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Letter to the Editor 

Asia and COVID-19; The need to continue mental health care to prevent the spread of suicide in 
the elderly 

Dear Editor, 

The probable impact of infection with severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) on the mental health of patients and other 
individuals in the community, especially its probable role in the suicide situation at the community level, is an important issue. Since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the unpredictability of the disease and uncertainty of its various aspects have led to the need to take care of people’s mental 
health, especially those infected with the virus (Zandifar and Badrfam, 2020). 

Okusaga et al., in a study of a group of patients with mental health disorders, reported a strong association between being seropositive for 
coronavirus and having a history of mood disorders compared to the control group (Okusaga et al., 2011). Also in a study by Hickie et al., some 
symptoms such as feeling unhappy or depressed and irritability followed by some viral infections were reported. According to their report, sometimes 
these symptoms persist for a relatively long time (Hickie et al., 2006). 

According to some studies, immunological proteins, especially interleukins, can cause central neurobehavioral and emotional manifestations (such 
as depressed mood, anxiety and cognitive difficulties) during significant infections by acting on the central nervous system. Also, various factors affect 
a person’s vulnerability to major depression, in the form of various genetic predispositions, neuroendocrine and psychosocial conditions and the age 
status of individuals (Gunaratne et al., 2013). 

In a study conducted by Cheung et al. in Hong Kong after the severe acute respiratory syndrome-related coronavirus(SARS) epidemic among the 
elderly, the highest suicide rate between 1993 and 2004 was in the country at the height of the epidemic in 2003, with more than 40.35 per 100,000 
elderly people. This rate was 28.44 per 100,000 elderly people in 2002 (Cheung et al., 2008). These results were also statistically significant. Although 
attributing this obvious change in suicide to SARS epidemic and its negative effects on mental health should be done with caution, the authors of this 
study attributed the most causal correlation with this phenomenon to the direct and indirect effects of that epidemic. 

They also reported an increase in the prevalence of suicide in the post-epidemic year compared to the pre-epidemic period, and attributed this to 
the continued negative effects of the epidemic. They argued that the public mental health status should be given as much importance as epidemic 
control. According to them, one of the most important reasons for this was the fear and anxiety caused by epidemic conditions on the one hand and the 
reduction of social support on the other hand in this age group. 

In another study in Hong Kong on the SARS epidemic, the prevalence of suicide among older men did not differ significantly in 2003 from previous 
years, but it was statistically significant higher in older women (Chan et al., 2006). They also did not reported a statistically significant decrease in 
suicide rates between 1993 and 2002 for men as opposed to women. They noted that women were more likely than men to participate in health and 
social policy programs that have been in place since 1991.With the outbreak of SARS, important parts of the implementation of those policies were 
interrupted. This was reported as one of the effective factors in increasing the suicide rate in older women compared to men. 

One of the important concerns in the field of mental health care at the present time and related to COVID-19 pandemic, is the concern of reducing 
mental health services in different age and gender groups. This raises worries about the potential risk of increasing suicide in the coming years. 
Furthermore, given some of the weaknesses in the structure of health care systems in the recent pandemic(Tandon, 2020), there is serious concern 
about the possible increase in the prevalence of suicide due to the global pandemic. 

Given that significant proportions of the elderly population in Asian developing countries such as Iran (Zandifar and Badrfam, 2019) and South 
Asia countries(Hossain et al., 2020), suffer from mental health disorders, it is important to pay attention to the suicide situation among the elderly in 
these countries in the current pandemic situation. Another point of concern is the high prevalence of abuse of the elderly in Asia(Yan et al., 2015), 
which sometimes cover up to half of the elderly population (Abdi et al., 2019). The continuation of such abuses, combined with the specific conditions 
of the existing pandemic(Han and Mosqueda, 2020), could increase the risk of suicide in this age group more than ever before (Kim and Im, 2010). 

It seems that mental health policymakers should pay special attention to this worrying situation, and mental health care programs should be of 
higher quality and using available tools at the same time as trying to control the existing pandemic. 
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