
 

Mental health woes can rise in year after
COVID recovery
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(HealthDay)—COVID-19 can take a heavy toll on the body, but new
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research shows that patients are also 60% more likely to suffer lingering
mental and emotional woes in the year following their infection.

These problems included anxiety, depression, suicidal thoughts, opioid
use disorder, illicit drug and alcohol use disorders, sleep disturbances,
and problems thinking and concentrating.

"If after COVID-19 people are suffering from sleep problems or
depression or anxiety, you're not alone. We see thousands of people like
you. Definitely seek help," said lead researcher Dr. Ziyad Al-Aly. He is
a clinical epidemiologist at Washington University School of Medicine
in St. Louis and the Veterans Affairs St. Louis Health Care System.

Al-Aly believes these problems need to be taken seriously.

"I want us to pay more attention to things like that so they don't balloon
or become much larger crises down the road," he said. "We see an
increased risk of opioid use. We see an increased risk of suicidal
ideation, we see depression, we see anxiety, and to me, it's almost like a
perfect storm for another opioid epidemic and another suicide
epidemic."

Although it's not clear how the virus affects the brain, Al-Aly believes
damage is done as COVID-19 enters brain cells.

"The virus can actually enter the brain and cause an array of different
problems, including disruption of neuron connections, the elevation of
some inflammatory markers, disruption of signaling, and changes in the
architecture of the brain, which may also explain the brain fog or
neurocognitive [thinking] decline," he explained.

Doctors need to be on the lookout for these problems among patients
who have recovered from COVID-19, Al-Aly said.

2/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/suicidal+thoughts/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioid+use+disorder/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioid+use+disorder/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/illicit+drug/
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/12119-insomnia
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/depression
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/anxiety-disorders
https://www.psychiatry.org/patients-families/addiction/opioid-use-disorder
https://www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/September-2017/Learning-More-About-Suicidal-Ideation
https://www.nami.org/Blogs/NAMI-Blog/September-2017/Learning-More-About-Suicidal-Ideation
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/brain+cells/
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/what-is-covid-19-brain-fog-and-how-can-you-clear-it-2021030822076


 

"Physicians really need to understand that COVID-19 is a risk factor for
these problems. So definitely ask about mental health, ask about sleep,
ask about pain," he said. "Most importantly, diagnose these conditions
early and address them before they become much, much worse crises
down the road."

For the study, Al-Aly and his colleagues used a U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs database to collect information on nearly 154,000
adults who had COVID-19 from March 1, 2020, through Jan. 15, 2021.

The researchers used these data to compare mental health outcomes with
nearly 6 million people who didn't have COVID-19 and another 6
million people from before the pandemic began.

Most of the participants were older white men, but because of the large
size of the study, more than 1 million women and more than 2 million
Black patients and adults of all ages were included.

Al-Aly's team found that people who had COVID-19 were 35% more
likely to suffer from anxiety, and nearly 40% more likely to suffer from
depression or stress-related disorders. Among these patients, there was a
55% increase in the use of antidepressants, and a 65% increase in the use
of benzodiazepines to treat anxiety.

These patients were also 41% more likely to have sleep disorders and
80% more likely to have thinking declines that included forgetfulness,
confusion and a lack of focus, the researchers noted.

COVID-19 patients were also 34% more likely to become addicted to
opioids, 20% more likely to develop an addiction to alcohol or illegal
drugs, and 46% more likely to have suicidal thoughts, the findings
showed.
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The risk for mental problems was tied to the severity of the COVID-19
infection, the researchers found. Those with a mild case were 27% more
likely to develop mental problems, while those with severe infection
were 45% more likely to do so.

These risks were not seen with other diseases like influenza, Al-Aly said.

The report was published online Feb. 16 in the BMJ.

One expert thinks that the mental residue of the virus in some patients is
a serious problem.

"I think the neurological, psychiatric impact of the virus is a second
pandemic," said Dr. Marc Siegel, a clinical professor of medicine at
NYU Langone Medical Center in New York City. "In most cases, the
brain fog clears, but we don't know the full impact on this long term, and
it's very concerning."

Reducing the risk of these mental and emotional problems, and
becoming addicted to drugs or alcohol is another reason why it's
important to get vaccinated.

Getting vaccinated lessens the risk of suffering from these problems.
"Vaccination may decrease your risk of this, even if you've got a
breakthrough [infection]," Siegel said.

  More information: For more on COVID-19 and mental health, head
to the American Psychological Association.

Copyright © 2021 HealthDay. All rights reserved.

Citation: Mental health woes can rise in year after COVID recovery (2022, February 20)

4/5

https://www.bmj.com/content/376/bmj-2021-068993
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2021/07/treating-long-covid
http://www.healthday.com/


 

retrieved 25 April 2024 from
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-02-mental-health-woes-year-covid.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2022-02-mental-health-woes-year-covid.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

