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Understanding the psychiatric symptoms of
COVID-19: a meta-analysis of studies assessing
psychiatric symptoms in Chinese patients with and
survivors of COVID-19 and SARS by using the
Symptom Checklist-90-Revised
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Abstract

Understanding the psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19 could facilitate the clinical management of COVID-19 patients.
However, the profile of psychiatric symptoms among COVID-19 patients has been understudied. We performed a
meta-analysis of studies assessing psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19 and SARS patients and survivors by using the
Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (SCL-90-R), an instrument covering a wide spectrum of psychiatric symptoms. Studies
reporting SCL-90-R subscale scores among patients with and survivors of COVID-19 and SARS were retrieved from
major English and Chinese literature databases. Patients’ pooled SCL-90-R subscale scores were compared to the
Chinese normative SCL-90-R data, and Cohen’s d values were calculated to indicate the severity of psychiatric
symptoms. The Joanna Briggs Institute Critical Appraisal Checklist for Studies Reporting Prevalence Data was used to
assess the quality of the included studies. The search yielded 25 Chinese studies with 1675 acute COVID-19 and 964
acute SARS patients, 30 COVID-19 and 552 SARS survivors during very early recovery (up to 1 month since discharge),
291 SARS survivors during early recovery (1-6 months after discharge), and 48 SARS survivors during late recovery
(12 months after discharge). None of the included studies were rated as good quality. The ten SCL-90-R-defined
psychiatric symptoms, which were of medium-to-severe severity (d = 0.68-3.01), were all exhibited in acute COVID-19
patients, and the severity of these symptoms decreased to mild-to-medium during very early recovery (d = 0.17-0.73).
SARS patients presented eight psychiatric symptoms with mild-to-severe severity during the acute stage

(d =043-1.88), and thereafter, the severity of symptoms decreased over the follow-up period. However, somatization
(d=0.30) and anxiety (d = 0.28) remained at mild levels during late recovery. A wide variety of severe psychiatric
symptoms have been reported by acute COVID-19 patients, and these symptoms, despite decreasing in severity,
persist in very early recovery. The changing trajectory observed with SARS suggests that psychiatric symptoms of
COVID-19 may persist for a long time after discharge, and therefore, periodic monitoring of psychiatric symptoms,
psychosocial support, and psychiatric treatment (when necessary) may be necessary for COVID-19 patients from the
acute to convalescent stages.
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respectively>*. Cooccurring mental health problems
complicate the respiratory management of COVID-19
patients and negatively affect the prognosis of COVID-19
(refs. >°). For example, patients who develop psychotic
symptoms may not adhere to respiratory treatment or
may even threaten the safety of frontline medical staff,
and depressed survivors may not be able to return to
work. Therefore, a timely and detailed assessment of
mental health morbidities is important for the effective
clinical management of COVID-19 patients and survivors.

Available research on mental health problems associated
with COVID-19 is limited to case reports/series, self-report
questionnaire surveys, and mental disorder surveys>*’~'°,
Because case reports/series are subject to selection bias, i.e.,
reporting unusual cases with manic episodes, the general-
izability of their findings is poor. Most prior questionnaire
surveys focused on depressive and anxiety symptoms, so
data regarding psychiatric symptoms other than depression
and anxiety associated with COVID-19 are still limited.
Despite having first-hand data on a variety of mental dis-
orders, mental disorder surveys have provided little infor-
mation on subclinical psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19.
According to the mental health continuum model, psy-
chiatric symptoms are early signs of mental disorders, and
persons with long-lasting and severe symptoms are more
likely to develop mental disorders''. Therefore, the assess-
ment and identification of psychiatric symptoms have
clinical implications for early psychological interventions for
COVID-19 patients. To the best of our knowledge, only one
study has assessed psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19
patients by using psychiatric interviews, and 11 symptoms
were identified in this patient population, including
insomnia, aggressive behaviors, delusions, and hallucina-
tions®. However, because the sample size of this study was
small (n = 25) and its participants were COVID-19 patients
who received psychiatric inpatient care for comorbid first-
onset mental disorders, its findings are difficult to generalize
to general COVID-19 patients. Therefore, data regarding
the full spectrum of psychiatric symptoms among persons
with COVID-19 are still very limited.

