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Hans Selye developed the GAS theory to explain reaction to stress at a time when stress was not 
as common a factor as that of today. Though stress levels have been steadily increasing over the years, 
pandemic made it a point that everyone alive has more than their fair share of stress to fare with. 
According to him stress, once recognized in a person will initiate a process that spans across three well 
established and concrete steps. This theory can also be applied to society to interpret behaviour as and 
when it occurs, under conditions that are modulated by stressors to a higher degree.

As per the theory the first step happens when a sudden stressor is introduced into a field and 
causes an alarm reaction wherein the person facing the stressor will look out for quick and established 
ways to manage the stress. However, in the case of the covid 19 pandemic, the pandemic was a novel 
concept that challenged the mental faculties of people across the globe, in a manner that was quite 
unprecedented for as long as people across different generations could remember (Piret & Boivin, 
2021). Hunter-Gatherer societies to Agrarian societies (Dobson and Carper, 1996), expanded cities, 
extended trade territories, frequent travels, as well as increased human population are linked to higher 
risks for pandemics (Lindahl and Grace, 2015). The conditions prevailing in the modern-day world can 
be considered an optimum scenario for more pandemics.  But the understanding as to how humans 
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will proceed to tackle such large-scale pandemic situations and possibly predict the outcomes are still 
in a rudimentary stage. Research in this avenue is important as there exists no active first-hand memory 
among the people alive today or those in their memories to seek reference from. 

First Stage: The Alarm Reaction
The response of a person when encountering a new phenomenon, and devoid of proper guidance 

mechanisms to adhere to, will look up official declarations, medical bulletins, government reports 
which will gratify their need for information as is stated by the uses and gratifications approach. People 
who are unable, unwilling or not interested to seek information will resort to their most prominent 
response, which will either fit the pattern to fight or to flee (Harvard Health, 2020). Though owing 
to the decisions made in the spur of the moment and the imposing threat, attributions made may not 
be accurate. An inaccurate threat assessment, based on fake news, or propaganda attempts, may cause 
people to develop attributional bias and elicit a misguided fight or flight response. Though adaptive 
as a lifesaving mechanism in threatening situations, bodily mechanisms may react inappropriately to 
common everyday stressors on a larger scale (Harvard Health, 2020). This occurs when combined with 
other factors, and these so-called other factors may have even more greater impact when mixed with a 
potent stressor, such as that of covid.

The first confirmed case of coronavirus infection in India was in Kerala (Perappadan, 2020) on 
January 30th (Express News Service, 2021). Though very few may have read or had the opportunity 
to obtain and understand the medical report of India’s patient zero (Andrews et al., 2020), covid 
became the newest happening keyword for fear mongering religious fanatics, netizens and social media 
influencers (Ravenelle et al., 2021). The outbreak saw the world wide web on a search frenzy for covid 
that yielded limited or no authentic information at all. This resulted in people seeking out explanations 
of their own, as the information they sought did not yet exist at the point of search (Salvi et al., 2021).

Those spreading the fake news themselves had no idea most often; and were simplifying the content 
on their own so that the information will reach more people. Malayalam television celebrity (Express 
Web Desk, 2020), as well as a popular cine actor on the forefront of covid awareness campaign (Indian 
Express, 2020) with fans all over the world include those who fell for false news. The opening news 
reports soon overturned the entire scenario from something in a foreign city to that of a dining place 
discussion and contributing to stress build-up among many people.

Police (Raghunath, 2020) and the governmental systems (Mandhani, 2020) were forced to intervene 
to curb the spread of false news, though not successfully so. But nevertheless, the carefully cultivated 
image that Kerala had in terms of being tourist friendly & slogans of “Athidhi Devo Bhava” meaning 
Guests are akin to Gods started falling apart, as fears became paramount (Viswanathan, 2020). When two 
Kerala families that returned from Italy tested positive for coronavirus anxiety and xenophobic retorts 
filled social media circles. This behaviour was not limited to Kerala people, as xenophobic behaviour was 
at its highest against patients and Chinese visitors worldwide (He et al., 2021). 

