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Isolation

1. Introduction

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant impacts on daily oper-
ations and activities that usually occur in our everyday living, working, and so-
cial environments. There are also associated mental health impacts [1] [2] [3]
that suggest the need to improve and enhance our public health systems [4] [5].
So far, mental health impacts of the pandemic on society are studied from the
perspectives of quality of life [6], social media coverage [7], mental health con-
sequences [8], housing and built environments’ effects [9] [10], and a wide range
of adverse effects [11], social inequalities [12], etc. There are also numerous cas-
es of pandemic-related economic breakdown [13], which has led to major con-
cerns and adversities around the globe. These concerns have increased the even-
tual mental impacts on people and their consequences [14] [15]. The lockdowns
and social isolations, in particular, have played a major part in increasing mental
health consequences. Such issues are associated with physical/social distancing
[16], the general fear caused by the pandemic [17], and the impacts such fears
have on specific sectors or practices [18]. Apart from the health behaviour changes
and their potential consequences [19] [20], we see growing cases of changes in
social responses, mental health issues of social isolation, physical distancing be-
haviours, and emotional behaviours. This study aims to discuss these briefly by
reflecting on lockdowns and social isolations.

First, this study explores the immediate mental health impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on people. In doing so, six primary categories of mental health impacts
are identified based on the existing literature related to research on the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. These are then discussed in relation to the lockdown and
social isolation measures. Finally, discussions are made concerning long-term
psychological issues, which should be studied more holistically. The study illu-
strates the diverse mental impacts of the pandemic on society, primarily caused
by lockdown and social isolation measures. It is essential to confirm the hidden
dangers of the ongoing pandemic’s long-term mental and psychological impacts

on society.

2. Methods

This is an opinion paper, and the methods are relatively different from a regular
research paper. However, this study benefits from two types of literature review
research. The first is to screen existing research related to the pandemic’s con-
sequences on mental health impacts, which are identified into six categories. The
screening is done through literature-based research related to the topic and only
in the context of COVID-19 research. The second part of the literature-based

research focuses on correlated matters pertaining to the identified six categories,
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allowing us to back up the arguments with case study examples. Again, scholarly
research studies from 2020 onwards are mainly used for this analysis. Lastly,
viewpoints are raised concerning the main scope and findings of the study. A
brief discussion follows the primary evidence provided in the following section.
Lastly, conclusions are made to highlight some suggestions according to the re-
search content and future research directions. The study’s narrative is based on
an overview of the recent existing research, Ze, from the start of the COVID-19
pandemic until now (March 2022), and to provide suggestions for future research.
Hence, the study is treated as an opinion piece rather than an extended literature

review.

3. Mental Health Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic

Complementary to what has been studied so far, a significant aspect is the study
of mental health impacts on people during the lockdown periods with adverse
influences on social behaviour, social inclusion, and social response. So far, the
consequences on mental health impacts are summarized in six categories, which
include: 1) family or friend loss, 2) anxiety from the pandemic, 3) direct health
impacts, 4) loneliness, 5) lack of social life and outdoor activities, and 6) eco-
nomic breakdown.

The first category is very much linked with the direct loss of close friends or
family members, which affects people’s mental health and perception [21]. This
also implies the need for a healthy adjustment, seemingly essential after the loss
[22]. The second category is related to a range of anxieties, some that form into
severe health conditions of depression, insomnia, sadness, fear, adjustment dis-
order, etc. [11] [23]. This category has been widely studied from the perspectives
of psychological impacts and distress [24], to a wide range of disorder conditions
[25], moral injury [26], and longer-term mental health effects [27]. The third
category is direct health impacts, which generally affect the individuals directly
by becoming infected themselves or taking care of (and/or living with) an in-
fected person in their households. Such direct impacts are specifically seen on
healthcare workers [28], medical and nursing staff [29], and people who expe-
rienced emotional problems or situations [30] [31]. The experiences from such
incidents could lead to longer-term emotional conditions. The fourth category is
mental health impacts caused by loneliness and self-isolation [32], which seem
to be visible in both children and adolescents [33], as well as in older adults
[34]. This area is widely studied from the perspectives of psychological wellbe-
ing [34], to increasing psychiatric symptoms [35], and problems of negative be-
haviour health impacts [36]. The trajectory of loneliness on some common be-
havioural risk factors [37] is also studied as a major issue concerning social iso-
lation and other indicators that signify wider mental health symptoms [38]. The
fifth category is related to the former but, more specifically, concerns the lack of
outdoor opportunities [10]. The considerations for the use of outdoor recrea-

tional spaces have been verified to improve physical and mental health condi-
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tions [39] and our daily emotional wellbeing. Long-term effects suggest the de-
mand to continue research in this area. Lastly, the sixth category comes from
the effects of economic uncertainty on mental health [40], which is more harm-
ful than initially anticipated. The main impacts are on increasing suicidal inci-
dents [41], the combination of economic concerns with health worries and so-
cial distancing [42], socio-economic difficulties [19], and other variables. The
global macroeconomic impacts of COVID-19 have stressed many who have lost
their businesses or jobs or struggle to cope with the challenges [43]. Thus, the
impacts of the pandemic on socio-economic aspects suggest wider impacts on
mental health and psychological effects [44]. Figure 1 below summarises these
six categories.

