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FUTURE CHALLENGES IN THE WAKE OF COVID-19 ON MENTAL HEALTH IN 
PAKISTAN- A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW

ABSTRACT:

BACKGROUND & OBJECTIVE: Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is a contagious disease that has 
shaken the mankind. Up till 30th June 2020, about 10.1 million people have been affected across 
188 countries around the world. Deterioration of mental health is long-term effect of a pandemic. 
Methods for the control of COVID-19 have provoked fear, anxiety and frustration. Developed 
countries might be able to handle them but for a developing country it may prove an economic 
“Death Warrant”. Pakistan is one of countries that have been fighting with COVID-19, with about 
24% of the population living below the national poverty line and aftermaths of this pandemic still 
awaits. We intend to assess impact of COVID-19 on mental health in Pakistan to contribute towards 
the prevention of anticipated complications by getting a more clear picture.
METHODOLOGY: Online literature search was carried out from Jan 2020 to Jun 2020, using 
Google Scholar, Science Direct and PubMed with the help of key words. This resulted in retrieval of 
151 articles after removing duplicated ones. Articles with incomplete information, case reports, 
case series, letters or editorials were also excluded. After shortlisting, seven articles were finally 
selected for the review.
RESULTS: This review observed that mental illnesses have been potentiated by COVID-19 due to 
its multi-dimensional manifestations especially on the economic growth of the country. Health care 
professionals and those having previous history of any psychological disabilities are the easy 
targets.
CONCLUSION: COVID-19 disease management and preventive measures to provide 
psychological support must go hand in hand.
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impact of covid-19 on mental health were 
included. Exclusion criteria included case series, 
case reports, letters and editorials. Hence, 
seven articles were selected for the review 
following the PRISMA 2009 criteria for the 
evidence based items which to assess the pros 
and cons for the health care intervention 
(Figure-III).

RESULTS:

As per the literature review, 7 articles were 
included in the studies which were following the 
inclusion criteria. Results deducted from the 
selected articles showed the impact of 
coronavirus pandemic on different population 
groups. Coronavirus disease has not affected all 
equally. The negative impact on mental health 
of the general public has caused development of 
depression which even worsen in people with 

 [14]pre-existing mental conditions . The detailed 
study regarding women in this pandemic 
situations revealed a very unexpected and 
thought provoking aspect. They had to do all the 
households themselves (helpers or maids were 
stopped due to lock down). Less family 
members helped them. Most of them remained 
under stress due to their husbands' behaviors 
and unnecessary involvement in the house 
chores. Working ladies have to bear this more 

 [15]since they are not used to it as such .This 
extraordinary situation affected students too 
but to a lesser extent. A web based survey on 
500 students showed majority of the students 
were found to be normal (65.9%), while 
15.90% were found to be in severe depression 

 [16]associated with the COVID-19 situation .
Health Care Workers (HCWs) are the frontline 
warriors in every pandemic but such situation 
do have their psychological effects on them. 
Levels of anxiety among them were 21.4% and 
21.9% respectively and no statistically 
significant difference could be found between 

 [17]the HCWs of different disciplines  . However, 
significant difference was found between HCWs 
doing their duties in the COVID-19 ICU wards 
and that of isolation wards (p=.020). Religious 
coping strategy was found to be most 
commonly adapted (5.98± 1.73), followed by 

acceptance about the disease (5.59± 1.55), 
and then the coping planning (4.91± 1.85). 
Overall, anxiety and depression among the 
HCWs was found to be prevalent, and religious 

 help and coping strategies were being adapted
[18] . The assessment of well-being in 250 health 
care workers in one of the hospitals of a main 
city concluded that about 10-20 % of health 
care workers developed symptoms during 
treating patients in corona wards, and they 
were quarantined. High levels of workload was 
found for the health care workers (9-10 hours), 
increasing the chances of depression. 
Statistically significant results were found 
between the PGWBI (psychological general 

 well- being index) and corona phobia (p=.000)
[17]. The effects of pandemic on surgical 
procedures were notable. However, positive as 
well as negative outcomes on the surgical 
procedures were found in regard to the 
surgeons and surgical staff. About 86.6% 
complained that surgical procedures have been 
drastically affected due to this pandemic, 
82.1% of the trainees responded that they have 
limited clinical exposure due to reduction in 
number of people in the operation theatre. 
Moreover, 615 were worried about transmission 
of the virus to them due to increased exposure, 
and 38% confirmed the deaths of their 
immediate family members by thus viral 
disease. However, the working hours of the 
surgical staff had been reduced because of this 

 [19]pandemic  .
Though Coronavirus disease as well as ways to 
control it such as lockdown, social distancing 
cause psychological fear, anxiety, uncertainty 
and restlessness but research has shown that 
deaths apparently associated with COVID- 19 
fear were actually due to financial issues during 
this pandemic. Twenty nine suicidal cases had 
been reported since January 2020, out of which 
16 cases (with 12 suicidal deaths and four 
suicidal attempts) were found to be associated 
with COVID-19. Twelve males have economic 
issues due to this COVID-19, while only four 
suicidal deaths were reported because of fear of 

 [12]COVID-19 .
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Figure-I: Global Causes of Death.

