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A registered tax exempt NGO  

Use of technology to improve 
mental health care 

By Annan Boodram - The Caribbean Voice 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO) 
one in four people in the world will be affected by mental or 
neurological disorders at some point in their lives. In fact it 
nearly two billion people suffer from mental illnesses every 
year. Furthermore, those who live with severe mental 
illness are more likely to face chronic medical conditions 
and die around 25 years earlier as well as routinely suffer 
gross human rights violations 

While nations struggle to diagnose and service their 
increasing mentally ill populations, technology is gradually 
moving front and center in that process. In fact, one way in 
which mental health care is more easily and extensively 
accessed is through apps. But are phone users willing to use 
apps to help themselves and others deal with mental health 
issues? A survey conducted by the Journal of Medical 
Internet Research, found that 76% of people would be 
interested in free apps. The benefits of apps include 
improving mental health and supported care; fostering 
mental health self-monitoring, self-management and illness 
management; building cognitive remediation (improved 
thinking skills); enabling passive symptom tracking, data 
collection and research. 

Simply searching a relevant term such as 
“depression”, on the App Store, produces a wide range of 
results. The list of such apps is far too extensive to present 
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here, but below are a few of the more popular ones: 
CALM:  Appropriate for ages 4 and up, Calm is an app that focuses on 
meditation, sleep, relaxation techniques and stress reduction. It’s 
overarching goal is to lower stress levels and promote balance, self-
awareness and better sleeping habits.  
MOODKIT: is a mood-tracking app intended for individuals, aged 12 
and up. The app is centered around the design of Cognitive-Behavioral 
Therapy methods and provides a space for users to journal their daily 
mood, emotions, and thoughts. The app allows you to monitor your 
mental state and subsequently avoid negative thought patterns. It also 
provides a platform for users to increase self-awareness and develop 
healthier ways to think by providing activities, guidance, and space for 
journaling. 
SMILING MIND: is a mindfulness-centered app, appropriate for ages 4 
and up. The app was developed by psychologists and educators, with 
the goal of promoting mindfulness, compassion, happiness, and balance 
within all age groups. It allows you to check in about your mood, 
meditate, and has various programs designed to target different 
populations. Some of these programs include sessions for adults and 
children, sessions focused on mindfulness in the classroom or 
workplace, and sport programs. 
BREATHE2RELAX: is appropriate for ages 4 and up. Created by the 
Center for Telehealth and Technology, this app is intended to reduce 
stress by introducing and encouraging ways to manage stress and 
worry. Breathe2Relax focuses largely on guided breathing techniques to 
promote mental stability, but also has features which encourage you to 
rate your emotions or mood, and provides useful facts about the effects 
stress has on the mind and body. 
WHAT’S UP? is focused primarily on helping users cope with 
depression by offering the basis of cognitive behavioural therapy, 
alongside breathing techniques and a journal to monitor thoughts and 
moods. The app also includes exercises to help reduce anxiety and aids 
in providing alternative coping mechanisms for users. 
MOODPATH is your pocket-sized mental health companion. Moodpath 
asks daily questions in order to assess your wellbeing and screen for 
symptoms of depression. The screening progress aims to increase your 
awareness of your thoughts, emotions, and feelings. After a period of 2 
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weeks, the app generates an electronic document that you can discuss 
with a healthcare professional. More than 150 videos and psychological 
exercises are available to help you understand your mood and 
strengthen your mental health. 
PACIFICA is an app with anxiety and stress in mind. It provides a 
toolbox to deal with daily anxiety and stress, along with a highly 
supportive community of like-minded individuals. Pacifica helps you to 
break cycles of unhelpful thoughts, feelings, and behaviors through 
methods such as CBT, mindfulness meditation, mood tracking, and 
relaxation. The app houses audio lessons and activities that help you to 
cope with stress and depression, and it sets daily challenges to help you 
tackle anxiety one day at a time and reach your long-term goals. 
SUPERBETTER is a game focusing on increasing resilience and the 
ability to remain strong, optimistic, and motivated when presented with 
challenging obstacles in life. A study by the University of Pennsylvania 
in Philadelphia found that when people played SuperBetter for 30 days, 
their mood improved, symptoms of anxiety and depression decreased, 
and self-belief to achieve goals increased. The app will help you to adopt 
new habits, improve your skills, strengthen relationships, complete 
meaningful projects, and achieve lifelong dreams. SuperBetter also has 
the potential to help you beat depression and anxiety, cope with chronic 
illness, and recover from post-traumatic stress (PTSD). 
7 CUPS: If you are feeling lonely, sad, stressed, or worried, 7 Cups could 
be the perfect app for you. It provides online therapy and emotional 
support for anxiety and depression. There are more than 160,000 
trained listeners and licensed therapists who are available to 
anonymously speak with 24/7. These listeners can be searched for 
based on their experience or their specialties, such as bullying, panic 
attacks, eating disorders, relationship breakups, and many more. 
Affordable therapy with an online therapist can commence one-to-one 
in a confidential setting. 

