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Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Patients with Schizophrenia 
Spectrum Disorders: A Review Study

Abstract
Various measures, including social distancing and quarantine, in order to prevent the progression of the COVID-19 epidemic have led to problems in the community. 
One of the main consequences of COVID-19 in society is the occurrence of various psychological disorders worldwide. Meanwhile, patients with schizophrenia 
may be more vulnerable to the effects of COVID-19. Therefore, the present review study was conducted to investigate the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
patients with schizophrenia spectrum disorders. 408 articles were collected and analyzed from the databases of the MEDLINE, PUBMED, Scopus, Science direct, 
and EMBASE. A total of 33 papers were evaluated for eligibility, but only 17 articles were included in the study because they met all inclusion criteria. In this 
review study, it was hypothesized that the restrictions imposed by the prevalence of COVID 19 would lead to adverse effects in patients with schizophrenia. The 
present study first provides an introduction to COVID-19 disease and the specific conditions created by the epidemic, such as quarantine and social distancing. 
In the following, we examined the relationship between COVID-19 and the incidence of mental illness. Finally, selected recent studies on the effect of COVID-19 
on schizophrenic patients were reviewed in order to conclusion on this subject. A review of the literature on the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on patients with 
schizophrenia spectrum disorders showed conflicting results. It was concluded that patients with schizophrenia have a number of risk factors, including social 
problems and disease-related factors; therefore, these patients may be vulnerable to the effects of the COVID-19 epidemic. On the other hand due to the novelty 
of the topic, more studies are needed in this field, because these effects seem to be identified in the long term.
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Introduction
On December 31, 2019, Chinese health officials warned the World 

Health Organization (WHO) about several cases of pneumonia of unknown 
cause in Wuhan, China. On January 30, 2020, the WHO declared the 
outbreak a public health emergency of international importance [1]. This 
acute respiratory illness caused by a new coronavirus (SARS CoV-2), 
which called COVID-19 by the World Health Organization. Due to its high 
transmission rate, this disease could affect many people in most parts of 
the world in a short period of time [2]. China National Health Commission 
reported 2.1% of deaths among confirmed cases in China as of February 
4 [3]. In general, the mortality rate was 11% to 15% among cases admitted 
to hospitals [4]. Due to the high rate of transmission and mortality rate of 
COVID-19, extensive studies have been conducted on the prevention of this 
disease as well as its consequences worldwide.

On the other hand, due to the rapid transmission of the disease, countries 
around the world have increased their attention to disease monitoring 
systems [5]. Among the measures taken in this field was legislation on 
isolation, social and physical distance by imposing restrictions such as 
home quarantine. The stress associated with the coronavirus epidemic, 
as well as quarantine condition, have led to increased social stress, which 
have adverse effects on individuals, especially vulnerable populations, such 
as patients with schizophrenia spectrum disorders [6]. Studies showed that 
patients with mental illness have a higher rate of chronic medical illness 
than the general population. On the other hand, restrictions imposed during 
the COVID-19 epidemic lead to impaired access to medical care and, 
consequently, to a worsening of the underlying medical condition in this 
patient population [7]. Therefore, patients with schizophrenia, especially 
those with other underlying medical conditions and lifestyle risk factors are 

at higher risk of developing respiratory infections [8]. Nowadays, there is a 
great concern about the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on the mental 
health of patients with schizophrenia. Due to the fact that some factors 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic may lead to worsening of mental 
conditions in patients with schizophrenia, therefore, it is necessary to 
study the effects of this epidemic on patients with schizophrenia spectrum 
disorder. A summary of the results of previous studies on the potential impact 
of COVID-19 pandemic and its implications on patients with schizophrenia 
spectrum disorders are presented in this review study.

Literature Review
Search strategy

We conducted a comprehensive review of the English language 
literature involved the impact of COVID-19 on patients with schizophrenia 
spectrum disorders. The electronic databases MEDLINE, PUBMED, 
Scopus, Science direct, and EMBASE were searched on August 2021 for 
reporting the outcomes of the effects of COVID-19 quarantine on patients 
with schizophrenia. Reference lists of published papers were then also 
hand-searched in an attempt to identify further reports. The following key 
words were used: COVID-19; Social isolation; Psychological Disorders; and 
Schizophrenia. The search terms were then entered onto Google Scholar, to 
ensure that articles were not missed. Papers were excluded if they were not 
written in English, lacked documentation, studies without clinical outcomes 
data, systematic reviews that did not pool data or perform a meta-analysis, 
and technique articles without outcomes. We then obtained full manuscripts 
for those studies that met the inclusion criteria. Search algorithm of articles 
included in the literature review is presented in Figure 1.
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COVID-19 global pandemic 
In early December 2019, unusual patients with symptoms of pneumonia 