Lack of clarity regarding how the virus spreads, and absence of proper guidelines added fuel to fire, 
and gradually, relatives and friends returning from other countries also had to face alienation within 
their home even well past their quarantine periods (Kallungal, 2020) or even face ostracization. Some 
did also portray the classic text book behaviour of responding to threatening situations with denial 
wherein they chose to not quarantine themselves, and held on to the vain belief that they were alright 
or somehow immune to it. Though people cannot be entirely blamed for what has happened, major 
chunk of death was in part contributed by human efforts supplemented by lack of clarity on the part of 
the governments. The city of Haiti had everything it required to battle the crisis, from ample hospital 
beds, medical staffs to that of necessary supplies. The population’s scepticism about the existence of the 
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contagion led to the mounting death toll and unused facilities. Persisting doubts, Deadly scepticism, 
Lack of scientific temperament, Grapevine channels and home-based remedies contributed to majority 
of the pyres (ET Online, 2020). Some chose to visit general practitioners and totally avoid covid hospitals 
(Deccan Chronicle, 2020) in spite of strong symptoms that suggest covid infections. Somehow, many 
people hold the belief that not being diagnosed covid positive means they are better off (Aiyar et al., 
2020) and is capable of carrying about their daily lives. The beginning of the pandemic saw population 
getting divided into those who were seriously concerned, and sought information and those who 
considered COVID-19 to be nothing more than flu and avoided precautions (Salvi et al., 2021).

The behaviour of the masses were also found to be mediated to a great extent by the frustration 
aggression hypothesis wherein the frustration of uncertainty promoted the aggressive instincts of men. 
Bots (automatic scripts or fake accounts) spreading hate and fear mongering were found to be attracting 
more followers compared to counter-hate bots, during the pandemic (He et al., 2021). From the news 
reports it can be seen that, the initial stages were marked with distrust for people and the system, 
alienating people from foreign countries; while some threw around all safety concerns with the vain 
belief that they are perfectly alright.

Second Stage: The Stage of  Resistance
The survival and discharge of the first covid patient in India on February 13 was a relief but as the 

stressors kept building up, throttled by the looming covid threat, it never materialised into much of a 
relief for stress. The declaration of lockdown in Kerala on March 24, 2020 (Anilkumar, 2020); followed 
by a nationwide lockdown the subsequent day (Express News Service, 2021) only served to stress people 
furthermore. This was further escalated by the first covid death reported on the 28th of March 2020, 
making the threat to life a reality for everyone; and the extension of lockdown that was initially declared 
for just two weeks making the situations even more strenuous. According to the GAS theory, Selye 
proposed that stress will be present in any individual throughout the entire exposure to a nonspecific 
demand. The distinction between the chronically applied stressors and the acute stressors are important 
in this scenario. (Tan & Yip, 2018). The general adaptation syndrome or Selye’s Syndrome as it is often 
referred to can be manifested with the presence of the covid scenario as the theory is all about the 
response of the human system on long term exposure to stress. 

When people are faced with stress over longer periods, their resources will deplete and over time 
they will succumb to stress, if the stressors do not cease (Mayo Clinic, 2019). A combat that extends 
over long time periods will deplete the resources of the individual. The depletion that was originally 
intended was focused on psychological faculties, required to continue with the fight; and this can be 
quite hazardous for the individual concerned (Selye, 1980). Similarly, in the case of covid pandemic, 
society was also found to be facing resource shortages, that was not limited to psychological faculties.

The manifestation of the second stage, the stage of resistance can be witnessed in the behaviour patterns 
of the society, wherein people stay indoors, some out of choice and some because it was mandatory.  
People were found to be preparing themselves to resist the spread of the virus, both financially and 
in terms of stocking up the necessary medicines and household essentials (Baddeley, 2020). The over 
enthusiastic and panic driven members of the community however took the stocking up activity and 
notch higher and showed hoarding behaviors. This would have driven the safety measures in place and 
caused serious shortages, that, after a point the supreme court had to comment on it (Mahapatra, 2021). 
The hoarding tendency was more of a global phenomenon and not limited to India. A survey by Inmar 
Intelligence reported that 75 percent of the respondents encountered product shortages when grocery 
shopping, reminding them of the hoarding behaviors during the early days of the pandemic. Almost 46 
percent agreed to have a stockpile of supplies because of the pandemic, while 69% were about to restock 
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their reserves in response to the rise from the delta variant of the virus. The survey results also showcased 
the high priority that consumers placed on the key and necessary items for life (Silverstein, 2021).

