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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of the global (COVID-19) pandemic, 
as reviewed by Panchal et al., (2021) brought with it 
unforeseen and unprecedented conditions for millions. 
Conspicuous disorders of the respiratory, 
gastrointestinal, and neurological systems have taken 
center stage, but an important category must be 
brought to the forefront, the psychological and 
emotional effects of this pandemic. Mandatory 
nationwide lockdowns, self-quarantining, mask 
wearing, social distancing, isolation, and anxiety about 
the unpredictable future have been significant 
stressors and have revealed both detectable and 
undetectable impacts on mental and physical 
wellbeing. Negative affectivity including depression, 
loneliness, boredom, self-harm, and domestic violence 
doubled in the past months, as well as financial burden 
and unemployment. Mental health silently affects 
everyone and could be a deciding factor in recovery 
and remission of many health conditions and disorders 
including COVID-19 (Panchal et al., 2021). 

AIM
Mental health silently affects everyone and could be a 
deciding factor in recovery and remission of many 
health conditions and disorders. Emerging issues from 
the cumulative effects of this pandemic’s stressors 
could become chronic health issues.

Stress, or general adaptation syndrome, is a physiological and cognitive natural 
response to any potential harm the body perceives. It triggers the activation of the 
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis) which leads to the production of a vital 
hormone called cortisol; cortisol induces behavioral, as well as physiological changes 
in the body (Stephens & Wand, 2012).

METHODS

We conducted a literature review on 36 articles from 
databases such as PubMed, Google Scholar, and
ScienceDirect, using search words like “mental health”, 
“COVID-19”, “psychological effects”, “toxic stress”, “stress 
response system” and “SARS-CoV-2”, including reviews, 
case reports, and cohort studies.

Toxic stress, which is a prolonged experience of negative stress, can lead to an 
immune dysregulation and a persistent inflammatory state that increases the risk and 
frequency of infections (Raphael, 2006). Chronic elevation of inflammatory marker 
proteins damage tissues and increase the risk of diseases such as cardiovascular 
disease, autoimmune disorders, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, viral 
hepatitis, and cancer (Murray, 2018). Furthermore, its known that toxic stress is 
involved in the pathophysiology of depressive disorders, behavioral dysregulation, 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and psychosis (Raphael, 2006).

The Effects of Toxic Stress

RESULTS

Stress disrupts body homeostasis, prompting a 
cascade of hormones and factors (such as increased 
cortisol and dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA) that 
mount a bodily response. Stress has been shown to 
cause structural changes in the brain, including in the 
hippocampus and amygdala, which can lead to 
memory disorders as well as changes in cognition and 
learning. Long-term activation of the stress response 
system causes overexposure of cortisol and 
subsequent deleterious effects throughout the body. 
Stress can leave a body more susceptible to illnesses 
of all kinds.

CONCLUSIONS
As the world continues to seek answers to curtail the 
pandemic and bring life back to normal, attention must 
be given to how mental health is handled during this 
crisis. It is time to push for integration of mental health 
with primary care, to treat both mind and body regularly 
to optimize health improvement. It is vital that we 
understand the effects of stress to mitigate the 
consequences and address mental health properly 
moving forward.
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Natural Response to Stress

During this COVID-19 pandemic, both minor 
and toxic stressors, are affecting much of the 
general population. Numbers of positive cases 
and the death toll continued to climb steadily 
since the declaration of the global pandemic in 
March 2020 (Hagerty & Williams, 2020). The 
impact of COVID-19 on mental health has been 
alarming and may be getting overlooked due to 
comorbidities and lack of knowledge. The 
affects the pandemic on the human body and 
mind in a multifactorial manner, has presented 
as a universal threat to human holistic health 
posed by the virus. Worries over transmission 
of the disease and disruption of daily life, 
coupled with social distancing and isolation in 
many parts have taken a toll on all people 
regardless of age, race or background (Hagerty 
& Williams, 2020).

The Mental Disruption Associated with COVID-19

Stressful incidents cause a sudden rise in cortisol level followed by a rapid decrease 
with the termination of the stressful event. While this elevation in blood cortisol is a 
protective mechanism, a continuous and significant rise in cortisol due to persistent 
stress can turn this protective mechanism into a powerful force that can cause a wide 
range of physical, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive problems (Stephens & Wand, 
2012).

Mental Disruption Can Lead to Inflammation

Stress Disrupts Homeostasis