were observed in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, China, which the causative 
agent was identified as the Coronavirus (COVID-19). The disease was 
declared an epidemic on March 11, 2020 by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) [9]. In studies, the causative agent of Covid-19 disease was 
identified as a new strain of coronavirus, which was about 79% genetically 
similar to the causative agent of SARS-COV in 2003 and has a higher 
pathogenicity, spread rate and transmission [10]. According to statistics 
provided by the WHO, until July 22, 2020, more than 15 million people 
have been infected with the virus worldwide and more than 600,000 people 
have died due to this disease [9]. Therefore, public places were closed in 
many countries, in order to implement the physical and social distancing 
to reduce and cut the virus transmission chain [11]. The stress associated 
with the coronavirus epidemic, as well as measures to limit its prevalence, 
including quarantine, have led to increased social stress. In this case, some 
psychologists believe that the occurrence of mental illness will be inevitable 
in the future population [12].

Psychopathological impact related to COVID-19 physical 
distancing policies

According to studies conducted during the outbreak of Covid-19, 
the implementation of physical distance and quarantine has significantly 
increased anxiety, frustration, uncertainty, depressive symptoms and stress 
among people [13]. The results of this research show that the mental health 
of individuals in different countries with different economic, cultural and 
social status can be affected by COVID-19 epidemic [14]. It is important to 
identify and assess the extent of mental disorders among people affected by 
the epidemic in order to provide appropriate solutions to control and reduce 
them by psychiatrist. The COVID-19 epidemic has had many consequences 
not only for health, but also for many aspects of life, including the economy, 
employment, education, and overall quality of life worldwide. The review of 
the literature showed that decreased sleep quality, increased scores of fear, 
worry, anxiety and stress, and the occurrence of depressive symptoms from 
mild to severe among people were significantly affected by the prevalence 
of COVID-19 [15-21]. 

Social restrictions and quarantine due to epidemics may have a 
negative impact on patients with mental disorders. In general, due to 
the special circumstances of patients with mental disorders, their further 
limitation may be associated with negative consequences [22]. In addition, 
social constraints on patients with mental disorders such as schizophrenia 
may be associated with poor quality of life, economic burden, suicidal 
ideation, overexposure to stressful situations, and increased risk of drug 
use, which had negative mental health outcomes can lead to worsening of 

the condition [23,24]. Therefore, social distancing practices could have a 
particularly negative impact on individuals with schizophrenia. The results 
of a study in this field showed that patients with mental illness experience 
four times more stress in the epidemic than the control group. These people 
are two to three times more likely to have anxiety and depressive symptoms 
[25].

Effects of COVID-19 on patients with schizophrenia
Patients with schizophrenia are more likely to develop COVID-19 

due to poorer health attention [26]. The increase in these consequences 
is related to the unfavorable lifestyle and residential instability [27]. Some 
studies have suggested that patients with schizophrenia have a higher 
risk of COVID-19 infection due to their increased presence in cumulative 
conditions [22]. Overall, patients with mental illness, including those with 
schizophrenia, have a higher rate of chronic medical illness than the 
general population. Restrictions imposed during the COVID-19 epidemic 
lead to impaired access to medical care and, consequently, to a worsening 
of the underlying medical condition in this patients [7]. Patients with 
schizophrenia, especially those with other underlying medical conditions 
(cardiovascular disease, diabetes and respiratory diseases) and lifestyle 
risk factors (high smoking rate, non-compliance with health protocols), are 
at higher risk of developing respiratory infections [6,8]. Social stressors 
have adverse effects on individuals, especially vulnerable populations. In 
the case of the coronavirus pandemic, studies also show that patients with 
schizophrenia spectrum disorders due to specific disease conditions may 
be more affected by the epidemic [6].

