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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Assessing and evaluating the psychosocial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on anxiety and stress: perspectives from East Asia





Introduction

Large-scale epidemics like COVID-19 often trigger panic and anxiety in the public (1). In fact, a number of studies have shown that the epidemic has triggered a massive mental health crisis across the globe (2). In the case of East Asia, people have experienced prolonged quarantine and lockdown measures, which had a profound impact on their lives (3). It has been proved that the extended duration of quarantine and lockdown during the COVID-19 outbreak period led to increased feelings of anxiety and stress among the public (4). For example, an online survey conducted in China found that during the peak of the epidemic, about 35% of respondents reported that they felt moderate to extreme psychological stress, and about 20% reported an increase in their anxiety compared to the norm (5).

COVID-19 profoundly impacted mental health, social interactions, and lifestyle (6). For example, during periods of quarantine, there can be a negative impact on the quality of a person's life, which can affect psychological burdens (7). Even cause serious mental health problems, such as posttraumatic stress symptoms (8). Still, it also caused social exclusion negatively related to control over COVID-19 threat and quality of life (9). Meanwhile, the virus caused stigmatization of potentially infected individuals and harm their mental health and social relationships, especially in Hubei (10).

The East Asian region has accumulated considerable experience in dealing with infectious diseases, such as the 2003 SARS epidemic, resulting in significant achievements in public health policy and institution-building in these countries and regions from a historical perspective (11). The Japanese government swiftly implemented a series of countermeasures against COVID-19, including travel restrictions, activity limitations, and temporary school closures (12). Although strict epidemic prevention policies and control measures yielded significant results, their consequences are increasingly evident. Prolonged quarantine, travel restrictions, and social distancing may heighten the risk of psychological distress, including anxiety and depression (13).

Coping styles in East Asia should be adapted to cultural contexts and population characteristics. Western cultures rely on sharing emotions and seeking support to cope with stress (14). In collectivist cultures in East Asia, people may deal with emotions more through internalization, deep reflection and dealing with emotions alone, avoiding causing problems for others in the process (15). Specifically, introspective and self-adjustment approaches may be effective in promoting mental health in East Asia. In China, utilizing family support networks and community resources is suggested as an effective way to cope with epidemic stress (16). Coping COVID-19 can be improved by boosting family psychological support and utilizing community resources like hotlines. Stress and anxiety management in East Asia should suit its cultural and population traits.



Structure and contribution of the Research Topic

The manuscripts in this Research Topic are summarized in Table 1, and we we've made some comments about these manuscripts in this editorial.


TABLE 1 Summary of contributions to the Research Topic.
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Factors associated with anxiety and stress and the relationship between different variables during the COVID-19 pandemic

The following three articles examine the associations between COVID-19, anxiety, and stress.

In the first article, Sun et al. examined depression and anxiety prevalence and factors in isolated or quarantined populations under lockdown. Results showed that higher education, healthcare worker infections, prolonged isolation, and high perceived stress levels were risk factors. The study also found an association between perceived social support and depression/anxiety, mediated by perceived stress and self-efficacy. The study recommends psychological strategies promoting social support and self-efficacy to alleviate depression and anxiety in isolated or quarantined populations.

The second article investigated the role of coping styles and resilience in the face of uncertainty and anxiety caused by COVID-19. Wang T. et al. explored the relationship between uncertainty tolerance, anxiety, and coping styles. Results found that the tested students had higher anxiety scores than the Chinese standard, and uncertainty tolerance was positively correlated with anxiety. Positive coping styles had a negative impact on anxiety, while negative coping styles had a positive impact. Resilience moderated the effect of negative coping styles on anxiety. The study concluded that high uncertainty tolerance reduced psychological burdens during the pandemic. Healthcare workers can utilize coping styles and resilience knowledge to counsel and assist students with physical discomfort and psychosomatic disorders.

Guo L. et al. explored the link between COVID-19 stress, anxiety, and cyber-aggressive behaviors. They utilized a moderated mediation model to investigate the underlying factors, with anxiety as the mediator and perceived anonymity as the moderator. A survey of 3,069 first-year Chinese university students assessed COVID-19 stress, anxiety, cyber-aggressive behavior, and perceived anonymity. Findings revealed a positive relationship between perceived stress and online aggressive behavior, moderated by anxiety. Additionally, perceived anonymity further moderated the relationship between stress/anxiety and online aggressive behavior. The study suggests implementing psychological strategies to alleviate anxiety and perceived anonymity, and to address online aggression during COVID-19.

The above three articles focused on the link between COVID-19, anxiety, and stress in non-healthcare groups. The following four articles focused on changes in the psychophysiological status of healthcare workers and patients, along with influencing factors and relationships.

Geng et al. analyzed psychological symptoms and burnout among frontline healthcare workers in fever clinics during various COVID-19 pandemics. The study included 162 participants surveyed during pandemic and non-pandemic periods. Results indicated prevalent anxiety, depressive symptoms, and burnout among healthcare workers. Although depression decreased as the pandemic severity lessened, anxiety and burnout remained high. Self-efficacy was identified as a crucial factor in protecting frontline healthcare workers from burnout. The study recommended the development of institutional support and intervention programs for these workers.

