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A B S T R A C T   

Background: During the COVID-19 pandemic, the nature of communication has changed dramatically owing to 
lockdowns and the need for social distancing with ongoing outbreaks. As a result, patient's help-seeking behavior 
for mental health may have changed. We summarized the research on help-seeking behavior for mental health 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and investigated changes that have occurred. 
Methods: This study was a systematic review. We searched four literature databases: MEDLINE, EMBASE, CHI-
NAHL, and PsycINFO. We included the following in the review: 1) studies conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and 2) studies that dealt with help-seeking behavior for mental health. Eligible studies were sum-
marized according to characteristics such as research participants and study type. 
Results: In total, 41 studies (38 observational studies 2 qualitative studies and 1 randomized trial) were eligible 
for the review. Most studies reported delays, decreases, or deficits in help-seeking behavior. The study partici-
pants included medical professionals, local residents, hospitals, children and adolescents, online participants, 
pregnant women, people who experienced intimate partner violence, those with eating disorders, and other 
individuals. 
Limitations: Findings from observational studies may have bias as confounder. Meta-analysis could not be per-
formed, because the studies had variations of design. 
Conclusion: During the COVID-19 pandemic, delay in seeking help from mental health services may have resulted 
in lost opportunities to link patients with appropriate treatment and care. The COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing as 
of 2022. Therefore, it is important to examine the impact of the pandemic on mental health in future research.   

1. Introduction 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the nature of communication 
changed dramatically owing to lockdowns and the need for social 
distancing. As a result, help-seeking behavior for mental health may 
have changed. Help-seeking behavior is a critical mediating factor in 
mental health outcomes. People with mental health problems are known 
to have low levels of help-seeking. Despite the availability of effective 
treatment options, some patients with major depression do not seek 
professional help. Sociodemographic and need factors influence help- 
seeking behavior. Although existing studies provide insight into the 
characteristics of help-seeking for major depression, cohort studies and 
research on beliefs about, barriers to, and the perceived need for treat-
ment are lacking. Based on the present review, interventions to increase 

help-seeking behavior can be developed. 
Numerous psychological models have been used to explain varia-

tions in help-seeking behavior among individuals (Magaard et al., 
2017). Many issues regarding help-seeking behaviors have already been 
reported in populations and patients with specific risks. In young people 
and adolescents, past review studies have identified that most young 
people who self-injure do not seek professional help; they may not even 
seek medical attention after an overdose. The fact that a diagnosis of 
mental illness does not increase help-seeking behavior underscores the 
need to promote help-seeking behavior among those who engage in 
suicidal ideation or self-harm and have symptoms of mental illness 
(Oliver et al., 2005). In pregnant women, barriers to mental health help- 
seeking included not having sufficient time or being too busy, deciding 
not to seek care, cost, and not knowing where to go for help (Da Costa 
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et al., 2018). In patients with eating disorders, a review identified both 
facilitators and barriers to care from the perspectives of those experi-
encing the interface firsthand (Johns et al., 2019). In patients who have 
experienced intimate partner sexual violence (IPSV), some differences in 
the procurement of support across cultural groups have been reported 
(Satyen et al., 2019). Help-seeking can also reduce the risk of future IPSV 
and decrease poor mental health outcomes (Wright et al., 2021). Across 
studies among suicidal individuals, some reviews have revealed low 
levels of help-seeking behavior with barriers to care and have discussed 
assessments in help-seeking and connections to suicide prevention (Hom 
et al., 2015; Hom and Stanley, 2021). 

Interventions such as mental health literacy interventions are a 
promising method for promoting positive help-seeking attitudes with 
depression; however, there is no evidence that these lead to help-seeking 
behavior. There is even less evidence for other intervention types, such 
as efforts to destigmatize or provide help-seeking resource information 
(Gulliver et al., 2012; Kauer et al., 2014). The objective of the present 
study was to investigate the impact of help-seeking behaviors toward 
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

2. Methods 

This systematic review was conducted and reported in accordance 
with the published protocol and Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses statement (Liberati et al., 2009). 

2.1. Search strategy 

We searched the following electronic databases: MEDLINE and 
EMBASE (from 1949), PsycINFO (from 1806), and CINAHL (from 1981). 
The following were used as search terms: ((coronavirus) OR (covid) AND 
(help-seeking)). Keywords were identified in the title, abstract, or both. 
There were no language restrictions. The search was performed in May 
2022. 

2.2. Data extraction and management 

All records identified in the electronic databases and manual 
searches were loaded into ENDNOTE version X6 (Thomson Reuters, 
USA) and duplicate records were removed. Eligibility criteria were 1) 
the study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic and 2) 
addressed help-seeking behavior for mental health. Titles and/or ab-
stracts of studies retrieved using the search strategy and those from 
additional sources were screened by the authors to identify those that 
potentially met the inclusion criteria outlined above. The full text of 
potentially eligible articles was retrieved and independently assessed by 
the researchers. Any disagreement over the eligibility of particular ar-
ticles was resolved through discussion with another author. The re-
searchers extracted the data, and any discrepancies were identified and 
resolved through discussion. Data extraction was conducted indepen-
dently by at least two authors. 

We extracted information and basic bibliographic data regarding the 
study country, study design, characteristics of study participants, num-
ber of participants, outcomes, measurements of help-seeking behavior, 
and associations with factors in baseline characteristics. These studies 
were summarized according to characteristics such as research partici-
pants and study type. Groups were basically classified as at-risk subjects. 
However, “online participants” was classified as a separate group, 
because direct communication was restricted by the pandemic. Sum-
mary tables were created for the eligible studies; however, meta-analysis 
was not performed because of the large variation in outcomes across 
studies. Ethics approval and consent to participate was not applicable, 
because this was the review by published papers. 

3. Results 

3.1. Study flow 

In the search, we identified 841 articles as follows: MEDLINE and 
EMBASE (n = 692), PsycINFO (n = 55), and CINAHL (n = 94), as pre-
sented Fig. 1. After removing duplicates and studies that did not meet 
the selection criteria, 805 articles remained. These 805 articles were 
screened on the basis of titles and abstracts, leaving 117 potentially 
relevant articles that were reviewed for inclusion. The 117 articles were 
assessed by reviewing the full-text (Fig. 1). Of these, 41 articles, 
comprising 38 observational studies (23 cross-sectional studies, 5 time- 
series studies, 4 cohort studies, and 6 others), two qualitative studies and 
a randomize controlled trial were identified. 

3.2. Study characteristics 

As presented in Table 1, we divided the 41 studies into 9 categories 
by type of study population, as follows: 1) medical professionals, 2) local 
residents, 3) hospitals, 4) children and adolescents, 5) online partici-
pants, 6) pregnant women, 7) individuals who experienced IPV, 8) in-
dividuals with eating disorders, and 9) others. 

