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Outline

• Mental Health becomes a challenge and priority for all

• Mental health risks specific to people with disabilities

How 
People with Disabilities 

are affected

• Limitations experienced by people with disabilities are now everybody’s 
experience: limitations to work, leisure, transportation, services, social life in 
general...

• Opportunity for better understanding  & empathy

All on the same boat

• 6 practical ways to rebuild an inclusive Beirut.

• How can we move to post-traumatic growth?

“New normal” 
learnt lessons



The enemy behind the door: 
a mental health pandemic?

• Measures of quarantine will lead to 
increase in anxiety, loneliness, 
depression, insomnia and self-harm or 
suicidal behavior (WHO, 2020d). 

• Besides the psychological reactions of 
fear, avoidance and fear in meeting 
other people, fear of death, fear of 
getting isolated, stigmatization, fear of 
failing to provide essential items have 
been largely observed (Kumar & Nayar, 
2020). 

• A study conducted with 7,142 college 
students showed that that:
– 0.9% of the participants were 

experiencing severe anxiety,
– 2.7% moderate anxiety, 
– and 21.3% mild anxiety (Cao, et al., 2020).



Impact of Pandemic on People with Disabilities, 
in the post-blast Beirut... Challenges & Risks

• Impact of the Beirut August 4 Blast

 With the psychological trauma, the blast left several people disabled, some permanently. Besides 
the physical rehabilitation, need to cater for psychological support.

 Equal need to support physically and mentally People with Disabilities of all genders and ages 
who were living in the area of the blast and who were affected in several manners – either 
through injury or by losing their homes or by having one of their close family members injured or 
lost, in some cases, their caregiver.

 Data is not available on the amplitude of such situations.



Impact of Pandemic on People with Disabilities, 
in the post-blast Beirut... Challenges & Risks

• Risks of unique stressors and challenges that could worsen mental health for people with 
disabilities 
 Some people with disabilities report higher levels of social isolation than their nondisabled counterparts (O'Sullivan & 

Bourgin, 2010). 

 They suffer reduced access to socioeconomic resources and supportive social networks (e.g., Goldmann & Galea, 2014).

 Access to critical medical supplies can become even more challenging as resources become scarce (Campbell, Gilyard, 
Sinclair, Sternberg, & Kailes, 2009).

 Medical discrimination can apply such as cases where PwDs were de-prioritized in case of need for hospitalization.

 Policies around rationing of medical care can intensify discriminatory attitudes towards people with disabilities during 
times of crisis (Priestley & Hemingway, 2006).

 Consequently, anxiety about getting sick and needing to seek medical care is worsened.

• Risk of having to cope with constraining protection measures
 Case of people with disabilities who rely on regular healthcare or rehabilitation appointments, need close contact from 

caregivers or health professionals to achieve their daily routine, or have reduced ability to communicate with face masks 
(both speaking and hearing others).



Impact of Pandemic on People with Disabilities, 
in the post-blast Beirut... Challenges & Risks

• Risk of being more isolated, “for their protection”. 

 Case of people with physical disabilities that affect the immune system, lung function.

 Being classified as “high risk” in the current pandemic can cause additional stress and fears.

 It is important not to conflate health status with disability. Many people with disabilities are healthy. However, some have 
underlying or secondary aspects of their disability, like suppressed immune systems or respiratory concerns.

• Risks for parents and caregivers of children with disabilities:

 Higher strain faced by parents and other family members caring for children with special needs such as autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD), attention deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD), cerebral palsy (CP) and chronic disability.

 Higher strain as parents need to cater for both the disrupted physical rehabilitation services (such as physiotherapy, 
occupational therapy, speech and language therapy, behavioral therapy..) as well as look after the mental wellbeing of 
their children

 Disruption of normal routine and social uncertainty, might create increased frustration and anxiety for children with ASD 
and LD 



Impact of Pandemic on People with Disabilities, 
in the post-blast Beirut... Challenges & Risks

• Risk of a temporary barrier to become a regression:

 Will doors which started opening (education, employment...) close again?

 Risk to be de-prioritized in a society that is even more unstable.



• Write in the chat box three things you are not 
able to do, due to pandemic.



Who is 

We ALL are



We are all versing in a state of sudden disability...



...And invited to live an experience of empathy

• If you find your strength and energy in social 
contact, you are all of a sudden disabled...

• Zoom fatigue is dragging irritability, connection 
interruptions while wanting to communicate with 
someone... You sharing something of the autism, 
dyslexia or dyspraxia experience!

• Could our struggle to feel connected encourage us 
to prioritize accessible information for all people 
with hearing and visual impairments?

• And most of all if you are struggling with loneliness, 
feeling set apart, you can understand better those 
who are set apart because of their differences.



6 ways to actively hope for an inclusive Beirut

To rebuild the city in a more inclusive manner, we need to:

1. Collect and analyze data, to understand better the impact of the pandemic and Beirut Blast on 
persons with disabilities, :

Data is needed on rates of infections, hospitalizations, outcomes and deaths disaggregated by disability, age, community and income, 
among other factors

2. Governments, policy makers and institutions, to continue prioritizing inclusion efforts and 
consider it as an opportunity for societies and economies.

E.g. Companies and organizations that prioritize hiring persons with disabilities have a positive impact on profits and better corporate 
culture. 

Thus align & meet the Sustainable Development Goals for 2030

3. “Nothing about us without us” consistently involve people with disabilities across the whole process



6 ways to actively hope for an inclusive Beirut
4. To reduce anxiety, secure accessibility of COVID-19 information in different formats

Sign language, video captioning, the use of alternative text in images and graphics displayed digitally, and easy-to-read versions.

5. Adapt confinement measures to the needs of specific groups, to ensure their well-being. 

People who need home assistance, to keep receiving it

Not to require from persons with psychosocial disabilities, to live in total isolation.

6. There’s no health without Mental health

Consider “Mental health is an integral part of health”  and “safeguard the mental health of our communities, our health care 

workers, our adults, our women and children and the most vulnerable of our society.” WHO Representative in Lebanon Dr. Iman

Shankiti

“sometimes “it’s ok not to be ok” - encourage youth to take care of their physical AND mental health.



How can we move towards post-traumatic growth?



What is Post-Traumatic Growth?
Post-traumatic growth (PTG) is the

experience of positive change 
that can happen in the wake of a traumatic event. 

(...) It is positive psychological change
as a result of the struggle with highly challenging life circumstances.

PTG (...) is not simply a return to baseline after a period of suffering;
instead it is an experience of improvement.”

In PTG, the traumatic event “can act as a 

springboard to
a life of higher functioning and deeper meaning.”

(Miriam Akhtar, MAPP)



Pandemic, Inclusion & PTG
PTG shows through:

1- A new sense of self: 

• How can the consciousness that we might lose health make us appreciate life?

• How can we have a higher sense of how we are all interconnected and that 
giving an opportunity for all to flourish will positively impact our lives? 

2- A change in relationships:

• How can acceptance of vulnerability help us build closer relationships?

• How can we reshape our priorities, organizations, economies, environment ?

3- An altered philosophy on life:

• How can the value of diversity and inclusion help us find more meaning and 
open up to new opportunities in life?



Old things you will restart New things you will start

Old things you will cease New things you will cease

What will you 
change?