The second article aimed to assess the prevalence and risk factors of anxiety disorders in COVID-19 patients hospitalized in a Malaysian teaching hospital. Tan et al. compared adult COVID-19 patients with a hospitalized control group and found significantly higher prevalence of anxiety disorders among the COVID-19 patients. The severity of GAD-7 was also notably higher in the COVID-19 group. COVID-19 diagnosis and neurologic symptoms were identified as significant predictors of patient anxiety. The study recommended early mental health attention and psychiatric referral for COVID-19 patients.

In the next article, He et al. compared CD3, CD4, CD8, CD19, and CD56 lymphocytes in 158 frontline medical staff and 24 outpatient medical staff to assess immune function changes in those treating COVID-19 patients. The study found significantly lower absolute values and percentages of CD19+ B-cells in frontline medical staff, especially in females and those over 40. Additionally, lower absolute CD4+ T cell values were observed in medical staff under 40, while those over 40 showed lower CD8+ T cell percentages and higher CD56+ NK cell percentages. The study underscores the importance of prioritizing mental health and immune function in frontline medical staff, along with providing suitable psychological support and care measures.

In the final article in this section explored factors influencing posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms among healthcare workers in the COVID-19 pandemic. Using data from 443 workers in Shandong Mental Health Centers, the research found that 45.37% exhibited severe PTSD symptoms. High exposure to COVID-19 was directly linked to symptom severity, while euthymia and perceived social support were inversely correlated. Yin et al. also found that exposure to COVID-19 partially mediated PTSD symptoms through euthymia and was moderated by social support from friends, leaders, relatives, and colleagues. Enhancing euthymia and bolstering social support could alleviate PTSD symptoms in healthcare professionals during the COVID-19 crisis.

During the epidemic, people faced numerous social, demographic, and economic challenges that exacerbated anxiety and stress. The following three articles focus on social, demographic and economic factors related to anxiety and stress during the epidemic.

In the first article, based on cognitive-relational theory, Wang Y. et al. studied how perceived social status decline affects PTSD symptoms through perceived disease susceptibility (PVD) during mental adjustment. Findings reveal lower social status correlating with worsened PTSD, while PVD offered slight buffering. Emphasizing subjective social status in health outcomes, the study suggests improving community social support to boost mental health perceptions.

The second one, Guo Z. et al. investigated family function, anxiety, mediators, and moderators in 745 middle students during COVID-19. Homebound students reported lower family function, higher stress, and anxiety. Results showed: (1) Left-behind (LB) junior students had lower function, higher stress, and anxiety; (2) Family function negatively linked to anxiety with stress as mediator; (3) LB status moderates the connection between function, anxiety, and stress. These findings enhance anxiety prevention in middle schoolers during the pandemic.

In the final article in this section, Wan et al. examined the connection between economic status decline and adult depression in the 6 months post-COVID outbreak, focusing on the role of psychological resilience. Findings indicated that depression severity heightened as economic status declined, with each unit drop relating to an approximate 0.117 unit increase in depression severity. Also, psychological resilience was found to play a significant moderating role. The study emphasizes the impact of economic status on depression and proposes solutions to improve mental health during pandemics.



Coping styles used to cope with anxiety and stress during the COVID-19 epidemic and their coping outcomes

This section discusses various coping strategies that can be developed and encouraged to enhance and maintain individuals' physical and mental health during an epidemic, along with the effects resulting from these coping styles.

The first article aimed to use the World Health Organization's Self-Help Plus (SH+) intervention, adapted for the Chinese context, to alleviate nurses' psychological distress during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study conducted in two Xi'an hospitals involved translation, adaptation, and evaluation through a pilot implementation involving 20 nurses. Results showed significant reductions in distress, improvements in psychological flexibility, wellbeing, and depressive symptoms. Despite adherence difficulties, Tian et al. found the Chinese SH+ version feasible for use in China and potentially helpful for nurses during COVID-19, but recommended exploring strategies to improve adherence.

The second article by Ding et al. aimed to identify factors impacting coping-behavior during a pandemic. Using hierarchical multiple regression analyses, it identified four coping-behaviors and three risk perception factors and their correlations. It revealed positive correlations between different coping behaviors and factors such as femininity, rituals, risk perception, leadership, etiquette, and wellbeing. This simplified model aids in understanding social dynamics during a pandemic and offers a theoretical framework for coping behaviors.




Future research

The study focuses on the mental health impact of COVID-19 on East Asia's general population and healthcare workers' resilience. It delves into the psychological shifts, influential factors, and adaptability modes in response to the pandemic. Findings indicate that education, job status, isolation duration, and perceived stress can affect mental health. Enhancing social support, self-efficacy, and reducing stress improves mental health. Coping strategies include self-help interventions and resilience training, requiring appropriate translation for East Asian groups to increase intervention efficiency.

Future studies should explore the epidemic's mental health impacts and devise more effective coping strategies for the public and healthcare professionals. They could utilize longitudinal studies to gauge when interventions are most effective. Research should also focus on unique groups like the youth, elderly, and disabled, who might require specialized interventions. Additionally, assessing the measures' long-term efficacy and sustainability in improving mental health is crucial.
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