3.3. Medical professionals 

Nine studies involved medical professionals in areas affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. A researcher (She et al., 2021) found that public 
health workers were more likely to report mental health help-seeking 
whereas individuals who worked at the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention were less likely to seek help. Zhang (Zhang et al., 2020) 
reported that community workers with more thoughts about seeking 
help, more work pressure sources, and higher stress had worse self-rated 
physical health. Mrklas (Mrklas et al., 2020) found that submissions by 
44,992 Text4Hope subscribers (19.39 %) were for seeking support. Chen 
(Chen et al., 2020) reported that COVID-19 has been associated with a 
system-wide decline in the use of mental health services, with some 
subsequent return in activity. “Supply” changes may have reduced ac-
cess to mental health services for some. “Demand” changes may reflect a 
genuine reduction in need or a lack of help-seeking with pent-up de-
mand. Cai (Cai et al., 2020) reported that no significant difference was 
observed in terms of suicidal ideation in help-seeking (4.5 % vs. 4.5 %, 
adjusted odds ratio = 1.00, 95 % confidence interval = 0.53–1.87) for 
treatment of mental problems. Swallwood (Smallwood et al., 2021) re-
ported that few participants used psychological well-being apps or 
sought professional help; those who did were more likely to have 
moderate to severe symptoms of mental illness. The rate of seeking help 
from a doctor or psychologist was 18.3 %. Pascoe (Pascoe et al., 2021) 
revealed that seeking formal help for mental health concerns was un-
common for all groups, with more than three-quarters using no support 
services. Junior doctors were significantly more likely than senior doc-
tors to see another doctor or psychologist for help with mental health 
symptoms during the pandemic (p = 0.005), albeit at low rates. Very few 
doctors reported seeking mental health support from employee or pro-
fessional services at or outside their workplace. Weibelzahl (Weibelzahl 
et al., 2021) reported that when asked whether they would like to 
receive psychological support to deal with the crisis, most participants 
declined. Braquehais (Braquehais et al., 2022) showed there was a sig-
nificant increase (29.4 %) in the number of referrals to specialized 
clinical units during the pandemic, especially with respect to physicians 
compared with that with respect to nurses. 

3.4. Local residents 

A total of six studies involved local residents of areas affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Wang (Wang et al., 2021a, 2021b) reported that 
participants from Wuhan had a significantly higher prevalence of any 
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mental health problems and a slightly higher rate of help-seeking 
behavior. Among the subgroup of participants with any mental health 
problem, participants from Wuhan had a slightly higher rate of help- 
seeking behavior for mental health problems than did participants 
from other areas of China. However, there was no significant difference 
in the proportion of treatment for mental problems between the two 
groups. Tambling (Tambling et al., 2021) reported that from ratings on a 
short-form scale regarding attitudes toward seeking professional psy-
chological help, the likelihood of seeking help was high, indicating 
positive feelings toward seeking professional help. This item assessed 
the likelihood of help-seeking rather than the actual behavior. Also, 
increasing severity of depressive symptoms resulted in an increased 
likelihood of seeking medical help. The likelihood of help-seeking 
heightened the need to consider the availability of services for those 
caring for children during the community-wide crisis. Lueck (2021) 
found that participants were more convinced of the positive outcomes of 
help-seeking and slightly less convinced that help-seeking would be a 
pleasant experience. Intentions were primarily a function of injunctive 
norms, i.e., the belief that important others approved of the participant's 
help-seeking if they chose to seek help. The study indicated that social 
normative cues, and injunctive norm cues in particular (social support), 

could be effective targets for help-seeking and suicide prevention cam-
paigns. Chen (Chen et al., 2021) reported that 1 week after the Wuhan 
shutdown, anxiety, depression, and stress in participants had all 
increased. Compared with those in the first survey, the changes in scores 
for anxiety, depression, and stress in the second survey were decreased, 
but mental health help-seeking had no significant impacts on anxiety, 
depression, and stress in the two surveys. Zhong (Zhong et al., 2020) 
reported that 63.0 % of mental health service users received services via 
Internet and telephone, and 83.1 % of participants with perceived 
mental health needs ascribed their lack of help-seeking to barriers 
regarding accessibility and availability. The high proportions of tele-
phone and Internet users among Wuhan residents and migrants from 
Wuhan indicated that help-seeking behavior and patterns were 
dramatically changed by the epidemic response to enforce lockdown, 
with resulting social isolation. Jacoby and Li (2022) reported that 
whereas they found no meaningful relationship between the general 
presence of mental health care services and help-seeking behavior, the 
zip code tabulation area-level density of office practices was signifi-
cantly associated with service utilization among socially isolated, 
foreign-born, and Hispanic or non-white respondents. 

Records identified through

database searches (n=841 ) 

Records after duplicates removed (n=805)

Additional records identified

through already published 

systematic reviews (n=0)

Records screened (n=805)

Excluded (n=732)

i. The  study was not under COVID-19 pandemic

ii. The study did not  present data of  help-seeking 

behaviors for mental health

Excluded (n=81)

i. The  study was not under COVID-19 pandemic

ii. The study did not present data of help-seeking behaviors 

for mental health

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n=117)

Studies met the inclusion criteria (n=41)

Fig. 1. Study flow chart.  
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Table 1 
Summary of eligible studies.  

Author (year) Country Participants, n Study design Period Measurement of help- 
seeking 

Findings 

Medical professionals 

She et al. 
(2021) 

China Public health workers 
(PHW), n = 9475 

Cross-sectional study February 18 to March 1, 
2020 

Sought help from 
professionals or did not 
(Yes or No) 

PHW were more likely to 
report mental help- 
seeking (odds ratio [OR] 
range: 1.02–1.73, all p <
0.05); those who worked 
in Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention 
were less likely to seek 
help (OR = 0.57, p <
0.01). 

Zhang et al. 
(2020) 

China Community workers, n =
702 

Cross-sectional study 
with online 
questionnaire 

February 29 to March 27, 
2020 

Have you ever thought 
about seeking help during 
the COVID-19 pandemic? 
(Yes or No) 

Community workers who 
thought of seeking help, 
had more sources of work 
pressure, and higher 
stress had worse self- 
rated physical health. 

Mrklas et al. 
(2020) 

Canada Health care professionals, 
n = 1414 and other 
workers who used SMS 
services, n = 3951 

Cross-sectional study, 
online by Text4Hope 
SMS service 

March 23 to May 4, 2020 Seeking support through 
Text4Hope by text 
message 

Submitted by 44,992 
Text4Hope subscribers 
(19.39 %) as help- 
seeking. 

Chen et al. 
(2020) 

United 
Kingdom 
(UK) 

Presentations and referrals 
to the primary provider of 
mental health and 
community health services 
in Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough, plus service 
activity and deaths 

Interrupted time-series 
analyses with respect to 
the time of lockdown in 
the UK 

March 23, 2020 
(lockdown, week 13) as 
the event date. Data up to 
and Including August 9, 
2020. 

Presentations and 
referrals to Mental Health 
Services 

Demand for changes 
reflected a genuine 
reduction in need or a 
lack of help-seeking with 
pent-up demand. 

Cai et al. 
(2020) 

China Recruited (case: n = 1173) 
frontline and (control: n =
1173) age- and sex- 
matched non-frontline 
medical workers 

Case-control study, 
online questionnaire 

February 11 to 26, 2020 “Have you ever sought 
help from a psychiatrist 
or clinical psychologist 
since the COVID-19 
pandemic began?” was 
used to estimate help- 
seeking behavior. 

No significant difference 
was observed in terms of 
suicidal ideation in help- 
seeking (4.5 % vs. 4.5 %, 
adjusted OR = 1.00, 95 % 
CI = 0.53–1.87) in 
treatment for mental 
problems. 

