
Psychological Medicine

cambridge.org/psm

Correspondence

Cite this article: Lee SA, Jobe MC, Mathis AA
(2021). Mental health characteristics
associated with dysfunctional coronavirus
anxiety. Psychological Medicine 51, 1403–1404.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X

Received: 6 April 2020
Accepted: 14 April 2020
First published online: 16 April 2020

Author for correspondence:
Sherman A. Lee,
E-mail: sherman.lee@cnu.edu

© The Author(s), 2020. Published by
Cambridge University Press. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution licence
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted re-use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited.

Mental health characteristics associated with
dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety

Sherman A. Lee , Mary C. Jobe and Amanda A. Mathis

Department of Psychology, Christopher Newport University, Newport News, Virginia, USA

As of 2 April 2020, over one million people have been infected with a novel viral pneumonia
(COVID-19) that emerged fromWuhan,China lateDecember of 2019 (JohnsHopkinsUniversity,
2020). Formost people, life has radically changed for the worse, as unprecedented rates of job loss,
isolation, and COVID-19-related deaths and infections continue to soar. Although health profes-
sionals acknowledge the rising fear and anxiety of their patients and others around them, very little
is known about those who are debilitated by their fear-based reactions to this infectious disease
outbreak. There have been reports in China of elevated levels of depression, post-traumatic stress,
anxiety, and insomnia among healthcare workers (Lai et al., 2020; Xiang et al., 2020) and their
patients infectedwithCOVID-19 (Bo et al., 2020), but the extent towhich these psychological con-
ditions are attributable to coronavirus anxiety has not been determined.

In a recent study of 775 adults residing in the U.S., individuals who were functionally
impaired by their fear and anxiety of the coronavirus exhibited greater hopelessness, suicidal
ideation, spiritual crisis, and alcohol/drug coping, than those who were anxious, but not
impaired by the disease (Lee, in press). Because a large number of people tend to experience
clinically significant fear and anxiety during an infectious disease outbreak (Taylor, 2019), it is
vital for health professionals to understand the psychological challenges of those with this par-
ticular condition (Asmundson & Taylor, 2020). Thus, we examined online survey data from
1237 MTurk workers taken on 2 April 2020, in order to identify mental health characteristics
of adults with dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety.

This sample consisted of 675 males, 558 females, 4 other gender, with a median age of 35 years
(range 18−65). The rates of coronavirus infection, dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety (CAS⩾ 9;
Lee, in press), generalized anxiety (GAD-7⩾ 10; Spitzer, Kroenke, Williams, and Lowe, 2006),
depression (PHQ⩾ 10; Kroenke, Spitzer, and Williams, 2001), and functional impairment
(WSAS⩾ 21; Mundt, Marks, Shear, and Greist, 2002) were 4.9%, 25.4%, 36.0%, 40.3%, and
35.0%, respectively. A logistic regression, which controlled for sociodemographic effects of age,
gender, education, and race, demonstrated that dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety was associated
with coronavirus infection (odds ratio (OR) 3.04, 95% CI 1.28–7.25), generalized anxiety (OR
1.13, 95% CI 1.06–1.20), depression (OR 1.09, 95% CI 1.03–1.15), functional impairment (OR
1.08, 95%CI 1.05–1.11), perceived lack of social support (OR 1.16, 95%CI 1.04–1.28), and suicidal
ideation (OR 1.24, 95% CI 1.13–1.37). This model explained 62% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance
in dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety and correctly classified 75% of cases.

These results suggest that people with dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety suffer from a wide
range of psychological difficulties and that having the coronavirus infection poses a major risk
factor for this form of psychopathology. These findings are part of a disturbing trend of corona-
virus anxiety found among people in the U.S. (Lee, in press), China (Lai et al., 2020; Xiang et al.,
2020), and more recently India, where a man committed suicide because he was afraid that he
acquired the disease (Goyal, Chauhan, Chhikara, Gupta, & Singh, 2020). These findings also
highlight the need for health professionals to screen for dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety, as
it not only is linked to mental distress, but it may mimic, accompany, or be the underlying
cause of other physical and mental complaints during this crisis (Taylor, 2019). Online mental
health approaches, such as those implemented in China (Liu et al., 2020), may be particularly
useful in evaluating and treating those with dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety.