Apps are not the only form of technology used to foster mental 
health care. Tech interventions include: 

 the use of mobile and smartphones and tablets, 
 internet-delivered programmes such as webinars, videos, related 

programs, blogs, interactive tools, 
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 telepsychiatry - using online videoconferencing for allowing 
psychiatrists to provide direct clinical consultations for diagnosis 
or follow-up care to patients as is being done in countries such as 
Somaliland, South Africa and India,  

 text-messaging,  
 remote sensing - obtaining information about objects or areas 

from a distance, typically from aircraft or satellites,  
 wearable devices such as smart watches with apps and sensors, 

wristbands with sensors and wireless devices worn on wrists or 
carried in pockets,  

 closed circuit TV,  
In fact, technology is beginning to play an important role by 

shifting tasks performed by specialist medical providers into the hands 
of non-medical health workers. For example, web-based screening tools 
designed to be delivered on mobile phones by non-medical health 
workers, were effective for diagnosing depression or common 
psychiatric disorders in clinical settings in India. As well TCV has been 
able to identify needs and engage in successful free counseling (and 
direct referrals for help) to hundreds of clients through various social 
media, FB Messenger, what’s app. texting, emails and direct phone calls. 

Another example of technology intervention is Facebook, which, 
in 2016, extended its suite of anti-suicide tools to users worldwide, 
simplifying the process for worried users to flag postings by friends who 
may be considering harming themselves. The mechanism allows users 
to flag postings by others that could hint at suicidal thoughts or plans to 
self-harm. Facebook's dedicated teams will then assess the risk level 
indicated by the post, intervening accordingly. 

As well, given the dynamic relationship between violence and mental 
health, in Jamaica closed circuit television (CCTV) cameras and a public 
address (PA) system have made it much easier to monitor activities and 
spot altercations, which can then be nipped in the bud. Mounted in the 
office of one principal are two large screens displaying live footage of 
the activities of students and staff around the compound. Several 
schools have installed their own surveillance systems in a bid to 
increase safety and security. It is a move supported by Jamaica’s 
education ministry and we are hoping that education ministries 
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throughout the Caribbean will also work towards implementation of 
similar interventions to stem the growing violence in schools. 

In Guyana we have welcomed the initiative by Digicel to send out 
the suicide helpline contact info to all their mobile phone subscribers 
and we are hoping that GT&T and all mobile companies throughout the 
Caribbean will follow suit. We are also hoping that all carriers would 
start sending out awareness and prevention messages for suicide and all 
forms of abuse. As well we urge electronic billboards advertisers to do the 

same. Also, for years we have been lobbying for Guyana government to 
establish a registry of sex offenders as one measure to tackle sexual 
abuse and we hope the government that takes power after the March 
elections will place this registry on its list of priorities.  

Meanwhile we urge the T&T government to mandate all offenders 
placement on the registry of sexual offenders open to the public instead 
of leaving it at the discretion of the courts to make such decisions.  As 
well we urge the Jamaican government to also open up and make their 
registry available to the public instead of keeping all information ‘secret 
and confidential’. And we also urge other Caribbean nations that 
currently do not have, to set up similar registries. As far as we are aware 
St. Lucia is the only other Caribbean nation to have such a registry. 
Bahamas does have draft regulations that have not yet been passed as 
law, since there seems to be an ongoing debate as to whether it should 
be made open to the public. TCV urges that it should be open to the 
public since keeping such registries secret defeats the very purpose of 
their existence. We are certain that it is understood that info about 
victims are not part of any such registry. 

At some point in the middle of this decade, the number of active 
cellphone subscriptions grew larger than the number of actual people 
on this planet, according to data from the UN’s International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU), the World Bank, and the UN itself. 
And by 2025 almost three quarters (72.6 percent) of Internet users will 
access the web solely via their smartphones or tablets according to a 
report published by the World Advertising Research Center (WARC), 
using data from mobile trade body the Global System for Mobile 

Communication (GSMA). In effect the global population is an increasingly 
mobile phone user population, ideally suited to access and use apps and 
other related technology. 
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Mental health includes our emotional, psychological, and social 
well-being. It affects how we think, feel, and act. It also helps determine 
how we handle stress, relate to others, and make choices. A 2018 Lancet 
Commission report on mental health stated that mental disorders will 
cost the global economy $16 trillion by 2030. The economic cost is 
primarily due to early onset of mental illness and lost productivity, with 
an estimated 12 billion working days lost due to mental illness every 
year. The report also found that young people face the brunt of the 
global burden of mental illnesses.  

Thus Caribbean nations can ill afford to continue to neglect and 
sideline mental health, especially in an age when easy-to-use and 
relatively inexpensive technology, is more and more embraced by the 
global population. And so TCV urges Caribbean governments to budget 
resources for the creation of a mental health app that would provide 
quick and easy access to those seeking help – counseling, legal and 
material such as housing, financial support, job training and enable 
quick, easy follow up through available platforms such as email, phone, 
texting and messaging. Such access would include, police, all 
government resources, NGOs, faith and community based organizations 
and media. The Caribbean has a number of talented young tech experts 
who can get this done. 
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