Smallwood 
et al. (2021) 

Australia Australian health care 
workers, nationwide, 
voluntary, anonymous (n 
= 9518) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

August 27 to October 23, 
2020 

Sought help for stress or 
mental health issues from 
other sources: 
- Doctor or psychologist 
- Employee support 
program at workplace 
- Professional support 
program outside of work 
- None of the above 

Few used psychological 
well-being apps or sought 
professional help; those 
who did were more likely 
to have moderate to 
severe symptoms of 
mental illness. 
Rate of seeking help from 
a doctor or psychologist 
was 18.3 %. 

Pascoe et al. 
(2021) 

Australia Australian junior and 
senior hospital medical 
staff (n = 9518) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

27 August to 23 October 
2020 

Sought help for stress or 
mental health issues from 
other sources: 
- Doctor or psychologist 
- Employee support 
program at workplace 
- Professional support 
program outside of work 
- None of above 

Seeking formal help for 
mental health concerns 
was uncommon for both 
groups, with more than 
three-quarters using no 
support services. Junior 
doctors were significantly 
more likely than senior 
doctors to see another 
doctor or psychologist for 
help with mental health 
symptoms during the 
pandemic (p = 0.005), 
albeit at low rates. Very 
few doctors reported 
seeking mental health 
support from employee or 
professional services at or 
outside their workplace. 

Weibelzahl 
et al. (2021) 

Germany Health care professionals 
(n = 300) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

22 May to 22 July 2020 Barriers to seeking help 
for psychological strain 

Most participants 
declined to receive 
psychological support to 
deal with the COVID-19 
crisis. 

Braquehais 
et al. (2022) 

Spain The sample was divided 
into two periods: before (n 

An observational 
retrospective chart 

From June 2018 until 
December 2021, before 

A significant increase 
(29.4 %) in the number of 

(continued on next page) 
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Table 1 (continued ) 

Author (year) Country Participants, n Study design Period Measurement of help- 
seeking 

Findings 

= 637) and after (n = 824) 
the official lockdown (14 
March 2020). A total of 
1461 medical e-records of 
health professionals (HPs) 
working in Catalonia who 
were admitted to the 
Galatea Care Program 
Clinical Unit 

review study. Data from 
all e-medical records of 
HPs consecutively 
admitted to the Galatea 
Care Program were 
downloaded from the 
program databases. 

and after Official 
lockdown in Spain (14 
March 2020) 

Type of referral, self- 
referral or directed 
referral 

referrals to the 
specialized clinical unit 
during the pandemic, 
especially among 
physicians compared 
with that among nurses 

Local residents 

Wang et al. 
(2021a, 
2021b) 

China Participants living in a 
severely affected area of 
Wuhan (n = 1397) and 
participants (n = 2794) 
living in other areas 

Cross-sectional study, 
online via SMS 

February 10 to February 
20, 2020 

“During the outbreak of 
the COVID-19 epidemic, 
have you ever sought help 
from psychiatrists or 
clinical psychologists 
over the past month?” 
(Yes or No) 

Participants from Wuhan 
had a significantly higher 
prevalence of any mental 
health problems and had 
a slightly higher rate of 
help-seeking behavior 
(7.1 % vs. 4.2 %; adjusted 
OR = 1.76, 95 % CI =
1.12–2.77). However, 
there was no significant 
difference in the 
proportion of the 
treatment of mental 
problems (3.5 % vs, 2.7 
%; adjusted OR = 1.23, 
95 % CI = 0.68–2.24) 
between the two groups. 

Tambling 
et al. (2021) 

United States 
(US) 

Adults in the US who spoke 
English and were caring for 
a child younger than 18 
years in their home were 
eligible to participate 
through Mechanical Turk 
(MTurk). (n = 322 at time 
1, and n = 189 at time 2) 

A follow-up study with 
time 1 and 2 

Early 2020 Have you sought 
counseling or other 
professional help during 
the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Yes or No)? Attitudes 
Toward Seeking 
Professional 
Psychological Help Scale- 
Short Form (ATSPPHS- 
SF) was used to assess 
attitudes toward seeking 
help from mental health 
professionals (a 10-item 
questionnaire). 

The binary question 18 
(95 %) indicated that 
participants had sought 
help. Ratings regarding 
likelihood of seeking 
professional help were 
high. 

Lueck (2021) US Representative sample of 
US adults (N = 5010) 
sampled from the Lucid 
marketplace survey 
platform 

Cross-sectional survey 2020 Self-Stigma of Seeking 
Help measure (SSOSH;  
Vogel et al., 2006) was 
used to test stigma 
perceptions. Ten 5-point 
Likert items (1 = strongly 
disagree; 5 = strongly 
agree) were used for 
responses to statements 
such as, “I would feel 
okay about myself if I 
made the choice to seek 
professional help (R).” 
Current help-seeking was 
assessed with one Item: 
“Are you currently 
receiving counseling or 
therapy from a health 
care professional (e.g., 
psychologist, psychiatrist, 
social worker)?” (Yes or 
No) 

The reasoned action 
framework explained 36 
% of variance in help- 
seeking intentions in this 
US population and 
identified injunctive 
norms (social support) as 
the primary determinant 
of intention. Neither 
suicidal ideation, COVID- 
19 financial hardship, nor 
self-stigma regarding 
seeking help were 
determinants of help- 
seeking. 

Chen et al. 
(2021) 

China Chinese residents in 
Wuhan and other cities of 
Hubei Province, (n =
3145) and (n = 3814) 
other participants 

Two cross-sectional 
surveys; online self- 
administrated 
questionnaire 

February 1–5 and 
February 20–24 (Wuhan 
shutdown on January 23) 

The item of mental health 
help-seeking was 
reported as 2 = found and 
tried, 1 = found but not 
tried, 0 = not found yet, 
− 1 = not looked for, and 
− 2 = no need. 

Compared with the first 
survey, the changes in 
scores for anxiety, 
depression, and stress in 
the second survey were 
decreased, but mental 
health help-seeking had 
no significant impact on 
anxiety, depression, or 
stress in the two surveys. 

(continued on next page) 
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Table 1 (continued ) 

Author (year) Country Participants, n Study design Period Measurement of help- 
seeking 

Findings 

Zhong et al. 
(2020) 

China Recruited residents from 
four subpopulations: 
Wuhan residents (n =
2617), migrants from 
Wuhan (those who left 
Wuhan before lockdown, n 
= 930), other Hubei 
residents (n = 633), and 
residents of other 
provinces in China (“other 
residents” n = 3561) 

Cross-sectional survey, 
online 

January 27 to February 2, 
2020 (Wuhan shutdown 
on January 23) 

“During recent days, did 
you recognize that you 
need professional help 
from mental health 
specialists because of 
your high level of stress, 
negative emotions, poor 
sleep, or other mental 
health problems?” (Yes or 
No) 
“Did you seek any help 
from mental health 
specialists for your 
mental health problems?” 
(Yes or No) 

Among the four groups, 
Wuhan residents had the 
highest rate of any type of 
mental health problem; 
63.0 % of mental health 
service users received 
services via Internet and 
telephone, and 83.1 % of 
participants with 
perceived mental health 
needs ascribed their lack 
of help-seeking to barriers 
regarding accessibility 
and availability. Among 
those with unmet mental 
health needs, 83.1 % 
ascribed their lack of 
seeking help from mental 
health professionals to 
barriers owing to poor 
accessibility and 
availability. 