Available from URL: https://www.theweeklysource.com.au/watch-global-deaths-from-covid-19-
overtake-all-other-causes-of-death-in-2020/

(Assessed on 3 June 2020)

Figure-II: Predicted Shift of Disease Burden in South East Asia.

Available from URL: https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/the-shift-in-global-disease
(Assessed on 3 June 2020)
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DISCUSSION:

thUp till June 30 , 2020 about 5.16 million 
individuals have recovered from coronavirus 

 21]infection . Their bodies are disease free now 
but what about their psychological status? 
Mental health has always considered as taboo 
and has a certain stigma attached to it, due to 
which nobody speaks up about it openly. It's 
about time that this issue should be highlighted 
and necessary interventions are introduced to 

 [7] make it better .
In our systematic review, we observed COVID-
19 impact on mental health and found out that it 
has affected everyone but response varied 
differently. Younger lot has little knowledge of 
the disease and their response depend upon 
adults-their parents or guardians. Though they 
have milder symptoms and can be silent 
carriers of the virus, their screening is seldom 

[20,21]focused . Teenagers are active and 
energetic, so social isolation is hard for them as 
they want to do something different and 

 [14]challenging . On the other hand, adults have 
responsibilities and they bear socioeconomic 

 [22]stresses. They understand the need of hour  . 

Although elderly have lived major chunk of their 
lives but fear to die with coronavirus infection is 
much more in them, perhaps the stigma and 
restrictions on funeral ceremony might be the 

[23]cause . Our observations also coincides with 
the findings of Rodolfo Rossi and his colleagues 
who studied COVID-19 pandemic effects on 
Italian population during lockdown. The study 
population suffered post-traumatic symptoms, 
anxiety, depression and adjustment disorders.  

 [6]Women were more prone to these effects  . 
Mental health issues affects the general 
population as well as those on the frontline. 
Health care workers are especially the ones 
most susceptible, due to the high pressure 
environment in which they work during 
pandemic. Although they are at higher risk, 
more prone to get infected but their sense of 
duty overpowers every obstacle. From senior 
consultants to junior paramedical staff, all work 
as a team. Despite of discouraging incidences, 

 [24]they stand strong  . Similar observations were 
recorded by Lijun Kang and his co-workers in 
their study regarding pandemic psychological 
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Figure-III: PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram showing study characteristics.
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effects on medical and nursing staff, working in 
Wuhan, China. Need of mental health 
interventions for healthcare workers and its 

  [25]positive impact was highlighted .
Pakistan being a third world country, where 
there are lack of resources, such issues are 
inevitable, but there are many hindrances, 
factors that can prevent efficient reduction of 
mental health issues. These include lack of 
educat ion,  mistrust  in  author i t ies,  
development of conspiracy theories, there is a 
trend of avoiding important vaccination, 
avoiding seeking help whenever there is 

 [11]needed . There are increased cases of 
domestic violence, general public is not trained 
to deal with this sudden traumatic events due 
to which there is great levels of vicarious 
traumatization. Also due to joint family 
system, social isolation has created a sense of 
uncertainty, helplessness, which has further 

[26]aggravated the situation at hand . Suicidal 
tendency is another devastating outcome due 

  [27]to decline in economic stability .
COVID 19 is still under study but it is the need 
of the hour to deal with this secondary crisis of 
mental health issues just as vigorously. People 
should be encouraged to talk about themselves 
without the fear of being judged. Data should 
be compiled on mental health consequences 
and interventions introduced based on these 
figures.

CONCLUSION:

Although mental illnesses are already 
prevalent in Pakistan but they are potentiated 
by COVID-19 due to its multi-dimensional 
manifestations especially on the economic 
growth of the country. Health care 
professionals and those having previous 
history of any psychological issue are easy 
targets. Mental health problems might persist 
long after the pandemic is over, so preventive 
measures and disease management have to go 
hand in hand.

LIMITATIONS:

Few studies were included. Studies do not 
represent the whole population. Detailed 
demographical and ethnical information 
including socioeconomic status was not 

available.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Mental health related issues might be 
overwhelming but population can be helped to 
deal with the ordeal.
· People should be encouraged to check on 

each other, to help adapt them to the new 
“normal'. Studies should be conducted to 
identify people at risk, to safeguard their 
interest.

· Mental health problems should be dealt at 
primary, secondary and tertiary level.

· People should be encouraged to learn new 
skill, practice mindfulness, express 
gratitude, so there is no room left for 
negativity. 

· Health care workers should be provided 
with an environment of support and 
protection, so that they can fight off this 
disease efficiently. Continuous counselling 
sessions and screening done at intervals to 
identify and work on such individuals.

· Other mediums should be put into practice 
to relieve some of the burden off from 
health workers shoulder. Online and 
electronic media can be utilized to educate 
communities and promote wellbeing of the 
society.
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