As of March 25, 2021, the total number of globally
confirmed cases of COVID-19 had been 125,436,393, of
whom 10,130,4931 survived, making postdischarge reha-
bilitation services an urgent clinical priority'*~*. Unfor-
tunately, the long-term mental health sequelae of
COVID-19 are still poorly understood due to the lack of
empirical studies>°.

The Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (SCL-90-R) is a
widely used self-report scale to assess a broad range of
psychological problems and symptoms of psychopathol-
ogy'”. The SCL-90-R has been used to assess the psy-
chiatric symptoms of both clinical and nonclinical
populations, including SARS patients'®. There have been
some studies investigating psychiatric symptoms of
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COVID-19 by using the SCL-90-R'. This provided us
with an opportunity to examine the profile of psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19; however, these studies were
limited by their small sample sizes and wide variations in
SCL-90-R test results?®~%2. For example, Xing and col-
leagues assessed the psychiatric symptoms of 42 acute
COVID-19 patients and reported that the mean score of
the depression subscale of the SCL-90-R was 1.36, while
Wang and colleagues investigated 40 acute COVID-19
patients and found the corresponding mean score was
3.15, which was an over twofold difference®'23,

To fill the abovementioned knowledge gap, we per-
formed a meta-analysis of clinical studies assessing psy-
chiatric symptoms in COVID-19 patients, as denoted by
the SCL-90-R scores. Given that COVID-19 and SARS
have similar pathophysiological mechanisms, we also
quantitatively combined the SCL-90-R test results of
SARS patients, in particular SARS survivors, which may
inform the planning of follow-up services for COVID-19
survivors.

Methods
Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The inclusion criteria were as follows: (a) studies were
cross-sectional studies or baseline assessments of cohort
or interventional studies published in English or Chinese;
(b) study participants were adults with a current or past
diagnosis of COVID-19 or SARS; (c) studies included a
minimum sample of ten patients; (d) participants’ psy-
chiatric symptoms were assessed with the SCL-90-R; and
(e) studies presented the mean scores [with standard
deviations (SDs)] of at least one of the ten primary sub-
scales of the SCL-90-R: somatization, obsessive-compul-
sive, interpersonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety,
hostility, phobic anxiety, paranoid ideation, psychoticism,
and appetite and sleep. We excluded duplicate reports
and studies using samples of COVID-19 patients referred
for psychiatric consultation.

Literature search

Major Chinese and English databases were searched
from their inception to March 1, 2021. These databases
were China National Knowledge Infrastructure, Wanfang
Data Knowledge Service Platform, CQVIP, SinoMed,
PubMed, EMBASE, and PsycInfo. The following search
terms were used: “COVID-19” or “2019-nCoV” or “cor-
onavirus” or “SARS” or “severe acute respiratory syn-
drome” and “SCL-90” or “Symptom Checklist”. Reference
lists of the retrieved papers were also hand-searched to
avoid missing certain records.

Data extraction
Variables collected from each included study were first
author, publication year, coronavirus disease (COVID-19
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vs. SARS), type of participants (patients vs. survivors),
sample size, numbers of male and female participants, and
SCL-90-R subscale scores (mean *SD). In accordance
with Gardner and Moallef**, the stage of coronavirus
disease was roughly divided into the acute stage (i.e., at
admission and during hospital stay), very early recovery
stage (at discharge and up to 1 month after discharge),
early recovery stage (1-6 months postdischarge), and late
recovery stage (6—12 months postdischarge).

Quality assessment

The Joanna Briggs Institute Critical Appraisal Checklist
for Studies Reporting Prevalence Data (abbreviated as “JBI
checklist”) was used to assess the quality of the included
studies?®>. The JBI checklist has nine methodological
items, with each having four answer choices (yes, no,
unclear, or not applicable): sample frame, sampling,
sample size, description of subjects and setting, sample
coverage of the data analysis, validity of the method for
assessing the outcome, standardization and reliability of
the method for assessing outcome, statistical analysis, and
response rate. The quality score is the total number of
“yes” answers, which can range from 0 to 9, with higher
scores suggesting higher quality”®. A JBI score of “9”
suggests “good quality”.