Jacoby and Li 
(2022) 

US Adults in Jewish 
households, New York, n 
= 4403 

Cross-sectional survey 
by random sampling 

February to May 2021 “Have you sought 
professional help, or are 
you planning to seek 
professional help, for 
symptoms of depression 
or anxiety?” (Yes or No) 

No meaningful 
relationship between the 
general presence of 
mental health care 
services and help-seeking 
behavior was found. 
However, the zip code 
tabulation area-level 
density of office practices 
was significantly 
associated with service 
utilization among socially 
isolated, foreign-born, 
and Hispanic or non- 
white respondents. 

Children and adolescents 

Jeong et al. 
(2021) 

US Full-time undergraduate 
students in a large public 
university located in the 
Appalachian area (n =
1225) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

From March 25, 2020, 
the 10 days after campus 
closure owing to the 
outbreak of COVID-19 to 
May 8, 2020, the last day 
of spring classes. 

Will seek mental and 
emotional help from; 
- Friend 
- Family 
- Professor/academic 
advisor 
- Free counseling service 
- Paid health professional 
- Social media 
- Website 
- Won't seek any help 
All measured from 1 to 5. 

First-generation college 
students (FGCS) were less 
likely to seek mental and 
emotional help from 
family (p < 0.01) and 
friends (p < 0.001) or 
“won't seek any help” (p 
< 0.05) compared with 
non-FGCSs. 

Upton et al. 
(2021) 

Australia Subsample of APSALS 
(registered at ClinicalT 
rials.gov: NCT02280551) 
cohort of young adults (n 
= 443) 

Prospective cohort 
study, compared with 
annual survey 

Additional survey during 
COVID-19 restrictions 
(May–June 2020), and 
latest annual survey 
(August 2019–March 
2020) 

Self-reported help- 
seeking from a health 
professional. Participants 
were asked whether they 
had sought help for their 
mental health from a 
general practitioner or 
other qualified health 
professional (e.g. 
psychologist) in February 
and the month prior to 
completing the survey. 

There was no increase in 
help-seeking over time 
(odds ratio 0.50; 95 % CI 
0.19–1.32). 

Marchini et al. 
(2021) 

Belgium and 
Italy 

Young adults aged 18 to 
25 years (n = 825) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online on the secured 
platform Research 
Electronic Data Capture 

April 7 and May 4, 2020 Changes in online 
contacts (i.e., through 
phone and social media) 
and offline contacts (i.e., 
face-to-face) with family 
and friends 

Differences were found in 
online contacts with 
family and offline 
contacts with friends. 

Mourouvaye 
et al. (2021) 

Paris, France Sick children in Necker 
Hospital (n = 234) 

Retrospective cohort 
study 

January 2018 to June 
2020 (National COVID- 
19 lockdown, 
March–May 2020). 

Incidence of admissions 
for suicidal behavior 

Significant decrease in 
the incidence of 
admissions for suicidal 
behavior during the 
lockdown (adjusted 
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Author (year) Country Participants, n Study design Period Measurement of help- 
seeking 
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incidence rate ratio: 0.46; 
95 % CI 0.24 to 0.86). The 
association might result 
from reduced help- 
seeking and decreased 
hospital admission rates 
during lockdown, as well 
as cognitive and 
environmental factors. 

Liang et al. 
(2020) 

Guangdong, 
China 

College students (n =
4164) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

At the peak of the 
outbreak, February 13 to 
22, 2020 

“Counseling group” or 
“non-counseling group” 
according to whether 
they had sought 
psychological help. 
Experience with seeking 
psychological help. (Yes 
or No) 

Fear, depression, and 
trauma scores were 
significantly higher in the 
counseling group than in 
the non-counseling group 
(p < 0.001). Fear (OR =
1.27, p < 0.001), 
depression (OR = 1.02, p 
= 0.032), trauma (OR =
1.08, p < 0.001), poor 
perceived mental health 
status (OR = 3.61, p =
0.001), and experience 
with seeking 
psychological help (OR =
7.06, p < 0.001) showed 
increased odds of seeking 
psychological help. 

Wathelet et al. 
(2020) 

France University students living 
in France who experienced 
COVID-19 quarantine (n =
69,054) 

Cross-sectional study, e- 
mail and online 
questionnaire 

April 17 to May 4, 2020 Seeking treatment for 
mental health reasons 
during the quarantine (if 
yes, whether they 
accessed the university 
medical service or 
another health 
professional) 

Among all students, 4682 
(6.8 %) reported seeing a 
professional for mental 
health reasons, and 1037 
(1.5 %) reported having 
requested the university 
health service. Of 29,564 
students with at least one 
outcome, 3675 (12.4 %) 
consulted a mental health 
professional, and 810 
(2.7 %) used the 
university service. 

Hospitals 

Sveticic et al. 
(2021a) 

Australia Visitor at emergency 
departments (EDs) within 
the Gold Coast Hospital 
and Health Service 
(Number was not 
repotting, only 
percentage) 

Time-series study, with 
descriptive and expected 
number 

January to August 2020 Number of suicidal 
presentations (including 
suicidal ideation, non- 
suicidal self-injury and 
suicide attempts) 

At the peak of the 
pandemic, the reductions 
in suicidal presentations 
were the largest (29.8 % 
in March and 23.6 % in 
April 2020). Over the 
next 2 months, daily 
numbers of diagnosed 
COVID-19 cases remained 
low, and the difference 
between observed and 
projected numbers 
gradually narrowed 
(20.8 % in May and 14.6 
% in June 2020). In July 
2020, observed numbers 
exceeded projected 
numbers by 11.4 %, but 
then declined again in 
August 2020, coinciding 
with another resurgence 
of COVID-19. Between 
March and August 2020, 
there were 554 fewer 
suicidal presentations 
than expected. 

Sveticic et al. 
(2021b) 

Australia Visitors to emergency 
departments (EDs) within 
the Gold Coast Hospital 
and Health Service, before 
COVID-19, (n = 3299) and 

Case-series study Before COVID-19, 
Mar–Aug 2019; after 
COVID-19, Mar–Aug 
2020 

Number of suicidal and 
self-harm presentations to 
EDs 

Significantly more 
suicidal and self-harm 
presentations among 
individuals younger than 
18 years (16.8 % vs. 15.1 
%, p = 0.041), and fewer 
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after (n = 3190) the start of 
the COVID-19 pandemic 

among those with an 
indigenous background 
(5.2 % vs. 6.4 %, p =
0.035) after the start of 
the pandemic. More 
presenting individuals 
received a triage score 
indicating greater clinical 
acuity (19.5 % vs. 17.9 %, 
p = 0.043) and more 
presented involuntarily 
(22.2 % vs. 13.3 %, p <
0.001). More patients 
were discharged 
following suicidal and 
self-harm presentations 
(78.9 % vs. 74.4 %, p <
0.001), and fewer were 
admitted to inpatient care 
(17.9 % vs. 19.9 %, p =
0.038) or left the ED 
before being seen (5.4 % 
vs, 3.2 %, p < 0.001). 

Smith et al. 
(2021) 

Hawaii, US Patients seen at Hawaii 
Pacific Neuroscience 
(HPN), which adapted 
their patient care to ensure 
continuity of neurological 
treatment (n = 367); 133 
patients with migraine and 
234 patients with other 
neurological conditions. 

