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Even dur ing pre-COVID times, about a third of pa tients we saw in the clinic had stress-re lated 
symp toms. Dur ing the pan demic, this has eas ily dou bled in in ci dence.
Most of them re ally have some med i cal or health is sues; but con stant, in ad e quately man aged 
stress has blown their symp toms out of scale.
We call it the mole hill-moun tain syn drome be cause of the pa tient’s propen sity to mag nify 
small prob lems into ma jor health is sues be cause of their stress, fear or anx i ety. And an ex ces -
sive para noia to ward COVID-19 has made many vic tims of this syn drome.
One pa tient we saw reg u larly in the clinic had ad e quately con trolled blood pres sure, with just 
one an ti hy per ten sive pill. Af ter her spouse and son got in fected with the virus in the early stage 
of the pan demic, she had this con stant fear that she would soon have it, too. For tu nately, she 
has been spared so far, but her hy per ten sion has taken an en tirely di� er ent pat tern, and now 
re quires a three-drug com bi na tion to keep it from ris ing to per ilous lev els.
An other pa tient had sta ble coro nary artery dis ease be fore the on set of the pan demic. He had a 
sin gle blocked artery, which we deemed could be ad e quately con trolled with con ser va tive med i -
cal treat ment, and not re quir ing ag gres sive in ter ven tion. But a few months into the lock down, 
he started hav ing more fre quent and more se vere ang ina or chest pains.
He was rushed to a nearby med i cal cen ter one night and the doc tors there de cided to do a coro -
nary an gio plasty to ease the heart artery block age.

Imag ined symp toms
For some, the COVID-re lated fear and anx i ety may make them imag ine all sorts of symp toms 
from short ness of breath or easy fa tigua bil ity to bum stom ach or col icky ab dom i nal pains; yet 
all tests would turn out to be un re mark able.
Excessive fear and anxiety increases the stress hormone cortisol, which shifts the body’s mode 
of action from growth and regeneration to a �ght-or-�ight mode. This weakens the body’s 
immune system and can make us more vulnerable to diseases. In a way, it’s also true what they 
say that stress can make us dumber because the brain gets relatively less blood supply, which is 
shunted to the muscles due to the �ght-or �ight  response. Hence, we may have a relatively 
impaired brain functioning, judgment and decision-making. Decision makers, like our 
government o�cials, must really be good at stress-management. The public welfare hangs in 
the balance with some decisions they make. We don’t want them making crucial decisions when 
their cortisol lev els are shooting through the roof.
It’s understandable to be really under stress during this time. Public health measures, such as 
quarantine and social distancing, can make people feel lonely and isolated. That can increase 
stress and anxiety more via a snow balling e�ect.

Nec es sary for sur vival
Stress is not inherently bad though. Some degree of stress is healthy, as it is a coping or 
compensatory mechanism. The �ght-or-�ight response is also needed for survival, such as 
when
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we’re con fronted with a life-threat en ing sit u a tion like be ing at tacked by the prover bial saber-
toothed tiger. But this should not be per sis tent.
When it re mains for pro longed pe ri ods of time, so there’s prac ti cally no more stress-free in ter -
val, then phys i cal, emo tional and men tal tur moil can oc cur in our body and mind.

If you have any of the fol low ing symp toms, your stress level may al ready be on the un healthy 
side:
Do you con stantly worry about COVID-19 for your self and your loved ones?
Do you have this lin ger ing fear or be lief that it’s just a mat ter of time be fore you or your loved 
ones will get the in fec tion?
Is there any change in your eat ing pat tern or bowel move ment?
Are you hav ing ap petite prob lems, ei ther overeat ing or anorexia?
Do you have di�  culty in con cen trat ing in your work or study?
Do you have sleep ing prob lems?
Do you wake up in the mid dle of the night feel ing ag i tated or rest less?
Do you lose your tem per more eas ily?
Do you feel un usual symp toms of be ing un well you didn’t feel be fore?
Do you have a feel ing of hope less ness about the cur rent pan demic and can’t seem to see the 
light at the end of the tun nel?

If you an swered yes to any three of the ques tions, then it may be nec es sary to take a pause and 
se ri ously ad dress your stress prob lem.
Our stress may have oc cu pied a good part of our con scious and sub con scious minds, so we have 
to start ad dress ing it there. A healthy pos i tive mind-set is the start ing point of any stress-man -
age ment reg i men. INQ




