
Autoimmune Disease and Mental Health: The Connection No One Talks About Enough 

If you're living with an autoimmune disease; whether it's lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, 
Hashimoto's, multiple sclerosis, Crohn's disease, psoriasis, or any of the more than 80 
recognized autoimmune conditions, you already know that the physical symptoms are only 
part of the story. Fatigue, pain, flare-ups, and the unpredictability of your own body take a 
toll that goes far beyond what shows up on a lab test. 

What often gets left out of the conversation is the emotional and psychological weight of 
living with an autoimmune condition. This isn't a coincidence, and it isn't "just in your 
head." The connection between autoimmune disease and mental health is real, well-
documented, and deserves the same attention as any other part of your treatment plan. 

Why Autoimmune Disease and Mental Health Are So Closely Linked 

There are several reasons people with autoimmune conditions are more likely to 
experience anxiety and depression: 

The biological connection. Autoimmune diseases involve chronic inflammation, and 
research increasingly shows that inflammation itself can a ect brain chemistry and mood 
regulation. This means depression and anxiety aren't always just a reaction to being sick 
they can be part of the physiological experience of the disease itself. 

The unpredictability factor. Autoimmune conditions are often characterized by flare-ups 
and remission periods that can feel impossible to predict or control. Living with that kind of 
uncertainty, never quite knowing how you'll feel tomorrow, next week, or at an important 
event, creates a chronic low-grade stress that wears on mental health over time. 

The invisible illness burden. Many autoimmune conditions don't "show" outwardly, which 
can lead to a painful gap between how someone feels and how they're perceived by others. 
Having to constantly explain, justify, or downplay symptoms, or feeling disbelieved 
altogether, adds an emotional burden on top of the physical one. 

Grief and identity disruption. An autoimmune diagnosis often means adjusting to a body 
that no longer works the way it used to. This can bring real grief, for the person you were 
before diagnosis, for abilities or plans that have changed, or for the future you imagined. 
That grief is valid and deserves space, not dismissal. 

The exhaustion of medical management. Between appointments, medications, lab work, 
insurance battles, and researching your own condition, managing an autoimmune disease 
is often a part-time job. That ongoing mental load contributes significantly to stress and 
burnout. 



How This Shows Up 

For many people, the mental health impact of autoimmune disease can look like: 

• Persistent worry about flare-ups, symptoms, or disease progression 

• Depression tied to fatigue, pain, or loss of independence 

• Frustration or anger about the unpredictability of the condition 

• Di iculty maintaining relationships, work, or routines 

• A sense of isolation, especially when others don't understand what you're 
experiencing 

• Burnout from constantly managing appointments, medications, and symptoms 

Why Mental Health Treatment Matters Alongside Medical Care 

Treating the physical symptoms of an autoimmune disease without addressing the 
emotional impact is only half the picture. Mental health treatment can help in several 
important ways: 

Validating the experience. Therapy o ers a space where the full weight of living with a 
chronic illness is taken seriously, not minimized as "just stress" or something to push 
through. 

Building coping tools for flare-ups and uncertainty. Learning to tolerate unpredictability, 
rather than being consumed by it, can significantly reduce the anxiety that often 
accompanies autoimmune conditions. 

Addressing grief. Processing the loss of a former identity, routine, or future plan is an 
important part of adjusting to life with a chronic illness and it's something that often gets 
skipped in medical settings focused only on physical symptoms. 

Supporting treatment adherence. Anxiety and depression can make it harder to stay 
consistent with medical care. Addressing mental health can, in turn, support better 
management of the physical condition. 

Improving quality of life. Even when the disease itself can't be cured, mental health 
treatment can meaningfully improve day-to-day quality of life, relationships, and sense of 
self. 

You Don't Have to Manage This Alone 



If you're living with an autoimmune disease, the emotional toll you're feeling is real.  It's not 
something you have to white-knuckle through on your own. Mental health treatment isn't 
about "fixing" what's wrong with you; it's about supporting the whole person living with a 
genuinely di icult, often invisible, chronic condition. 

Whether you're newly diagnosed or have been managing an autoimmune condition for 
years, there's no wrong time to seek support for the mental and emotional side of your 
health. You deserve care that treats you as a whole person, body and mind alike. 

~Angela Fessler~ 