Cross-sectional study, 
telephone 

April 22, to May 18, 2020 Access to health care (Yes 
or No) 
- Difficulty obtaining 
medications 
- Skipped or ran out of 
medications 
- Unable to attend 
scheduled doctor visit 
- Unable to obtain 
diagnostic testing 
- Avoided seeing doctor 
for new health problem 
owing to pandemic 
- Trouble with health 
insurance 
- Participated in a 
telemedicine visit 

Several significant 
differences were found 
between migraine and 
non-migraine groups for 
health care access. 
Patients with migraine 
were significantly more 
likely to report running 
out of medications than 
those with other 
diagnoses (20/133, 15 % 
vs. 18/234, 7.7 %; p =
0.026). More patients 
avoided seeking medical 
help for new health 
problems because of the 
pandemic (30/133, 22.6 
% vs. 30/234, 12.8 %; p 
= 0.015). 

Wong et al. 
(2020) 

Hong Kong, 
China 

Older adults with 
multimorbidity in primary 
care (n = 583), recruited 
from 7 June 2016 to 23 
October 2017 as the initial 
cohort. 

Prospective cohort 
study, telephone 

Pre-COVID-19, 3 April 
2018 to 6 March 2019 
and peri-COVID-19 
period, 24 March to 15 
April 2020 

Information on missed 
scheduled medical 
appointments was 
retrieved from the clinical 
management system in 
Hong Kong and was 
validated in another 
study. 

In total, 16.5 % and 22.0 
% of Participants missed 
their scheduled medical 
appointments for chronic 
disease care over a period 
of 3 months a year before 
and after the onset of the 
outbreak, respectively (p 
= 0.014). 

Online 

Tambling 
et al. (2022) 

US English-speaking 
individuals over the age of 
18 who resided in the US, 
posted through the MTurk 
online worker platform n 
= 1545 

Cross-sectional study, 
online, national survey 

April 7 and 14, 2020 Outcomes measures on 
help-seeking during 60- 
day follow-up included 
three single-item 
indicators: “Have you 
sought counseling or 
other professional mental 
health during the COVID- 
19 pandemic?” and “Did 
you seek new supports or 
were you already 
receiving these services 
when the COVID-19 
pandemic started?”. 
Propensity to seek 
psychological help was a 
single item: “How likely 
are you personally to seek 
professional help to 
manage stress or anxiety 
during COVID-19?”. 

Individuals with higher 
levels of anxiety rated 
their likelihood of help- 
seeking as higher, and 
those who sought 
psychological help 
reported higher levels of 
depression. 

(continued on next page) 

N. Yonemoto and Y. Kawashima                                                                                                                                                                                                            



Journal of Affective Disorders 323 (2023) 85–100

93

Table 1 (continued ) 

Author (year) Country Participants, n Study design Period Measurement of help- 
seeking 

Findings 

Respondents rated this 
item on a 100-point scale. 

Scerri et al. 
(2021) 

Malta 2908 calls to a national 
mental health helpline 

Time-series design January to October 2020, 
2 months prior to (pre- 
COVID) and 8 months 
during the pandemic 
period, which 
incorporated 
implementation of a 
partial lockdown 

Calls for assistance Although the number of 
deaths and cases had 
significantly increased in 
the latter months during 
the second COVID-19 
wave, individuals were 
significantly focused on 
seeking information 
during a crisis as a means 
of coping and possibly to 
avoid mental health 
struggles that may have 
burdened them in the 
early months of the 
pandemic. 

Singh et al. 
(2020) 

India Data by Goggle Google Trends in health- 
related research 

Three timeframes 
representing pre- 
lockdown (4–24 March), 
lockdown 1 (25 
March–14 April), and 
lockdown 2 (15–27 April) 
periods 

Keywords related to help- 
seeking for alcohol use 
disorders. 

Online search interest in 
the two most popular 
keywords representing 
help-seeking behaviors 
for alcohol use disorders 
peaked in the lockdown 2 
period. 

Chen et al. 
(2022) 

China Weibo users, the diffusion 
levels of 705 original posts 
varied from 0 to 6, with an 
average of 1.15. 

Diffusion level of help- 
seeking information on 
social media. Content 
analysis was conducted 
with multilevel 
regression analysis. 

From 1 August 2020 to 
11 August 2020. 

Sender, content, and 
environmental factors to 
investigate what makes 
help-seeking messages 
become widely 
disseminated in social 
media networks. 

Bandwagon cues, anger, 
instrumental appeal, and 
intermediate self- 
disclosure facilitated the 
diffusion level of help- 
seeking messages. 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) 

Vives-Cases 
et al. (2021) 

Spain Cases of 016 calls, police 
reports, women killed, and 
protection orders (PO) 
issued owing to IPV across 
Spain as a whole and by 
province (2015–2020). 

Time-series design, 
descriptive ecological 
study 

March and June 2020 016 calls, police reports, 
women killed, and POs 
issued owing to IPV 

The COVID-19 lockdown 
fostered a change in help- 
seeking behavior among 
women affected by IPV. 
During the second quarter 
of 2020, the highest 016 
call rate was recorded 
(12.19 per 10,000 women 
aged 15 or over). Police 
report rates (16.62), POs 
(2.81), and fatalities 
(0.19 per 1,000,000 
women aged 15 years or 
over) decreased in the 
second quarter of 2020. 
In the third quarter, 016 
calls decreased, and 
police reports and POs 
increased. 

Sorenson et al. 
(2021) 

US Cases of emergency calls to 
police and hotlines for 
domestic violence, assault, 
and rape (4587 calls for 
domestic violence and 
1091 rape calls). 

Time-series design, an 
interrupted time-series 
analysis 

January 1, 2020 to May 
30, 2020 

Emergency calls to police 
and calls to rape crisis and 
domestic violence 
hotlines. 

There was a decrease in 
help-seeking for sexual 
assault and assault in 
general, but not for 
domestic violence, during 
the initial phases of the 
COVID-19 outbreak. 

Gama et al. 
(2020) 

Portugal People reporting domestic 
violence (n = 1062) 

Cross-sectional study, 
online 

April to October 2020 Experiences of domestic 
violence and help-seeking 
during the pandemic 
(multiple response) 
- From whom did you 
seek help or advice after 
this? 
- What are the main 
reasons why you haven't 
sought help or advice 
from these people or 
services (so far)? 
- Did you or somebody 
else tell the police about 
this? 

Most victims did not seek 
help (62.3 %); the main 
reasons were considering 
it unnecessary, that help 
would not change 
anything, and feeling 
embarrassed about what 
had happened. Only 4.3 
% of victims sought police 
help. The most common 
reasons for not coming 
forward to file a 
complaint were 
considering that the 
abuse was not severe and 
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- Which are the main 
reasons why you haven't 
told the police (so far)? 

believing the police 
would not do anything. 

Alvarez- 
Hernandez 
et al. (2022) 

US Videos related to IPV help- 
seeking from Univision's 
main website, the most- 
watched Spanish-speaking 
media network (29 videos) 

An exploratory content 
analysis to determine 
frequencies and 
inductive interpretive 
content analysis to code 
for help-seeking 
messages 

March 19 to April 21, 
2020 

Content of videos A total of 25 videos 
provided information 
about resources where 
individuals could seek 
help for IPV (86 %). Eight 
messages related to 
seeking help when 
experiencing IPV in times 
of a crisis were: (1) 
contact a professional 
resource; (2) contact law 
enforcement; (3) contact 
family, friends, and 
members of your 
community; (4) create a 
safety plan; (5) don't be 
afraid, be strong; (6) 
leave the situation; (7) 
protect yourself at home; 
and (8) services are 
available despite the 
pandemic. 

