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A comment on psychological distress and women’s 
hair loss related to the COVID-19 pandemic
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought many uncertainties 
as to its origins and future directions1. While scientists of dif-
ferent specialties focus on new strategies on how to minimize 
physical sequels related to COVID-19 infection, many patients 
remain vulnerable to having their psychological state neglected.

In 2020, inevitable doubts have emerged, as the pandemic 
developed, impacting the patients’ quality-of-life not just by the 
restrictions imposed by the governmental efforts to halt virus 
spread worldwide, but also by the unpredictable behaviour of 
COVID-19, such as its infectivity, pathogenicity, virulence, 
lethality, and immunogenicity2. 

From that timepoint onwards, as social contacts reduced 
and due to the patients’ mourning for their family members 
death, health practitioners were invited to look at their patients 
from a more comprehensive perspective, caring for both phys-
ical and psychological aspects. 

The study of early psychological aspects during the pan-
demic, especially for women, has been published by many 
authors, generating interesting data. The first paper reporting 
the psychological impact of the COVID-19 outbreak came from 
Spain, where González-Sanguino and colleagues conducted a 
survey with 3,480 people and found that female patients were 
more likely to show greater depressive symptoms and anxiety3. 
Accordingly, Choi et al. evaluated the level of depression and 
anxiety in 500 patients from Hong Kong, where 25.4% of the 
respondents reported that their mental health had deteriorated 
since the COVID-19 pandemic began4, reinforcing the impor-
tance of González-Sanguino’s work.

It is true that long before the pandemic, hair loss was already 
considered a major source of suffering for female patients 
requiring dermatological assistance. In accordance with Trüeb, 
as stated in his book “The difficult hair loss patient”, hair loss 
pictures one of the most genuine concerns presented by women 
of several ages in dermatology, irrespective of other concomi-
tant skin conditions5. Nonetheless, hair-loss related complaints 
are still prone to be neglected in clinical practice. 

The importance of hair for women’s psychological status 
is gradually attracting attention from different specialties, and 
patients under extremely stressful situations have shown con-
cern for their hair, even when facing life-threatening conditions. 
For instance, in 2017, Villar et al. prospectively evaluated 339 
patients at the Breast Cancer Unit of the University Hospital 
Complex of A Coruña (Spain) who had been undergoing treat-
ment for breast cancer from December 2013 to February 20156. 
Hair loss was cited by the patients as one of the most disturb-
ing consequences of chemotherapy during the whole process6.

Although it is not known yet the impact of associated hair-
loss related stress and pandemic-related anxiety on women’s 
quality-of-life, the number of patients complaining of hair 
problems has recently increased, since several types of alope-
cia can be worsened by physical and psychological distress1,7,8. 
Accordingly, the number of reports on alopecia areata and tel-
ogen effluvium, either aggravated or induced by COVID-19 
infection, constantly rises in the literature7,8. 

It is possible that the severity of the hair shed correlates with 
the severity of COVID-19 infection1. Patients with high fever 
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seem to experience more hair loss than asymptomatic ones1. It 
is interesting to notice that post COVID-19 telogen effluvium 
develops earlier than expected for general febrile conditions 
and can be rather intense, bringing extra source of anxiety for 
the affected women1. Also, alopecia areata, a common derma-
tological source of distress for many patients worldwide, seem 
to have increased during the pandemic too, though it is not 
clear whether the virus itself is implicated in the pathogenesis 
or if the recent cases only reflect the new levels of psychologi-
cal stress peculiarly seen during the pandemic.

In fact, it is not only because COVID-19 infection 
has eventually been proven that every hair problem can be 
regarded as a mere consequence. It is likely to think that 
patients who were receiving regular treatment for any given 
alopecia might have gotten worse, since lack of accessibility 
to hospitals and restrictions to medications has built barriers 
to proper assistance. 

Finally, as the pandemic develops and COVID-19 com-
plications appear, it becomes difficult for the attending phy-
sician to wisely deal with every patient’s need. As previously 
exposed, the new scenario favours the appearance of mental 
and physical illness, urging health practitioners to look for a 

multidisciplinary approach. As for many other medical areas, 
specialized care is also needed when evaluating patients com-
plaining of hair loss.
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