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Environmental factors such as exposure to pollution have been identified as a 
driving factor for the prevalence of psychiatric disorders. A psychiatrist 
explains how bad air is affecting your mental health. 
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KEY HIGHLIGHTS 

 Air pollution can cause or worsen many conditions like heart disease, lung 
cancer, asthma, and other respiratory problems 

 Research has also linked bad air to mental disorders such as bipolar disorder, 
schizophrenia and personality disorders, etc. 

 The risk of bipolar disorders (up to 25%), schizophrenia (up to 15%) and major 
depression (up to 6%) has increased 

 
 
 
 



Air pollution has been recognised as one of the world’s largest killers, 
claiming millions of lives prematurely every year. Earlier, a UN study 
suggested that more than 4.5 million people are dying in a year because of 
breathing polluted air.  
Meanwhile, the air quality , continues to deteriorate .Air pollution can cause 
or worsen many conditions like heart disease, lung cancer, asthma, and 
other respiratory problems. Research has also linked bad air to mental 
health conditions such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia and personality 
disorders, etc. 
The rise in the prevalence of mental health issues is a major global health 
crisis. Environmental factors (such as occupational exposure, and exposure 
to pollution) have been identified as driving factors for the prevalence of 
psychiatric disorders. However, there’s little knowledge about the link 
between air pollution and psychiatric disorders among the public. 
To better understand more about the adverse mental health outcomes from 
breathing toxic air, we talked to Dr Sabharwal, a distinguished consultant 
psychiatrist . 

Interviewer: Doctor, could you tell us how air pollution can affect a 
person’s mental health and well-being? 
Dr Sabharwal: The fact is that magnetite - biologically formed 
nanoparticles of the strongly magnetic mineral - can have potential impacts 
on the human brain. Magnetite is very common in urban air pollution - 
considerably more present in the brains of people living in urban areas 
where air pollution is high. Magnetite enters through the olfactory nerve. 
Magnetite nanoparticles are highly toxic to the brain due to their magnetic 
charge and their ability to help create oxidative stress, which is often the 
cause of neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s 
disease. 

Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), a specific class of pollutants 
formed from fossil fuel combustion and commonly found in areas of high 
automobile traffic, damage white matter in the brain. The white matter is a 
part of the brain that connects it to other parts of the brain and body for 
passage of neuronal messages 

Interviewer: How strong is the link between air pollution and mental 
disorders such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, personality 
disorders and major depression? 
Dr Sabharwal: The evidence base is small considering that air pollution 
has only recently been discovered as a health hazard, but the risk of bipolar 
disorders (unto 25%), schizophrenia (up to 15%) and major depression (up 
to 6%) has all increased. Personality disorders are apparently unaffected. 
This is due to increased concentrations of NO2, lead, cadmium and organic 
solvents in the polluted air. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3000353


Interviewer :  Studies have shown that air pollution can lead to 
psychiatric disorders - like anxiety and suicidality - in children, 
resulting in more trips to the emergency room with mental 
illness. Please tell us how bad air is hurting the young brains. 
Dr Sabharwal: Air pollution causes neuro-inflammation by damaging the 
blood-brain barrier (a thin, delicate membrane that protects the brain from 
toxic substances). Pollutants, particularly PM 2.5 (particulate matter that is 
equal or less than 2.5 microns in diameter), can enter the bloodstream 
more easily and travel through the body to the brain. Also, the dosage of 
toxic chemicals required to damage the growing brain in the initial stages of 
life is much lower than what would cause damage to an adult brain. 
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Interviewer: What are the measures that an individual can take to help 
reduce health risks from air pollution? 
Dr Sabharwal: Every individual can take steps to counter the effects of air 
pollution, such as the following: 

 Follow air quality index closely where you live 
 Buy air purifier, and keep it switched on on bad air days 
 DO NOT exercise on bad air days 
 Fill your house with indoor plants 
 Quit smoking, if you smoke 
 Your diet should be rich in Vitamin C since it is a powerful antioxidant. 

Make sure you take a lot of citrus fruits, and vegetables of different colours.  

http://www.newportmesawellness.com/lyme/blood-brain-barrier/