Eating disorders 

Nutley et al. 
(2021) 

US Social media posts, 
popular subreddits 
acknowledging eating 
disorders as the primary 
discussion topic 

Qualitative analysis of 
social media posts 

January 1 to May 31, 
2020 

Evaluated using 
inductive, thematic data 
analysis 

Six primary themes were 
identified: change in 
eating disorder 
symptoms, change in 
exercise routine, impact 
of quarantine on daily 
life, emotional well- 
being, help-seeking 
behavior, and associated 
risks and health 
outcomes. 

Richardson 
et al. (2020) 

Canada Eating disorders and their 
caregivers, service 
utilization data from the 
National Eating Disorder 
Information Centre 
(NEDIC). (609 times) 

A retrospective 
observational design 

March 1 to April 30, 2020 Anonymous NEDIC 
service utilization with 
symptoms. Symptoms 
were considered present 
(Yes or No) based on the 
self-report of help- 
seekers. 

Among affected 
individuals, the number 
of contacts during the 
pandemic was 
significantly higher (n =
439, p < 0.001) than in 
2018 (n = 197) and 2019 
(n = 312). There were 
higher rates of eating 
disorder symptoms, 
anxiety, and depression in 
2020 than in previous 
years. Thematic analysis 
of instant messages and 
chats during the 
pandemic revealed four 
emerging themes: 1) lack 
of access to treatment, 2) 
worsening of symptoms, 
3) feeling out of control, 
and 4) need for support. 

Pregnant women 

Wang et al. 
(2021a, 
2021b) 

China Pregnant women recruited 
from maternal health care 
centers across China (n =
19,515). 

A cross-sectional study, 
online 

February to March 2020 Participants rated their 
intention to seek mental 
health services by 
choosing 1 of the 
following 3 options: “I 
don't need mental health 
services”; “I need mental 
health services, but I will 
not seek help from these 
services”; “I need mental 
health services and I will 
seek help from these 
services.” 

More than half (3292/ 
6248, 52.7 %) of 
participants reported they 
did not need mental 
health services; 28.3 % 
(1770/6248) of 
participants felt they 
needed mental health 
services but had no 
intention to seek help. 
Only 19 % (1186/6248) 
felt they needed mental 
health services and had 
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the intention to seek help. 
The results of 
multivariate logistic 
regression analysis 
showed that age, 
education level, and 
gestational age were 
factors involved in not 
seeking help. However, 
COVID-19–related 
lockdowns in 
participants' place of 
residence, social support 
during the COVID-19 
pandemic, and trust in 
health care providers 
were protective factors in 
participants' intention to 
seek help from mental 
health services. 

Moyer et al. 
(2021) 

Ghana Pregnant women in Ghana, 
distributed via SMS related 
to pregnancy (n = 71). 

Cross-sectional study, 
online, anonymous 
survey 

July and August 2020 Reports of care-seeking Over one-third of 
participants (36.2 %) 
reported missing an in- 
person antenatal care 
(ANC) visit as a result of 
COVID-19; 6 (8.7 %) 
replaced their visit with a 
remote visit via telephone 
or video. Sixty-four 
percent (16 of 25 who 
missed an ANC 
appointment) reported 
not attending for fear of 
COVID-19 infection.   

Other topics Country Participants, (n) Study design Period Measurement of help-seeking Findings 

Balhara 
et al. 
(2020) 

India Patients in an ongoing 
project assessing the impact 
of disulfiram among 
patients with alcohol use 
disorder (n = 79). 

Cross-sectional study During the, 
nationwide 
lockdown after 25 
March 2020 

Visitors to treatment center A total of 28 (36.8 %) patients 
tried to attend follow-up at the 
treatment center; only five 
(17.8 %) were able to reach the 
center. Lack of transportation, 
restrictions by law- 
enforcement agencies, and fear 
of contracting COVID-19 
infection during travel were 
the common barriers to 
treatment-seeking. 

Sass et al. 
(2022) 

UK People who self-harm in the 
UK. (n = 14) 

A qualitative study 
based on telephone 
and email interviews 

The study explored 
experiences among 
people who self- 
harm during the first 
lockdown in March 
2020 

“Factors affecting help- 
seeking during the pandemic” 
was used to identify factors 
that affected help-seeking 
using thematic analysis 

Help-seeking was impeded by 
feeling like a burden and 
potential for spread of the 
virus. People who self-harm 
exercised self-reliance in 
response to “stay home” 
messaging, but some may have 
struggled without formal 
support. 

Strongylou 
et al. 
(2022) 

UK and 
Republic 
of Ireland 

Gay, bisexual, and other 
men who have sex with men 
(GBMSM), Survey, n =
1368; qualitative interview, 
n = 18 

Cross-sectional study 
and sequential, mixed- 
methods study 

July and September 
2020 

Remote mental help-seeking 
behavior during the first 
COVID-19 lockdown: Men 
were asked about their use of 
remote resources to seek 
mental health support during 
lockdown: “Have you 
accessed any of the following 
resources to help with your 
mental health since 
lockdown?” Participants 
could select Websites, Apps, 
Phone lines, or None of the 
above. 

Identified multiple barriers and 
enablers to GBMSM seeking 
remote mental health help, 
with help primarily sought 
from GBMSM support 
organizations and generic 
online resources. 

US English speaking US 
residents, 18–80 years old, 

A randomized 
controlled trial; 

2020, COVID-19 era Primary outcome measure 
was three items measuring 

Brief video-based intervention 
yielded greater increase in 
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3.5. Children and adolescents 

Six studies included children, adolescents, and young adults (uni-
versity students). Jeong et al. (2021) showed that whereas FGCSs (first- 
generation college students) and non-FGCSs reported similar levels of 
stress and depression, FGCSs had higher anxiety and lower levels of life 
satisfaction and supportive parental communication than non-FGCSs. 
FGCSs were less likely to seek mental and emotional help from family 
and friends than non-FGCSs, even though those help-seeking behaviors 
may mitigate their mental distress and enhance their life satisfaction. In 
a study by Upton (Upton et al., 2021), participants were asked whether 
they had sought help for their mental health from a general practitioner 
or other qualified health professional, such as a psychologist, in 
February and in the month prior to completing the survey. Mean 
symptom scores on the 9-item Patient Health Questionnaire and 7-item 
General Anxiety Disorder scale increased from before to during the 
COVID-19 restrictions, but there was no increase in help-seeking over 
time. There were no differences by sex for reported changes in help- 
seeking from before to during the pandemic. Marchini (Marchini 
et al., 2021) reported that the lack of ability to face adversity, such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown, was associated with a help-seeking 
attitude during this period. A help-seeking attitude and resilience have 
been linked, including dealing with stigma, in an exploration of path-
ways. People who seek help for their mental health concerns feel stig-
matized because they may be viewed as less resilient. These findings 
question the role of psychological distress during the lockdown period or 
the relationship with a possible mental health disorder, justifying a help- 
seeking attitude. Mourouvaye (Mourouvaye et al., 2021) found a sig-
nificant decrease in the incidence of admissions for suicide behaviors 
during lockdown. This association might result from reduced help- 
seeking and decreased hospital admission rates during lockdown, as 
well as cognitive and environmental factors. Liang (Liang et al., 2020) 
reported that the proportion of respondents seeking psychological help 
in response to the COVID-19 epidemic was low, at only 0.64 %. College 
students in poor psychological condition more frequently sought 

psychological counseling. Fear, depression, trauma, experiences with 
seeking psychological help, and perceived mental health can effectively 
predict psychological help-seeking behavior. The study findings 
emphasized the importance of closely monitoring college students' 
psychological status, providing psychological intervention, and 
improving the probability of seeking psychological help. Wathelet 
(Wathelet et al., 2020) reported that the prevalence of suicidal thoughts, 
severe distress, high levels of perceived stress, severe depression, and 
high levels of anxiety was 11.4 %, 22.4 %, 24.7 %, 16.1 %, and 27.5 %, 
respectively, with 42.8 % of participants reporting at least one outcome, 
among whom 12.4 % reported seeing a health professional. Among all 
students, 6.8 % reported seeing a professional for mental health reasons, 
and 1.5 % reported having requested university health services. Of the 
students with at least one outcome, 12.4 % consulted a mental health 
professional and 2.7 % used university services. 

