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The 2022 monkeypox outbreak and associated psychiatric morbidities 

Dear Editor, 

On July 23, 2022, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared 
the current monkeypox outbreak as a Public Health Emergency of In-
ternational Concern (PHEIC). At the time of this writing, there had been 
41,000 laboratory-confirmed cases around the world. Even though 
monkeypox symptoms are often moderate and self-limiting, the disease 
can nonetheless lead to hospitalization and even fatalities in some cases 
[1]. It causes a smallpox-like illness and is transmitted through close 
physical contact with infected humans, animals, and materials 
contaminated with the virus. 

Epidemiologists, social workers, and other community members all 
face challenges from the current monkeypox outbreak. It exhibits 
atypical transmission and different clinical presentations [2]. Though 
the reasons for the high transmissibility are not very clear, men having 
sex with other men (MSM) and engaging in risky behaviors and activities 
were identified as risk factor [3]. A recent study showed that 98% of 
people diagnosed with the monkeypox virus across 16 countries be-
tween April and June 2022 are gay or bisexual men [4], which leads to 
stigmatization of this people group. Patients and their families are 
marginalized and socially excluded, which causes a range of maladap-
tive psychological responses in them. Additionally, scarring and disfig-
urement from skin or genital lesions could worsen mental health 
problems like depression and anxiety that are linked to monkeypox [5]. 

Studies reporting psychiatric symptoms have revealed that low mood 
is one of the common features, followed by anxiety or depression, 
requiring counseling amongst those infected with monkeypox [6]. 
Though there is less evidence regarding the psychiatric sequelae, a case 
of suicide was also reported during the 2017 monkeypox outbreak [7]. 
Badenoch and colleagues [8] found that neuropsychiatric symptoms are 
prevalent in over 50% of monkeypox infections. These might have 
resulted from monkeypox exposure or from being in quarantine. 
Another cross-sectional study conducted in Iraq found that the general 
public has anxiety problems regarding the current monkeypox outbreak 
[9]. When a new illness appears and spreads swiftly, it produces a 
subconscious fear of an infectious disease called “germ panic”. Mon-
keypox infections can be transmitted undetected, they provoke psy-
chological instability. The potential for panic to ensue owing to the 
spread of monkeypox should also be considered [10]. Monkeypox pa-
tients suffered from neurological and psychiatric complications such as 
headaches, myalgia, seizures, confusion, encephalitis, and fatigue [8]. 
Over 25% of hospitalized MPX patients reported anxiety or depression 
that required therapy [6]. 

Notably, the 2017–18 outbreak in Nigeria was accompanied by 
widespread fear, panic, and concerns about stigmatization and social 
exclusion of affected patients, survivors, and family members [11]. Be-
sides stigmatization associated with monkeypox infection, incorrect 
infodemics have also been shown to drive fear, panic, and 

misconceptions. Recently, the World Health Organization urged greater 
focus on issues related to mental health and suicide prevention during 
epidemics [12]. In the light of less information available on the mental 
effects of human monkeypox [8], the biopsychosocial model should be 
incorporated into the care protocols of primary care settings and 
outpatient clinics to reduce any likelihood of infection-associated 
depression [13]. Optimization of mental health care for 
monkeypox-infected patients and their families is crucial. Therefore, 
mental health services should be integrated into routine monkeypox 
response efforts [14]. 

There are limited studies available exploring the short-term psychi-
atric complications associated with monkeypox. But long-term pro-
spective longitudinal studies evaluating the sequelae of the virus using 
standardized scales are not reported. In clinical psychiatry, the effects of 
monkeypox are rarely discussed. The connection between monkeypox 
and mental health issues remains unclear. More research is required to 
identify and address psychiatric morbidities associated with monkeypox 
infection. As the monkeypox outbreak perpetuates stigma worldwide, 
policymakers must build a good infrastructure to support effective free- 
stigmatization and non-discriminatory responses to all outbreaks. It is 
vital to have a system in place that provides psychological support for 
the general people. 
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