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Pandemics such as COVID-19 can be a life altering event. During these times people encounter changes
and losses of great magnitude. These lifestyle changes can cause emotional distress which can lend itself
to emotions such as anger, anxiety, and depression.

In this section, we will explore:
•
•
•
•
•

Mental health, emotional wellness, and their relationship to resiliency;
The impact of the pandemic on everyday life;
Risks associated with these Lifestyle Changes, when emotional distress is present;
Coping Strategies; and
Mental Health Maintenance beyond the Pandemic.
Mental Health, Emotional Wellness, and Resilience

For better or worse, COVID-19 has placed a spotlight on Mental Health and Emotional Wellness. We have
expressed some of the same questions and concerns since the beginning of this pandemic.
•
•
•

What are symptoms of anxiety?
How do I know if I am depressed?
“Nurses and doctors are dealing with a lot of trauma.”

The aforementioned question(s) and statement(s) are legitimate--all of which will be dissected in this
chapter. However, in order to understand the importance of how mental health and emotional wellness
can be negatively impacted, one must first understand the definitions of each. We must also have an
understanding of their importance when seeking resilience in the midst of a pandemic, as well as, their
interrelatedness.
•

According to the CDC, Mental Health includes our emotional, psychological, and social well-being.
It affects how we think, feel, and act. It also helps determine how we handle stress, relate to others,
and make healthy choices.1 Mental health is important at every stage of life, from childhood and
adolescence through adulthood. (CDC, Jan 2018)

•

Emotional Wellness is the ability to feel and express the full range of human emotions and to
control these feelings, not be controlled by them. (Seaward, 2006) An emotionally healthy
individual is able to express feelings freely and manage their feelings effectively. You will be able
to arrive at personal choices and decision based upon the synthesis of feelings, thoughts,
philosophies, and behaviors. (National Wellness Institute, 2014)

•

According to mentalhealth.net (August 1, 2020), Emotional Resilience means being able to spring
back emotionally after suffering through difficult and stressful times in one’s life.
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In summation, if a person has positive mental health, there is a better chance of being able to express a
full range of human emotion and experience feelings in a healthy manner without being controlled by
them. This healthy state of mind will increase the probability of “bouncing back” from various challenges,
disasters, and negative circumstances.
Impact of the Pandemic on Everyday Life
As with the challenge of any pandemic, public health and government entities are responsible for
providing information to help decrease the spread of any disease. While the established guidelines are
developed to create a safer environment, at times the guidelines can present as challenging in other parts
of our life.
Let’s review the safer practices guidelines for the coronavirus (COVID-19). In April 2020, the Center for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) provided the following guidelines to promote safer practices to help
us reduce the risk of spreading COVID-19:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Wash your hands often
Cover your mouth and nose with a cloth face cover when around people
Cover coughs and sneezes
Clean and Disinfect
Monitor Your Health
Avoid close contact with people who are sick, even inside your home. If possible, maintain 6 feet
between the person who is sick and other household members.
Put distance between yourself and other people outside of your home.
o Remember that some people without symptoms may be able to spread virus.
o Stay at least 6 feet (about 2 arms’ length) from other people.
o Do not gather in groups.
o Stay out of crowded places and avoid mass gatherings.
o Keeping distance from others is especially important for people who are at higher risk of
getting very sick.

While these guidelines are germane to decreasing risks of infection, some of them are also challenging for
everyday living. For instance, social distancing is the antithesis of everything recommended for good
mental health.
Challenges of the Pandemic on Everyday Living
Dissecting the Challenges of Social Distancing on Positive Mental Health
COVID-19 recommends: “Avoid close contact with people who are sick, even inside your home.”
Arguably both Mental Health and Medicine agree that isolation can have an adverse impact on those who
are recuperating or dealing with a physical illness.
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An article from mayoclinic.org states: “Studies have demonstrated that social isolation and loneliness
are associated with a greater risk of poor mental health and poor cardiovascular health, as well as other
health problems. Other studies have shown the benefit of a network of social support, including the
following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improving the ability to cope with stressful situations
Alleviating the effects of emotional distress
Promoting lifelong good mental health
Enhancing self-esteem
Lowering cardiovascular risks, such as lowering blood pressure
Promoting healthy lifestyle behaviors
Encouraging adherence to a treatment plan” (June 2018)

COVID-19 guidelines recommend: “Stay at least 6ft (2 arms lengths from other people.)”
Research indicates affective touch can be paramount to both one’s mental health and medical recovery.
During COVID-19, we have heard stories time and time again about:
•

People who died without loved ones present;

•

Loved ones who were unable to touch a sick/dying friend or relative;

•

Inability to visit loved ones in the nursing home or emergency room;

•

Concerns about the well-being of parents, when unable to visit; and/or

•

Inability to provide support to loved ones who have lost family members to death.
Other Challenges
Employment

Initially, to limit the spread of the pandemic, businesses deemed nonessential were advised to close. As
a result, many people were furloughed, rendered unemployed, and/or assigned to work remotely.
Regardless of one’s employment situation, concerns about the economy continue to grow. With the
aforementioned employment scenario(s), there are two primary concerns that have been continuously
echoed:
•
•

Furloughed/Unemployed: If there are no jobs available, how will I be able to support myself
and/or my family and provide even the most basic of physiological needs?
Working Remotely: Why are these people living in my household causing me so much stress?
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Togetherness
While the concept of togetherness is fundamentally healthy, many of us have also discovered that it can
be a stressor--particularly when it comes to family. Families have been faced with challenges ranging
from homeschooling children to reacquainting with one’s spouse. The question becomes, how can the
people I love the most drive me crazy?