3.6. Hospitals 

Four studies included visitors to hospital settings such as emergency 
departments and primary care. Sveticic (Sveticic et al., 2021a) indicated 
changes in help-seeking behavior, with fewer people willing to seek help 
for suicidal behavior through in-hospital consultation owing to fears of 
contracting COVID-19. Also, same authors (Sveticic et al., 2021b) 
separately reported that since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
indigenous Australians and individuals with less severe suicidal and self- 
harm behaviors had significantly reduced presentations whereas those 
younger than age 18 years had more presentations. Patients presenting 
for suicidal behavior had fewer admissions to inpatient care. It is 
therefore considered vital to continue to promote help-seeking among 
at-risk individuals through models of care that are adaptable to the fast- 
changing circumstances of the pandemic and tailored to the needs of 
vulnerable groups. Smith (Smith et al., 2021) found that more partici-
pants avoided seeking medical help for new health problems because of 
the pandemic. Telemedicine was well received by nearly all patients 
who took advantage of the option. Wong (Wong et al., 2020) reported 

Table 1 (continued ) 

Other topics Country Participants, (n) Study design Period Measurement of help-seeking Findings 

Amsalem 
et al. 
(2021) 

with self-reported military 
experience with three 
groups: Video (n = 86), 
Vignette (n = 44), and No 
intervention (n = 42). 

follow-up assessments 
were conducted 14 and 
30 days after post- 
intervention 
assessment 

“openness to seeking help” 
from the Attitude Toward 
Seeking Professional 
Psychological Help Scale 
(ATSPPH-SF). The chosen 
items specifically tested help- 
seeking intentions: “I might 
want to have psychological 
counseling in the future,” “I 
would want to get 
psychological help if I were 
worried or upset for a long 
period of time,” and “A person 
with an emotional problem is 
not likely to solve it alone; he 
or she is more likely to solve it 
with professional help.” 
Response options were: 1 =
“disagree,” 2 = “partially 
disagree,” 3 = “partially 
agree,” and 4 = “agree.” The 
total score ranged from 4 to 
12, with higher scores 
indicating greater help- 
seeking intentions. In this 
study, Cronbach's alpha 
coefficient of the ATSPPH 
items was 0.79. The ATSPPH- 
SF was assessed at four time 
points (i.e., baseline, post 
intervention, 14- and 30-day 
follow-up). 

treatment-seeking intentions 
among veterans. Increased 
treatment-seeking intentions in 
the video group only (95 % CI 
0.51–1.13, p < 0.001); Cohen's 
d = 0.32; video from 7.4 (95 % 
CI 6.9–8.0) to 8.2 (95 % CI 
7.7–8.8); vignette from 8.0 (95 
% CI 7.3–8.6) to 8.1 (95 % CI 
7.4–8.7); control from 7.3 (95 
% CI 6.6–8.1) to 7.6 (95 % CI 
6.9–8.3).  
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significant increases in loneliness, anxiety, and insomnia after the onset 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Missed medical appointments over a 3- 
month period increased from 16.5 % a year earlier to 22.0 % after the 
onset of the pandemic. 

3.7. Online 

Four studies involved individuals online. Tambling (Tambling et al., 
2022) reported that individuals with higher levels of anxiety rated their 
likelihood of seeking help as higher and those who did seek psycho-
logical help reported higher levels of depression. Scerri (Scerri et al., 
2021) reported that in the pre-COVID-19 phase, calls for assistance were 
related to information needs and depression. With implementation of a 
partial lockdown coupled with the first local deaths and spikes in the 
number of diagnosed cases, a significant increase in the number of calls 
targeting mental health, medication management, and physical and 
financial issues were identified. Following the removal of local re-
strictions, the number of calls decreased significantly; however, with the 
subsequent reintroduction of restrictions, coupled with the rise in cases 
and deaths, the assistance requested significantly targeted informational 
needs. Singh (Singh et al., 2020) reported that online search interest, 
with the two most popular keywords representing help-seeking behav-
iors for alcohol use disorders, peaked during the lockdown periods. Chen 
(Chen et al., 2022) investigated which sender, content, and environ-
mental factors led to help-seeking messages being disseminated through 
social media networks. Bandwagon cues, anger, instrumental appeal, 
and intermediate self-disclosure facilitated the diffusion level of help- 
seeking messages. 

3.8. Intimate partner violence (IPV) 

Four studies involved people who were affected by IPV. Vives-Cases 
(Vives-Cases et al., 2021) reported that the COVID-19 lockdown fostered 
a change in the help-seeking behavior of women who had experienced 
IPV. Differences between the volume of contacts made via 016 calls and 
the police reports generated provided evidence regarding the existence 
of barriers to IPV service access during lockdown and the period of 
remote working. Sorenson (Sorenson et al., 2021) reported a decrease in 
help-seeking for sexual assault and assault in general, but not for do-
mestic violence, during the initial phases of the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Gama (Gama et al., 2020) reported that most victims did not seek help 
(62.3 %), the main reasons being that they considered it unnecessary, 
felt that seeking help would not change anything, and felt embarrassed 
about what had happened. Only 4.3 % of victims sought police help. The 
most common reasons for not coming forward to file a complaint were 
considering that the abuse was not severe and believing the police would 
not do anything. Alvarez-Hernandez (Alvarez-Hernandez et al., 2022) 
identified eight main messages related to seeking help when experi-
encing IPV in times of a crisis: (1) contact a professional resource; (2) 
contact law enforcement; (3) contact family, friends, and members of 
your community; (4) create a safety plan; (5) don't be afraid, be strong; 
(6) leave the situation; (7) protect yourself at home; and (8) services are 
available despite the pandemic. 

3.9. Eating disorders 

Two studies investigated patients with an eating disorder. Nutley 
(Nutley et al., 2021) identified six primary themes: change in eating 
disorder symptoms, change in exercise routine, impact of quarantine on 
daily life, emotional well-being, help-seeking behavior, and associated 
risks and health outcomes. Content that fell under the overarching 
theme of help-seeking behavior detailed users' attempts to seek profes-
sional or informal help for disordered eating behavior during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In seeking help on behalf of another individual, 10 
users (3.3 %) searched for advice on how to help a loved one with an 
eating disorder as they dealt with pandemic-related anxiety. Richardson 

(Richardson et al., 2020) reported that the number of total contacts for 
help-seeking significantly increased from 2018 to 2019 and from 2018 
to 2020 (p < 0.001). Among affected individuals (80.4 % women), the 
number of contacts during the pandemic period was significantly higher 
than in 2018 and 2019. There were higher proportions of eating disorder 
symptoms, anxiety, and depression in 2020 than in previous years. 
Thematic analysis of chats and instant messages during the pandemic 
revealed four emerging themes: 1) lack of access to treatment, 2) 
worsening of symptoms, 3) feeling out of control, and 4) need for 
support. 