Apart from the significant health impacts, the novel coronavirus disease has
caused considerable damage to us as social beings [45], something that may take
us a while to recover from or reverse. The social and psychological impacts of
the COVID-19 on our wellbeing have led to a broader understanding of the so-
cio-economic implications of the pandemic [46], as well as negative impacts on
quality of life, mental wellbeing, and our trust attitudes towards decision-makers
and governments [47]. These are critical factors associated with the mental im-

pacts of regular or prolonged lockdowns and social isolations.

4. Discussions

Research studies related to the mental impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are

Family or
friend loss

Anxiety from
the
pandemic

Economic
breakdown

Mental
health

impacts

Lack of social
life and Direct health
outdoor impacts

actvities

Figure 1. Six categories of mental health impacts during the COVID-19 pandemic (source:
drawn by the authors, data extracted from various literature research on the topic).
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still limited. Ongoing and future research studies should assess the impacts of
lockdown and social isolation on people’s mental health, social behaviour, and
response. These three areas are important to be studied together rather than in
isolation, as it is essential to verify how one affects the other. The current litera-
ture is limited to evaluating the nexus between the three and mainly focuses on
people’s mental health. Yet, the enduring situations of lockdown and those
reoccurring events could further impact people’s social well-being and lifestyles.
Those impacts are yet to be seen, and future research may need to consider pro-
longed analysis of people’s health and behaviour affected by the COVID-19
pandemic.

Furthermore, it is crucial to consider evaluating context-specific measures as
the impacts could differ between different countries or locations. For instance,
the case of the UK is unique as it includes multiple lockdowns at different times
and for different timelines. While the UK has decided to open up completely, the
prolonged and reoccurring lockdown measures already have psychological im-
pacts on society. The national lockdowns in the UK represent different lock-
down modes with different messages. For instance, in the first three national
lockdowns, the impacts are considerably different between them. The situation
has become a complicated race with many ups and downs, different social beha-
viours, and changing responses to lockdown measures. The nature of each lock-
down is different depending on the general status of the pandemic progression
in the country. As we complete this study, when the UK has just ended its re-
strictions, we foresee further challenges and longer-term impacts on the mental
health of the general public. A similar situation exists elsewhere, particularly in
the contexts where the lockdowns were prolonged, like in the case of Australia,
or they were reoccurring measures against the pandemic, as in the case of China.

In all cases, such measures could severely impact the health of society and the
adverse socio-economic consequences that are yet to be seen. Thus, future re-
search should consider evaluating complicating social behavior and response is-
sues. It is important to verify and study changes that have occurred due to the
pandemic and their impacts on people’s mental health. The complexity of such
mental health issues limits some of the studies to only consider one or two con-
sequences, but future research should consider conducting a holistic evaluation
of the mental impacts, including both direct and indirect effects caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. In doing so, primary objectives should be related to three
factors of assessing differences between different lockdowns and their psycho-
logical impacts on the general public, evaluating the consequences of the lock-
downs on social behaviour and response, and evaluating diverse mental health

impacts associated with different categories mentioned earlier.

5. Concluding Remarks

This brief study aims to open up a new discourse on the longer-term effects of

the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic on people’s mental health. As highlighted ear-
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lier, such impacts could differ from context to context and relate to the type of
pandemic’s safety and control measures, restrictions, and social (and physical)
isolation strategies. While the term’ social isolation was initially criticised for its
negative impact on people’s social life and well-being, it continues to be one of
the research mainstreams related to the COVID-19 pandemic and its mental
health issues. However, the consequences of reoccurring lockdowns and social
isolation measures are not just short-term, which are affecting the vulnerable
groups the most.

We argue that the mental impacts of COVID-19 could last much longer than
initially expected. Some countries are criticised due to their lack of capability to
respond to the pandemic [48], with significant burdens on healthcare services
and facilities. These impacts have weakened the public health response, surgical
systems, primary care response, etc. In addition, we foresee longer-term chal-
lenges that are mainly psychological and related to the mental wellbeing of so-
ciety. As suggested by O’Connor et al. [49], there is a need for longitudinal ana-
lyses of mental health impacts and wellbeing studies, meaning how recent changes
have impacted people’s social behavior and response. There are also significant
risk perceptions and behavioural responses from the general public [50], which
should be studied beyond the existing studies of various experiences.

Set aside the large-scale impacts on the healthcare landscape, severe social and
mental issues are correlated with lockdown and social isolation measures. Some
countries neglect or undermine these impacts while their restricted actions have
become added societal pressures. This study is a brief reflection on the ongoing
situation to ensure mental impacts of the pandemic are studied more holistically
and related to specific contexts. The following steps in policymaking, practice, and
research are critical to responding to the psychological impacts of the COVID-19

pandemic on society.
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