANG PH” that aims on the pandemic 

response towards mental health risk reduction on 

pandemic approach, subjecting three phase 

executions to flatten the curve (Figure 1). This 

response policy will result in a systemized analysis 

and better approach to present and futuristic 

challenges, before, during and after the pandemic.  

 

Integration of Preparation, Punctum Maximum 

and Return to Normality Phase in the policy of 

HAKBANG PH is proposed through a step-by-step 

procedure. Minimizing loopholes, loss of economic 

and human resources, reducing the number of 

COVID-19 cases and establishing strict and 

protective protocols to eventually flatten the curve. 

Therefore, implementing the subjected social 

response phases requires the cooperation of the 

IATF-EID, local and national government, public 

and private units to provide necessary needs to 

health and security units and responders. 

 

Phase I Preparation Phase – pre-pandemic: The 

country will immediately repatriate Overseas 

Filipino Workers (OFW’s) from red listed–highly 

infected and vulnerable countries before instilling 

national and provincial lockdown and travel ban 

preventing travelers coming visiting from the 

outside and inter-provincial travels within the 

country. Following with the identification of the 

virus’ nature where mandatory 14 – day quarantine 

of OFW’s and the analysis and study of the virus 

mode of transmission at the center of the outbreak 

where stricter protocols are provided. Once accurate 

information and data is collected about the virus 

contained within the country, assessment plans on 

multiple health protocols will be conducted then 

public advisories and reports regarding the nature 

and severity of the outbreak together with the 

announcement of safety precautions and protocols. 

Identification of cases became one of the greatest 

concerns—resulting in under-reporting (Lopes-

Júnior, L., et.al, 2020a). Thus, Mass Testing must be 

prioritized—in order to determine vulnerable areas 

all around the country during the outbreak and act 

on it immediately. 

 

Phase II Punctum maximum Phase – mid-

pandemic: Statistics will be gathered through a 

survey conducted on afflicted provinces with most 

to least number of cases regarding the number of 

positive case ratings and the mental health risk rate, 

answering the question; “Did it decrease possible 

cases and mental health risks?”. If the result is 

positive – “YES” – implying that there is a decrease 

in the number on both positive cases and mental 

health risks then phase two will continue to provide: 

a. Funding for the vaccines – Funds must be 

prioritized in gaining access to newly-

implemented vaccines in the post-punctum 

stage of the pandemic. 

b. Establishing mental health facilities in 

severely affected regions and provinces. – 

Breaking Mental Health Illness stigma by 

establishing concrete help centers for mental 

health patients should be focused despite 

the on-going pandemic. 

c. Opening Nation Borders – With thorough 

contact tracing and quarantine, the country 

will slowly open its national borders to 

maintain economic relations—however 

with minimal to less extensive business  ma-
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tters following the WHO COVID-19 

protocols. 

 

On the other hand, if the result is negative – “NO” – 

meaning that there is an increase on the number of 

cases and mental health risks, enforcing various 

responses will be applicable; 

 

a. Strict virus protection protocols – Instilling 

strict pandemic protocols must be properly 

implemented such as: Face Masks and 

imposing proper hygiene frequently. 

b. Provisions for livelihood – Partnering with 

Local Government Units and solidifying 

new provisions for livelihood is important 

for repatriated OFWs and Filipinos who 

have lost work during the pandemic. LGUs 

such as DSWD and modifying the sustaina- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ble Livelihood Programs—in line with the 

urgency in the pandemic’s situation must be 

taken into account for economic stability. 

c. Shorten national ECQ’s – This response is 

branched into two things: (1) granulated 

lockdowns for high-risk areas and (2) mass 

vaccinations will be conducted to surge the 

increasing cases of COVID-19. 

d. Focus on healthcare welfare – (1) funding 

healthcare resources and (2) increasing 

compensation for front liners will be 

provided. As the COVID-19 pandemic 

exposes the weakness of the present health 

system, it is an opportune time to pursue 

fundamental change in the health system. 

e. Converge to New Normal – The major 

reason given for the anxiety levels, in this case 

Figure 1.  HAKBANG PH: 3-Phase Improvement Plan Flowchart 
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was the concerns regarding the disruptions caused 

by the pandemic on their studies as well as their 

prospects (Akpinar, E., 2020). Converging to New 

Normal is an important case—thus branching into 4 

categories such as: (1) Improve Online Class 

Curriculums, (2) Improve accessibility of internet 

network providers for rural areas, (3) Open Work 

from Home Job Opportunities, and lastly, (4) QR 

Coding for efficient mode of contact tracing. 

 

In case coequality was reached where the 

question is answered within the middle of “YES” 

and “NO”, another assessment will be conducted 

regarding initial flattening of the curve. Attending to 

the question; “Has the curve flattened?”. The results 

on decrease in positive case rates and mental health 

risks will still be characterized through - “YES” or 

“NO”. If the result shows negative then the country 

will maintain the protocols from Phase 2 “NO”, and 

properly instill the response from the diagram. If the 

corresponding result shows “YES”, then a positive 

response could slowly make the country go back to 

the previous economic and social interactive 

approach integrated before the pandemic. Thus, 

they can now proceed to Phase III, the Return to 

Normality Phase. 

 

Phase III Return to Normality Phase – post-

pandemic: Return to Normality must be the time 

where the curve has already flattened. With this, 

strong Mental Health Facilities must be strongly 

advocated. Thus, (a) establishing mental health care 

centers—both portable and non-potable clinics and 

breaking the mental health stigma, is prevalent in 

this time of pandemic. Moreover, (b) investing in 

biological and molecular biology research will be 

applied to open up new barricades towards the 

country’s neglect to science and research. 

 

Effects of HAKBANG PH: 

Advantages: 

a. In-depth understanding and approach to 

mental health risks. 

b. Decreases the rate of metal health related 

cases during the pandemic. 

c. Decreases the rate of positive COVID-19 

cases. 

d. Minimizes the loss on both economic and 

human resources. 

e. Applies long-lasting and reusable protocols. 

f. Maximize and utilize present resources. 

 

Disadvantages: 

a. Notable changes and adjustments. 

b. High risk in medical frontliners in severely 

infected regions. 

c. Potential decrease in economic gain. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

Due to the worsening situation of the current 

COVID-19 pandemic and in addition to the poor 

implementation and ineffective social responses in 

reducing the infected cases in the Philippines, 

Filipinos mental health also gradually aggravated 

resulting in various psychological and mental 

problems on patients, front liners and common 

citizens young and old. With this data presented, the 

researcher aims to improve the current pandemic 

responses and decrease the rate of mental health 

risks by proposing a conventional policy that 

integrates a system-centered three – phase 

improvement plan that includes the Preparation 

Phase, Punctum Maximum Phase and the Return to 

Normality Phase that tackles pre to post pandemic 

situations, enhancements and recovery. 

 

The repercussions of a viral global health risk, as 

experienced in the arising of the COVID-19 

pandemic, cost not only temporary to permanent 

change in the people’s way of living but millions of 

lives on the line. Considering the massive number of 

human deaths, whoever survives the challenges and 

change that comes is left to suffer from a degrading 

psychological health, making the lives of the people 

even more difficult. This catastrophic harm is 

enough a reason to take the situation and the 

implementation of this policy with urgency and 

emergency. With good governance, cooperation 

from the citizens, and stern enforcement of this policy
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the Philippines may expect lesser casualties, and 

especially, a preserved and supported mental health 

amidst the threat of a global health risk. 
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