3.10. Pregnant women 

Two included studies were conducted among pregnant women. 
Wang (Wang et al., 2021a, 2021b) found that more than half (52.7 %) of 
participants reported that they did not need mental health services. In 
total, 28.3 % of participants felt that they needed mental health services 
but had no intention of seeking help. Only 19 % of women felt that they 
needed mental health services and had the intention to seek help. The 
results of multivariate logistic regression analysis showed that age, ed-
ucation level, and gestational age were factors in not seeking help. 
However, COVID-19–related lockdowns in participants' place of resi-
dence, social support during the COVID-19 pandemic, and trust in health 
care providers were protective factors in participants' intention to seek 
help from mental health services. Moyer (Moyer et al., 2021) found that 
over one-third of participants (36.2 %) reported that they had missed an 
in-person antenatal clinic (ANC) visit as a result of COVID-19. However, 
6 (8.7 %) women had replaced the missed ANC visit with a remote visit 
via phone or video. Sixty-four percent reported not attending for fear of 
COVID-19 infection. 

3.11. Other topics 

Balhara (Balhara et al., 2020) reported that a lack of transportation, 
restrictions by law-enforcement agencies, and fear of contracting 
COVID-19 infection during travel were the common barriers to 
treatment-seeking among patients with alcohol use disorder. Reduced 
help-seeking behavior owing to safety concerns has also been reported 
during previous pandemics. The number of days since the last use of 
alcohol was the only variable independently associated with an attempt 
to seek alcohol during the lockdown period. There is a need to address 
barriers to help-seeking going forward during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Sass (Sass et al., 2022) reported that those who self-harm were inhibited 
from seeking help because they felt burdened or feared spread of the 
virus. Participants practiced self-reliance in response to “stay home” 
messaging, but some may have struggled without formal support. 
Strongylou (Strongylou et al., 2022) identified multiple barriers and 
enablers to gay, bisexual, and other men who have sex with men 
(GBMSM) seeking remote mental health help, with help primarily 
sought from GBMSM support organizations and generic online re-
sources. Finally, Amsalem (Amsalem et al., 2021) reported a random-
ized controlled trial using a video-based intervention among veterans. 
The trial aimed to screen for clinical symptoms and evaluate the efficacy 
of a brief, online social contact-based video intervention in increasing 
treatment-seeking intentions among veterans. Participants were ran-
domized to either a (a) brief video-based intervention, (b) written 
vignette intervention, or (c) nonintervention control group. The findings 
showed that the brief video intervention increased treatment-seeking 
intentions, most likely through identification and emotional engage-
ment with the video protagonist. 

4. Discussion 

The COVID-19 epidemic had a significant impact on the incidence of 
mental illness and access to health care facilities and treatment, and 
consequently, on help-seeking behavior. Individuals who had previous 
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issues or high risk population with help-seeking behavior were even 
more restricted. Studies on help-seeking behaviors were conducted in a 
variety of populations and settings, from general to specific populations 
with clinical and social risk factors. 

4.1. Stigma as a barrier to help-seeking behaviors 

As some studies suggested, stigma because of mental health problems 
owing to COVID-19 infection and risk of infection is an important factor 
in help-seeking behavior during the pandemic. Stigma was a mediator of 
help-seeking behavior and had a small to moderately negative effect on 
help-seeking. Internalized and treatment stigma was most often associ-
ated with reduced help-seeking behavior. Stigma was the highest ranked 
barrier to help-seeking, with disclosure concerns the most commonly 
reported stigma barrier. A detailed conceptual model was derived 
describing the processes contributing to, and counteracting, the deter-
rent effect of stigma on help-seeking. Ethnic minorities, youth, men, and 
those in military and health professions were disproportionately de-
terred by stigma (Clement et al., 2015; Coleman et al., 2017). 

4.2. Health professionals 

A review focused on Chinese mental health professionals found (Shi 
et al., 2020) that frequently reported barriers to help-seeking for mental 
health among Chinese adults included a preference for self-reliance, 
seeking help from alternate sources, low perceived need for help- 
seeking, a lack of affordability, and negative attitudes toward or poor 
experiences with help-seeking. Less frequently mentioned barriers 
included stigma, family opposition, limited knowledge about mental 
illness, a lack of accessibility, unwillingness to disclose mental illness, 
and fear of burdening the family. These supports for help-seeking 
behavior should be a high priority issue. Findings from our review 
suggested that health care professionals are unable to engage in 
appropriate help-seeking behaviors owing to a heavy workload, stigma 
from risk of infection and even poor mental health because health care 
workers experience heavy stress levels during COVID-19 epidemic 
waves. 

4.3. Online help-seeking 

Approaches to improving help-seeking among young people should 
consider the role of the Internet and online resources as an adjunct to 
offline help-seeking. Even during the pandemic, such approaches would 
be useful, but with limitations. In particular, young people would prefer 
to seek help via social networks that are commonly used among their 
peers (Michelmore and Hindley, 2012). Some studies in our review re-
ported similar findings. One review identified opportunities and chal-
lenges in this area (Pretorius et al., 2019) and highlighted the limited use 
of theoretical frameworks to conceptualize online help-seeking. Self- 
determination theory and the help-seeking model provide promising 
starting points for the development of online help-seeking theories. 
Text-based queries via an Internet search engine were the most 
commonly identified help-seeking approaches. Social media, govern-
ment or charity websites, live chat, instant messaging, and online 
communities were also used. Key benefits include anonymity and pri-
vacy, immediacy, ease of access, inclusivity, the ability to connect with 
others and share experiences, and a greater sense of control over the 
help-seeking journey. Online help-seeking has the potential to meet the 
needs of individuals with a preference for self-reliance or to act as a 
gateway to further help-seeking. Barriers to help-seeking included a lack 
of mental health literacy, concerns about privacy and confidentiality, 
and uncertainty about the trustworthiness of online resources. Until 
now, there has been limited development and use of theoretical models 
to guide research into online help-seeking. 

4.4. Development of new interventions 

Developments of more interventions to promote health-seeking be-
haviors are needed. However, the evidence was limited in our review. 
Amsalem reported a video-based intervention among veterans and 
presented evidence for increased intention to seek treatment among 
participants. More effective interventions that target multiple and flex-
ible populations are desirable. 

4.5. Strengths and limitations 

This report was a comprehensive systematic review. However, the 
COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing globally, with additional reports being 
published continuously. We may need to update the present review in 
the future once the pandemic has been declared at an end. Findings from 
observational studies may have bias as confounder. Meta-analysis could 
not be performed, because the studies had variations of design. Also, 
there is no gold standard with respect to measures of help-seeking 
behavior; therefore, the validity and confidence in our findings are 
still uncertain, to some extent. Terms varied among studies; therefore, 
there may be some missed or misinterpreted content regarding help- 
seeking. However, many studies measured changes in actual behaviors 
rather than attitudes toward help-seeking behavior. 

5. Conclusion 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, a delay in seeking help from mental 
health services may have resulted in lost opportunities to link patients 
with appropriate treatment and care. The COVID-19 pandemic is 
ongoing as of 2022. It is therefore important to continue to examine the 
impact of the pandemic on mental health. 
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