The first and second authors independently performed
the literature search, selected eligible studies, extracted
data, and assessed the quality of the included studies. Any
discrepancies were resolved by their consensus.

Statistical analysis

We used the “metamean” package of R 4.0.2 to produce
pooled estimates and their 95% confidence intervals (Cls)
for the SCL-90-R subscale scores, according to cor-
onavirus disease (COVID-19 vs. SARS) and stage of cor-
onavirus disease (acute vs. recovery). When there was
little evidence of heterogeneity (I* <50%), a fixed effects
model was used to produce the combined estimates;
otherwise, a random effects model was used. Publication
bias was tested by using Egger’s test when the total
number of included studies was ten or more for the meta-
analysis of a SCL-90-R subscale; otherwise, publication
bias was not tested. Due to the small number of included
studies, sources of heterogeneity in the meta-analyses
were not explored. To gauge magnitudes of differences in
symptom severity between patients and the general
population, Cohen’s d values were calculated for SCL-90-
R subscale scores, with 0.20-0.49, 0.50-0.79, and 0.80+
being operationally defined as mild, medium, and severe
symptoms, respectively”’. We introduced two Chinese
SCL-90-R normative data in 2006 and 2014, as the com-
parison references for the SCL-90-R scores of SARS
patients and survivors, and COVID-19 patients and sur-
vivors, respectively*®?°,
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Results

The process of study identification and inclusion is
shown in Fig. 1. Finally, 25 studies were eligible for this
study, including 12 studies with 1675 acute patients with
COVID-19, 2 studies with 30 COVID-19 survivors during
very early recovery, 7 studies with 964 acute patients with
SARS, 7 studies with 552 SARS survivors during very early
recovery, 4 studies with 291 SARS survivors during early
recovery, and 1 study with 48 SARS survivors during late
recovery’*~>*%=°%_ Participants in the included studies
were all Chinese patients or survivors. The quality scores
of the included studies ranged from 2 to 7. Detailed
characteristics and quality assessment of the included
studies are displayed in Table 1.

Acute COVID-19 patients presented all the ten SCL-90-
R-defined psychiatric symptoms. Nearly all the psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19 were severe during the acute
stage, and their severity decreased to mild-to-medium
during very early recovery: somatization (d=2.33 and
0.55, respectively), obsessive-compulsive (d=0.98 and
0.17), interpersonal sensitivity (d=1.28 and 0.43),
depression (d=1.56 and 0.44), anxiety (d =227 and
0.64), hostility (4 =0.97 and 0.36), phobia (d =3.01 and
0.73), paranoid ideation (d = 0.68 and 0.45), psychoticism
(d=0.83 and 0.47), and appetite and sleep (d = 1.74 and
0.19; Table 2 and Fig. 2).

With the exception of paranoid ideation (d = 0.04 and
0.07), the remaining eight psychiatric symptoms in acute
SARS patients were medium-to-severe and symptom
severity during very early recovery, while lower, had
remained at medium-to-severe levels: somatization (d =
1.65 and 1.01), obsessive-compulsive (d = 0.43 and 0.33),
interpersonal sensitivity (4 =0.55 and 0.41), depression
(d=1.44 and 0.74), anxiety (d =1.88 and 1.27), hostility
(d=0.43 and 0.32), phobia (d =1.15 and 0.53), and psy-
choticism (d=0.56 and 0.53). Despite subsequent
reductions in symptom severity in SARS, anxiety
remained to be severe during early recovery (d = 0.82);
somatization, obsessive-compulsive, depression, phobia,
and paranoid ideation decreased to mild-to-medium
during early recovery (d=0.22-0.57); and somatization
(d=0.30) and anxiety (d =0.28) remained at mild levels
during late recovery (Table 2 and Fig. 3).

