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The data from internet searches have been worldwide used 
to analyze the public interest and the impact of coronavirus 
disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic on different types of 
medical treatments (e.g., dermatological, neurosurgical, etc.). 
In the field of psychiatry, the impact of this pandemic has 
been evidenced by the variations in internet searches on men-
tal health topics associated with the increase in cases and 
deaths from COVID-19 and to the implementation of gov-
ernmental control measures.1,2 These studies have focused on 
examining web searches on different psychopathological 
processes (such as anxiety, insomnia, depression, stress, sui-
cide, etc.),1,2 while internet searches in other mental health 
topics (as psychiatric interventions) has been largely unex-
plored.2 Considering this research need, the objective of this 
study was to analyze the worldwide variation in the volume 
of internet searches for terms related to different categories of 
psychiatric treatments in the first two years of the pandemic 
(2020–2021).

The web search trends on different psychiatric treatment 
categories were identified using Google Trends tool.3 This re-
source provides a relative search volume index (RSV) for dif-
ferent keywords in a specified time period and geographic 
area. The RSV ranges from 0 to 100, with 100 being the score 
indicating the highest search volume for a specific category 
and time period. The RSV data were retrieved for different 
terms related to several psychiatric treatment typologies: 
“psychotherapy,” “antidepressant,” “antipsychotic,” and “anxio-
lytic” during the period from March 9, 2020 to December 26, 
2021. The searches were conducted worldwide (using terms 
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written in English) in all categories of web queries (health, 
science, news, etc.). The RSV indexes obtained for the peri-
ods 2020–2021 were compared using Student’s t-test, com-
plementing these analyses with measures of effect size (Co-
hen’s d) and with the determination of the percentage of 
change experienced in the average RSV between 2020 and 
2021. The statistical software Jamovi (2.3 version; https://
www.jamovi.org/download.html) was used to perform the 
indicated analyses.

In the period included in this study (2020–2021) the term 
“psychotherapy” showed the highest RSV rates (mean=83.7), 
followed by the terms “antidepressant” (mean=66.3), “anti-
psychotic” (mean=31.1), and “anxiolytic” (mean=8.27). As can 
be seen in Figure 1, in 2021 the mean volume of internet 
searches on topics related to the terms “antidepressant” and 
“antipsychotic” increased significantly compared to 2020, 
while the number of web searches on anxiolytics and psy-
chotherapy remained stable between 2020 and 2021.

Psychotherapy is the mental health treatment related topic 
of greatest public interest on internet globally, during the first 
two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the re-
sults also show that there is an increase in the public interest 
on antidepressants and antipsychotics after the first year of 
pandemic.

Our findings are in line with previous studies showing an 
impact of the pandemic on the increase of web searches on 
specific psychopathological processes.1,2 These could indi-
cate, on the one hand, a major public interest in psychothera-
py over pharmacological psychiatric interventions during the 
period examined. On the other hand, the greater interest in 
antidepressants and antipsychotics after the first year of pan-
demic could reflect an increase in the number of people who 
need information about these treatments because they are 
interested in them or because they are experiencing psychi-
atric problems (as nonaffective psychotic disorders, depres-
sive and anxiety disorders, or recent-onset psychosis)4,5 that 
require an approach using these psychotropic drugs. Al-
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though, it may be relevant to consider that different forms of 
accessing therapeutic methods could impact search behavior. 
For example, people without previous mental health disor-
ders, seeking psychiatric or psychotherapeutic treatment for 
the first time, and patients with psychopathological diagno-
ses who use psychotropic drugs may guide their information 
web search differently.

There are several limitations to be considered in this study. 
Firstly, the Google Trends provides information only on us-
ers with internet access who use Google as a web search en-
gine. Secondly, the data on search volumes collected by Google 
Trends are relative, not absolute. Finally, the spelling choices 
can affect the results and there is no standard procedure for 
data collection using this tool.

In conclusion, this study allows us to identify the main 
global information needs of the population regarding several 
psychiatric treatments during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the variations experienced by them between 2020 and 2021. 
After the first year of the pandemic, the rise in the public in-
terest on antidepressants and antipsychotics may reflect a 
possible increase in worldwide mental health problems that 
need psychological and/or psychiatric treatment. Specifically, 
it is possible that there has been an increase in psychopathol-
ogy related to mood disorders and psychotic pathologies and 
a worsening of patients with severe mental disorder. A prac-
tical implication of this study from public health perspective 
(based on the increased information needs in specific treat-

ments, observed during the pandemic in 2021) could be the 
provision of more detailed information about the psycholog-
ical and psychiatric interventions in worldwide public cam-
paigns aimed at mental health care.
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Figure 1. Comparison of relative search volumes (RSV) in Google 
Trends for the terms “anxiolytic,” “antidepressant,” “antipsychotic,” 
and “psychotherapy” between 2020 and 2021. Error bars denote 
standard errors of the mean. d, Cohen’s d; t, Student’s t-test. %-C, 
percentage of change in mean RSV values between 2020 and 2021; 
ns., non-significant differences.
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