References

Asmundson, G. J. G., & Taylor, S. (2020). Coronaphobia: Fear and the 2019-nCoV outbreak. Journal of Anxiety
Disorders, 70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102196.

Bo, H., Li, W., Yang, Y., Wang, Y., Zhang, Q., Cheung, T., … Xiang, Y. (2020). Posttraumatic stress symptoms
and attitude toward crisis mental health services among clinically stable patients with COVID-19 in China.
Psychological Medicine, 1–7. In press. doi: S0033291720000999.

Goyal, K., Chauhan, P., Chhikara, K., Gupta, P., & Singh, M. P. (2020). Fear of COVID 2019: First suicidal case in
India! Asia Journal of Psychiatry, 49. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.101989.

Johns Hopkins University (2020). Coronavirus COVID-19 global cases by the center for systems science and engin-
eering (CSSE) at Johns Hopkins University. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University. Retrieved from https://
www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b4e9ecf6.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.cambridge.org/psm
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X
mailto:sherman.lee@cnu.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1878-3472
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102196
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102196
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.101989
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.101989
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b4e9ecf6
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b4e9ecf6
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/opsdashboard/index.html#/bda7594740fd40299423467b4e9ecf6
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X


Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., & Williams, J. B. W. (2001). The PHQ-9: Validity
of a brief depression severity measure. Journal of General Internal
Medicine 16(9), 606–613. https://dx.doi.org/10.1046%2Fj.1525-1497.2001.
016009606.x.

Lai, J., Ma, S., Wang, Y., Cai, Z., Hu, J., Wei, N., … Hu, S. (2020). Factors
associated with mental health outcomes among health care workers exposed
to coronavirus disease 2019. JAMA Network Open, 3(3), 1–12. doi: 10.1001/
jamanetworkopen.2020.3976.

Lee, S. A. (in press). Coronavirus anxiety scale: A brief mental health screener
for COVID-19 related anxiety. Death Studies. doi: 10.1080/
07481187.2020.1748481.

Liu, S., Yang, L., Zhang, C., Xiang, Y., Liu, Z., Hu, S., & Zhang, B. (2020).
Online mental health services in China during the COVID-19 out-
break. The Lancet Psychiatry, 1, 7–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-
0366(20)30077-8.

Mundt, J. C., Marks, I. M., Shear, M. K., & Greist, J. H. (2002). The work and
social adjustment scale: A simple measure of impairment in functioning.
British Journal of Psychiatry, 180(5), 461–464. https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.
180.5.461.

Spitzer, R. L., Kroenke, K., Williams, J. B. W., & Lowe, B. (2006). A brief meas-
ure for assessing generalized anxiety disorder: The GAD-7. Archives of
Internal Medicine, 166(10), 1092–1097. https://dx.doi.org/10.1001/archinte.
166.10.1092.

Taylor, S. (2019). The psychology of pandemics: Preparing for the next global
outbreak of infectious disease. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars
Publishing.

Xiang, Y., Yang, Y., Li, W., Zhang, L., Zhang, Q., Cheung, T., & Ng, C. H.
(2020). Timely mental health care for the 2019 novel coronavirus outbreak
is urgently needed. Lancet (London, England) 7, 228–229. https://doi.org/10.
1016/S2215-0366(20)30046-8.

1404 Sherman A. Lee et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://dx.doi.org/10.1046%2Fj.1525-1497.2001.016009606.x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1046%2Fj.1525-1497.2001.016009606.x
https://dx.doi.org/10.1046%2Fj.1525-1497.2001.016009606.x
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.5.461
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.5.461
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.180.5.461
https://dx.doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092
https://dx.doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092
https://dx.doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.10.1092
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30046-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30046-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(20)30046-8
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003329172000121X

	Mental health characteristics associated with dysfunctional coronavirus anxiety
	References