No significant publication bias was detected in meta-
analyses of the SCL-90-R subscales of somatization,
depression, anxiety, and hostility in acute patients with
COVID-19 (P = 0.208-0.856; Table 2).

Discussion

This study systematically summarized the profile of
psychiatric symptoms in patients with COVID-19 and
SARS, during both the acute and convalescent stages. We
found that all ten SCL-90-R-defined psychiatric symp-
toms were exhibited in acute COVID-19 patients, and
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140 potential papers from English-language
databases

PubMed: 49

EmBase: 66

Psycinfo: 25

3388 potential Chinese-language papers
SinoMed: 354
cQvIp: 1229
CNKI: 1485
Wanfang: 320

1743 duplicates in

A4

different databases

Titles and abstracts of 1785 unique

papers were screened

1723 excluded

897 not empirical studies

488 not among COVID-19 and SARS
patients

A 4

231 did not use SCL-90-R
32 among patients referred for
psychiatric consultation

75 case reports

62 studies assessing the psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19 and SARS
patients by using SCL-90-R

A

37 excluded
26 did not report any mean subscale score of the
SCL-90-R
1 did not report standard deviations of subscale
scores of the SCL-90-R
10 completely or partially duplicate publications

25 eligible studies were included
12 COVID-19 patients or survivors
13 SARS patients or survivors

.

Fig. 1 Study identification and inclusion. Flowchart depicting the process of searching and screening for eligible studies of this meta-analysis.

J

nearly all these symptoms were severe. Acute SARS
patients, while they had less severe psychiatric symptoms
than COVID-19 patients, still presented many medium-
to-severe symptoms. Thereafter, there was a trend toward
overall declines in severity of psychiatric symptoms
observed in survivors of both COVID-19 and SARS.
However, most psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19 (i.e.,
phobia, anxiety, and somatization) were still mild-to-
medium during very early recovery, and some symptoms
of SARS, such as somatization, interpersonal sensitivity,
and anxiety, still remained mild during late recovery.
The underlying physiological and psychosocial
mechanisms associated with human coronavirus diseases
could explain the high psychiatric symptom burden in
acute patients with COVID-19 and SARS. For example,
researchers have found positive SARS-CoV-2 RNA and
parainfectious/postinfectious inflammatory changes in the

cerebrospinal fluid of COVID-19 patients®"*?, so it is
possible that psychiatric symptoms are part of the neu-
ropsychiatric complications due to the central nervous
system impact of viral infection®®, Second, suffering from
coronavirus diseases per se, a potentially life-threatening
illness, is a stressful event for patients. Due to this, fear of
death, worry about the infection of family members,
despair, anger, frustration, and insomnia are common
stress reactions in this patient population®. Third, physical
discomfort and pain caused by COVID-19 and SARS
could further exacerbate emotional reactions to cor-
onavirus diseases. Fourth, because of the isolation treat-
ment for patients, separation from family members and
friends would increase the risk of feeling lonely and other
mental health problemsS4. Fifth, antiviral treatment may
also contribute to the psychiatric manifestations of
patients; for example, there is evidence that both
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Fig. 2 Severity of psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19 patients and
survivors. Radar map depicting the severity of psychiatric symptoms
of COVID-19 patients and survivors, as measured by Cohen’s d values.
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Fig. 3 Severity of psychiatric symptoms of SARS patients and
survivors. Radar map depicting the severity of psychiatric symptoms
of SARS patients and survivors, as measured by Cohen’s d values.
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chloroquine and steroids could induce psychotic epi-
sodes®™®. We speculate that various severe psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19 are more likely to be the result of
the joint effects of the abovementioned factors.

