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Adjustment and Coronavirus: How to Prepare for COVID-19 Pandemic-
Related Adjustment Disorder Worldwide?

Evaldas Kazlauskas
Vilnius University

Soledad Quero

Jaume I University

As the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) is spreading worldwide in 2020, there is a growing concern
about the impact of the pandemic on mental health. Multiple stressors associated with the pandemic, such
as health-related stressors, job loss, and work-related stressors, could increase the prevalence of
adjustment disorders worldwide. The present article acknowledges adjustment disorder as a highly
relevant mental health outcome of the pandemic that should be addressed by mental health professionals.
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As the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) is spreading world-
wide in 2020 (World Health Organization [WHO], 2020), there is
a growing concern about the impact of the pandemic on the mental
health of individuals, communities, and societies across the globe
(Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 2020; Fiorillo & Gorwood, 2020). The
COVID-19 pandemic is not only a worldwide health crisis but has
a huge impact on social life, economies, political situations, and
other important areas of life. The novel disease and strict public
health measures trigger high levels of stress and anxiety (Li et al.,
2020; Lu, Wang, Lin, & Li, 2020; Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al.,
2020), particularly among medical staff (Lu et al., 2020; Zhang et
al., 2020). However, the concepts of trauma and posttraumatic
stress disorder in the current development of the pandemic cannot
be applied to all (Boyraz & Legros, 2020; Wang et al., 2020)
because the majority of the population might not be threatened by
illness personally but, rather, experience significant life stressors
and losses, including job loss, financial insecurity, and others. We
propose taking a close look at adjustment disorder as one of the
most likely consequences of the pandemic on mental health. A
high increase in adjustment problems in response to the stressors
associated with COVID-19 could be present in the several months
since the start of the pandemic and could last long after the vaccine
or effective medication to cure COVID-19 becomes available.
How are we going to understand and identify adjustment problems
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related to COVID-19? And how are we going to provide psycho-
social support to a global population with adjustment problems?

Adjustment Disorder: Findings From Recent Research
Relevant to COVID-19

Over the last decade, a new wave of adjustment-disorder studies
emerged, mostly in European countries, such as Germany, Israel,
Lithuania, Spain, and Switzerland (Kazlauskas, Zelviene, Lorenz,
Quero, & Maercker, 2017), as a response to the proposal for a new
definition of adjustment disorder (Maercker et al., 2013) for the
11th edition of the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-
11) released by the WHO (2018). In the ICD-11, adjustment
disorder has been defined as a stress response to significant and
identifiable life stressors with a clinical presentation of the follow-
ing two core symptoms: (a) preoccupation with a stressor and (b)
failure to adapt, which might also include sleep disorder symp-
toms, among others. Adjustment disorder is often viewed as a
subthreshold disorder or mild disorder on the continuum of psy-
chopathology (Zelviene & Kazlauskas, 2018) because it is diag-
nosed if an individual does not meet the criteria for other mental
disorders. However, it is also well known that adjustment disorder
is a serious condition that is associated with higher suicide risk
(Casey, Jabbar, O’Leary, & Doherty, 2015; Killikelly et al., 2019).

Recently, new adjustment disorder measures have been devel-
oped and validated: the Adjustment Disorder New Module
(ADNM; e.g., Bachem, Perkonigg, Stein, & Maercker, 2017; Ka-
zlauskas, Gegieckaite, Eimontas, Zelviene, & Maercker, 2018) and
the International Adjustment Disorder Questionnaire (Shevlin et
al., 2020). These novel self-report measures of adjustment disorder
are highly relevant because they could provide a screening of
adjustment-disorder symptoms in large samples and, in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic, help identify the most vulnerable. A
recent general population study in Lithuania found that work-
related stressors and health-related stressors were significant pre-
dictors of risk for adjustment disorder (Zelviene, Kazlauskas, &
Maercker, 2020). Furthermore, a study in Switzerland found that
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adjustment disorder was common after involuntary job loss
(Lorenz, Perkonigg, & Maercker, 2018).

As the coronavirus pandemic is affecting the global population,
the main issue is how to ensure psychosocial support for individ-
uals with adjustment disorder. E-health interventions emerge as a
key alternative. In this line, one of the priorities for the COVID-19
pandemic very recently stated by Holmes et al. (2020) is the
design, evaluation, and rollout of remotely delivered psychological
interventions for vulnerable groups. Promising approaches have
recently been developed that target adjustment disorder symptoms
using online interventions (Lindsiter et al., 2018; Moser, Bachem,
Berger, & Maercker, 2019; Rachyla et al., 2018; Skruibis et al.,
2016) or virtual reality (Quero et al., 2019). The randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) testing the efficacy of Internet-delivered
low-intensity interventions found moderate to large effect sizes
(Eimontas, Rimsaite, Gegieckaite, Zelviene, & Kazlauskas, 2018;
Lindsiter et al., 2018; Moser et al., 2019; Quero et al., 2019).
However, these studies also reported high dropout rates (Kazlaus-
kas, Eimontas, OIff, Zelviene, & Andersson, 2020; Moser et al.,
2019). Lower dropout rates were found when therapist support was
provided (Lindsiter et al., 2018). However, in one particular
intervention, the Brief Adjustment Disorder Intervention (BADI),
no additional beneficial effects of therapist participation were
found, indicating that low-intensity self-help interventions could
result in significant improvement (Eimontas, Gegieckaite, et al.,
2018).

Future Directions

As researchers and clinicians from Spain in the south of Europe
and Lithuania in northeastern Europe, we witness the different
spread of coronavirus and the differing COVID-19 mortality rates
in our countries (WHO, 2020). We see that despite differences in
the confirmed cases of COVID-19, populations in Lithuania and
Spain are highly affected by the pandemic, as well as in other
countries worldwide. Knowledge about the impact of the pandemic
on mental health is becoming available; however, effects on ad-
justment difficulties remain unknown. We call for action and invite
researchers not to overlook adjustment disorder in relation to
COVID-19. Job loss, financial difficulties, health problems, and
other life stressors could be associated with a high risk of adjust-
ment disorder during the pandemic and in the post-COVID-19 era.
There are promising developments in adjustment-disorder assess-
ment and Internet-based psychological interventions specifically
targeting adjustment-disorder symptoms. It is time for mental
health professionals, policymakers, and health-care systems to use
that knowledge to deal with COVID-19-related adjustment disor-
der and apply current research findings to help populations on a
large scale. Furthermore, high-quality research on e-health inter-
ventions to treat this condition is an urgent need. This research
should be multidisciplinary and undertaken in international collab-
oration with other countries (Holmes et al., 2020).
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