In addition to battling the hoarding tendencies of some and the run for basic necessities, people in 
their fight against covid, had to suspend their jobs, close down shops, lose out on their wages (Mitra & 
Singh, 2021) and chisel on their meagre savings (Davenport et al., 2020; Tymkiw, 2021) to get them 
through the lockdown. Though the common perception includes a time of poverty and erosion of 
savings, research indicate quite the opposite. For many the savings did swell (Nayak, 2020) as additional 
expenditures were cut due to lockdown measures (Press Trust of India, 2021), chose to cautiously focus 
more on the necessities and save to meet the pandemic situations and the uncertainty (Nayak, 2020). 
However, the assurance of having a job and receiving payments on time was not the case of everyone in 
the society. Some were not paid, while some just half of regular salaries (Chaudhury & Cherian, 2020), 
and a great many daily wage labourers earned nothing (International Labour Organization, 2020; 
Mohan et al., 2021). The meagre earnings they had were not enough for them to save much; and they 
were the ones who were not at all prepared to seek such a situation (Mander & Verma, 2020). This could 
also be one of the reasons why different members of the society, though suffering the same lockdown, 
interpreted the outcome differently. This difference is one of the reasons why the interpretation of the 
stages and its progression takes place for different people at different rates.

Third Stage: The Stage of  Exhaustion
According to Hans Selye’s model, the stage that follows resistance is either one of victory or loss; and 

a lot depends on the nature of the stressor and the perseverance of the person facing it. In this proposal, 
the crux was always that the outcome depended solely on the enduring nature of the stressor. This is 
decisive of the outcome because the organism facing the stress will have to give in one day or the other 
(Godoy et al., 2018), provided the stress continues to exist. While the educated, affluent and rich were 
found to be coping better with the covid situations on a larger scale in comparison with the rest. Though 
loss of life has occurred even to members from the affluent categories, stress tolerance was comparatively 
higher among them owing to the high resiliency factors in play. In the case of covid induced scenarios, 
the stress, was, is and will be present for the foreseeable future as the predictions go. 

The world as a society is presently in the third stage, and is on a tipping point as far as the resistance 
of human population is considered. The will power to resist, and the sanity of many are facing grave 
threats both from internal and external pressures. Human beings have never before been forced to 
seclude themselves from physical contact with other members of the society for this long a time period. 
Everyone craves actual physical contact (Miller, 2017) and this was what the societal reliance on techno 
gadgets could not replace nor in anyway match (Morris, 2015). 

The pivotal push is yet to be dealt with wherein the balance of the world rests. But it can be seen that 
people are now on a dormant, surprise-less state wherein the belief that anything can happen to anyone 
any day is taking hold. This belief will slowly grasp every action that such individuals carry out, causing 
an increase in dare devil activities or stunts which may mean loss or gain equally. Rampant risk taking, 
disregard for risks and safety precautions will become more common as living life to their fullest will 
become the central motto for such people. A minor reflection of the same can be seen in the current 
hesitancy towards testing (Shanker, 2022) which may be an indication that many have already given in 
and is going by the belief that they no longer care. Such behaviors can be quite disruptive for the order 
of the society and chaos may ensue. Just when the travel bans and restrictions were being lifted and 
people were hoping to return to what was their normal, lockdowns (Daniel, 2022) and covid case surges 
are starting up once again (Chitre, 2022), with hopes diminishing yet again for many people who are 
struggling to make ends meet. Whether another mass spread wave is the trigger that puts chaos into the 
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world, is yet to be seen. 

The paper argues for a theoretical interpretation and prediction of the societal response to the 
pandemic and yet understands how every unit of the society is an individual and is not proceeding at the 
same speed, nor in the same fashion. The General Adaptation Syndrome model provides an alternate 
way to look at how pandemic has moved the world into a uniform pattern despite rampant individual 
differences.
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