The relatively lower severity of psychiatric symptoms in
SARS than in COVID-19 patients might be ascribed to the
different psychosocial impacts of the two coronavirus
diseases. For example, the SARS epidemic mainly affected
people of Asian countries, but the COVID-19 pandemic
has been a global crisis, affecting people of nearly all
countries in the world. Compared to SARS, COVID-19
has quicker and wider transmission, disproportionate
effects on older adults, and a high case-fatality rate in
older adults®”, and therefore, COVID-19 patients may
have higher levels of psychological distress and fears of
death than SARS patients. This may also explain why
phobia was the most severe psychiatric symptom in
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COVID-19 patients. Because of physical complications
and discomfort caused by coronavirus diseases, severe
symptoms of somatization with acute COVID-19 and
SARS are expected. In addition, unlike the SARS epidemic
in 2003, the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic is occurring
concurrently with an “infodemic”, where misinformation
and disinformation can be easily and quickly disseminated
via social media platforms®®, which may further exacer-
bate the poor mental health of COVID-19 patients.

The reduced severity of psychiatric symptoms in
COVID-19 and SARS patients from the acute stage to the
late recovery stage suggests that psychiatric symptoms in
the acute stage are mainly acute stress reactions and are
therefore transient. These results indicate the importance
of early mental health and psychosocial services at the
stage of inpatient treatment. Nevertheless, the persistence
of several psychiatric symptoms in SARS survivors
throughout recovery might suggest the necessity of addi-
tional psychiatric symptom assessment and mental health
services for the rehabilitation of COVID-19 survivors.
Some postdischarge psychosocial factors may increase the
risk of depression and other mental health problems in
SARS survivors; for example, stigma associated with SARS
and financial loss or even unemployment due to the past
history of SARS infection. A recently published prognosis
study reported that COVID-19 survivors were still suf-
fering from fatigue, muscle weakness, sleep difficulties,
depression, and anxiety 6 months after acute infection'®.
These findings are consistent with the residual psychiatric
symptoms in recovered COVID-19 and SARS survivors in
our study, such as somatization and anxiety.

This study has some limitations. First, the quality
assessment results of the included studies suggest that, to
a certain extent, these included studies are at risk of bias,
so we must be cautious in generalizing the study findings.
Second, owing to the lack of SCL-90-R data from COVID-
19 survivors during late recovery, and the very limited
SCL-90-R data from SARS survivors during late recovery,
more studies are warranted to investigate psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19 survivors, particularly long-term
prospective studies. Third, since most of the included
studies excluded severe or critical patients with cor-
onavirus diseases, our study may underestimate the
severity of psychiatric symptoms of patients with COVID-
19 and SARS. Fourth, the present study focused on psy-
chiatric symptoms based only on a self-rating scale only,
the SCL-90-R, so data on psychiatric symptoms of
COVID-19 patients who were illiterate and cognitively
impaired were unavailable. Future studies using detailed
comprehensive psychiatric interviews would provide a
more comprehensive picture of the profile of psychiatric
symptoms of COVID-19. Fifth, the participants in the
studies included in this meta-analysis were all Chinese
patients with coronavirus diseases. Because sociocultural
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factors play an important role in the clinical manifesta-
tions of mental health problems, caution is needed when
generalizing our results to COVID-19 patients in coun-
tries other than China. Finally, as shown in Table 2, high
levels of heterogeneity were detected in most meta-
analyses. However, due to the limited number of included
studies in each meta-analysis, we were not able to perform
subgroup analysis to identify factors associated with the
severity of each psychiatric symptom. It is worth noting
that our study provided only an overall profile of the
psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19, not a detailed profile
of psychiatric symptoms.

In summary, a wide spectrum of severe psychiatric
symptoms occur in COVID-19 patients, and most
symptoms are still mild-to-medium during very early
recovery. Based on SCL-90-R data from SARS patients
and survivors, the severity of psychiatric symptoms of
COVID-19 may decline following discharge, but some
symptoms could persist for a long time during the con-
valescent stage. These findings suggest the urgent need of
patients for extensive mental health services and psy-
chological crisis intervention during the acute stage of
COVID-19. Furthermore, it is also important to periodi-
cally monitor the psychiatric symptoms and provide
psychosocial support, and psychiatric consultation and
treatment (when necessary) for COVID-19 survivors
during their convalescent stage. In addition, more
research is needed to examine the longitudinal changes in
psychiatric symptoms of COVID-19 survivors.
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