The results of studies show that patients with schizophrenia are more 
likely to have negative consequences of the epidemic than other people 
in the community due to the presence of various risk factors (health and 
socio-economic risks). In a study in order to investigate the impact of 
the social distance policies caused by COVID-19 pandemic on patients 
with schizophrenia, common inflammatory indexes and psychological 
characteristics were examined [28]. Authors reported that there were 
no significant differences in changes in schizophrenic symptomatology. 
However, as mentioned other studies reported different findings, which 
shows the negative effect of the restrictions imposed by COVID-19 on 
people with a schizophrenia spectrum disorders [29,30]. Case studies in 
this field also show an increase in psychosis in this population and even 
the occurrence of new cases of psychosis in patients without a previous 
history [31-34]. Therefore, continued psychiatric care and treatment is 
recommended during the Covid-19 epidemic. A summary of recent studies 
on the effect of COVID-19 pandemic on patients with schizophrenia 
spectrum disorders is presented in Table 1. Most studies included review 
studies, expert opinion, case reports, and treatment guidelines; in other 
words, no randomized controlled trials were found on this subject [35-39].

Figure 1. Search algorithm of articles included in the literature review.
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Conclusion
Overall, patients with mental illness, including those with schizophrenia, 

have a higher rate of chronic medical illness than the general population. 
Restrictions imposed during the COVID-19 epidemic lead to impaired 
access to medical care and, consequently, to a worsening of the underlying 
medical condition in this patient population. The review of the literature 
on the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on patients with schizophrenia 
spectrum disorders showed contradictory results. Some studies did not 
show a correlation between the psychological effects associated with 
COVID-19 on schizophrenic patients, but other studies reported different 
results. In general, due to the fact that patients with schizophrenia have 
a number of risk factors, including social problems and disease-related 
factors, these patients may be vulnerable to the effects of the COVID-19 
epidemic. On the other hand due to the novelty of the subject, more studies 
are needed in this field, because these effects seem to be identified in the 
long term. Therefore, continuous monitoring and long-term studies are 

required on the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on this patient population.
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Table 1. Selected recent studies related to the COVID-19 pandemic and schizophrenia patients.
First Author (Year)	 Objective	 Conclusion
Zhand (2021) Review the impact of the pandemic on

patients with schizophrenia

Patients with schizophrenia spectrum disorders has 
a number of risk factors, including psychosocial 
adversities and illness related factors, which may be 
vulnerable to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Caponnetto (2021) Investigate what the effects of the pandemic have 
been on patients with schizophrenia

The research did not confirm the expected results, 
showing that any kind of worsening of schizophrenic 
symptomatology

Involved the study samples.
Rivas‐Ramírez (2021) Rivas‐Ramírez (2021) The prevalence of COVID-19 in hospitalized patients 

with psychiatric disorders is increased compared 
with that of the general population; however, a lower 
mortality rate was detected. Also, an increased 
risk of COVID-19 was detected in patients with 
comorbidities.

Kozloff (2020) Investigation of COVID-19 implications for people 
with Schizophrenia and related disorders

The Covid-19 global epidemic is expected to have a 
significant effect on patients with schizophrenia and 
exacerbate their health and economic inequalities. 
Public health interventions designed to reduce 
and control the spread of the virus are more likely 
disproportionately affect people with schizophrenia.

Fonseca (2020) Schizophrenia and COVID-19: Risks and 
recommendations

The contextual data lead us to infer that there is a 
greater infection risk in schizophrenia patients.

Khosravi (2020) Introduce the likely challenges for schizophrenic 
patients during the COVID-19

Due to the high vulnerability of patients with 
schizophrenia, it is necessary to consider the 
needs of these patients during this epidemic. In 
addition to reducing the burden of the epidemic on 
schizophrenics, it will also have a positive effect on 
the whole population.

Pinkham (2020) Comparison of the severity of pre-pandemic 
symptoms and affective experiences to current 
symptoms

There were no significant changes in positive, 
negative, or disorganized symptomatology compared 
with the pre-pandemic situation in patients with 
severe mental illnesses.

Ma (2020) Explore the impact of social isolation on common 
inflammatory indicators and psychological 
characteristics

Inpatients of schizophrenia suffered from social 
isolation due to COVID-19 have a severe 
psychological burden. However, no relevant changes 
in schizophrenic symptomatology are detected. 
Social isolation caused patients to develop a weak 
inflammatory state and led to worse anxiety and 
sleep quality.

Quittkat (2020) Investigate the perceived impact of Covid-19 and its 
psychological consequences on people with mental 
disorders

The symptoms of psychosis, compared to the pre-
epidemic situation, do not appear to have changed. 
Covid-19 may increase the severity of symptoms and 
psychosocial stress in people with mental disorders. 
During epidemics, special support is needed to help 
people with mental disorders and prevent symptoms 
from getting worse.
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