Prior to the pandemic, we spent at least 8-hours/day working in the office. The remainder of our
hours were spent raising children, working more at home, and planning for the next day. Because
we were constantly moving, we were not spending as much time with one another; thereby, not
realizing that our families were changing (norms, values, behaviors) before our eyes.

What does this mean and why is it important? It means that, in many instances we were existing (going
through the motions) together and not living (communicating, sharing, etc) together. As a result, we
emerged oblivious to changes that were happening to those closest to us; because, we were “tuned
out.”
Fast forward to COVID-19, when we are “force to live together,” noticing how much we no longer know
the people who are living in our household. With this change, the focus has shifted to “us” and not
completing tasks (ex. taking children to sporting activities, focusing on work, etc). In addition, we are
no longer familiar with the thought processes, habits, and values of our loved ones---becoming annoyed
by those we love.
Exacerbating the feeling of not knowing those who are supposed to be closest to you are the tasks of
home schooling or caring for your children while simultaneously working from home and/or seeking
employment. For those who are attempting “home schooling” and “remote work,” this can be
challenging for reasons such as:
•

Difficulty teaching the curriculum due to lack of understanding;

•

An inability to ensure that the child is completing assignments due to your work
schedule (parent/guardian may have to work 12-16 hours/day outside of home);

•

An inability to provide structure for studying, teaching, and/or playing with child; and

•

Limited time to balance work and your child’s education within an 8-hour/day.

While “too much” togetherness may increase stress, please remember: For most, it does not mean that
you love your family any less. These are the same challenges that most are facing.
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Health Risks Associated with Pandemic Challenges
In the previous sections, we discussed only a few of the more common circumstances and situations
that have been ongoing topics of discussion and concern.
In this section, we will discuss the different ways in which a pandemic can negatively impact one’s
mental health and how these disturbances can manifest.
Acknowledging and Identifying Unhealthy Thoughts and Behaviors
Anytime circumstances change rapidly (without notice) and challenge our way of thinking and living, it
can create or exacerbate problems with our mental health, physical health and social well-being.
The risks associated with the challenges of COVID-19 include creation and/or exacerbation of health
problems, as well as, developing and/or exacerbating poor coping strategies.
During the time of a pandemic, even the most emotionally healthy person can have difficulty adjusting to
the changes. Below are some of the more common issues and diagnoses that have occurred during the
pandemic.
NOTE: As you review the information in the following list(s), please keep in mind that cause(s),
symptom(s) and manifestation(s) may present as one variable, a combination of variables, or all
variables mentioned in the following lists.
Stress: a state of mental or emotional strain or tension resulting from adverse or very demanding
circumstances. (Oxford Languages, 2020)
•

•

Possible Cause(s):
o Togetherness
o Uncertainty about work
o Concerns about relatives who are living alone
o Concerns about those close to you and are unable to receive visitation
o Concern about contracting COVID-19 and/or infecting others
o Concerns about mortality due to rates of death related to COVID-19
Symptom(s) of Stress:
o Acne
o Headaches
o Chronic Pain
o Frequent Sickness
o Decreased Energy and Insomnia
o Changes in Appetite
o Digestive Issues
o Changes in Libido
o Rapid Heartbeat
o Sweating
o Changes in Sleep Habits (Link, 2018)
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•

If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s):
o Exacerbation of existing mental/medical health issues;
o Increased risk for medical issues such as: hypertension, chronic pain, weight gain, and
insomnia;
o Increased risk for depression and/or anxiety

Isolation: Feeling(s) of being alone or apart from others. (Oxford Languages, 2020)
•

•
•

Possible Cause(s):
o Being unable to receive visitation (home and hospital) from loved ones;
o Being unable to communicate through touch with a significant other that does not live
in the household;
o Being unable to attend social activities and group activities where you may receive a
great deal of support
Symptom(s) of Isolation:
o Feelings of loneliness
o Limited or no communication with your support system
If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s):
o Depression
o Hoarding
o Withdrawing from others when they do attempt to reach out

Anger: A strong feeling of annoyance, displeasure, or hostility (Oxford Languages)
•

•

•

Cause(s):
o Uncertainty about employment
 Will you still have a job within the next few months?
 Will you be able to find another job?
 Being asked/required to work in unsafe conditions
o Exacerbated financial concerns
o Being quarantined with someone you do not care about/for or who treats you
negatively.
Symptom(s):
o Agitation/Irritation
o Isolation
o Feeling on edge all of the time
o Easily annoyed
o Argumentative
o Difficulty thinking positive
If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s) may include:
o Partner/Child/Spousal Abuse (verbal, physical, and/or sexual)
o Isolation
o Depression
o Increased substance use
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Development of Unhealthy Work Habits: Work habits that are not effective or beneficial
•
•

•

Cause(s):
o Working from home with no structure
o The inability to separate work from parenting and/or home responsibilities
Symptom(s):
o Working too much: Becoming increasingly difficult to end the work day
o Working too little: failing to meet deadlines and allowing necessary communications
with colleagues to “slip”
If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s):
o Unemployment
o Losing a sense of self
o Decrease in motivation

Depression: A mental condition characterized by feelings of severe despondency and dejection,
typically also with feelings of inadequacy and guilt, often accompanied by lack of energy and disturbance
of appetite and sleep. (Oxford Languages, 2020)
•

•

Cause(s):
o Feeling overwhelmed
o Watching/reading the news feeds re: COVID-19 all day
o Unemployment
o Isolation
o Concerns about the unknown
Symptom(s): Symptoms should be present at least two weeks before
Persistent sad, anxious, or “empty” mood
Feelings of hopelessness, or pessimism
Irritability
Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, or helplessness
Loss of interest or pleasure in hobbies and activities
Decreased energy or fatigue
Moving or talking more slowly
Feeling restless or having trouble sitting still
Difficulty concentrating, remembering, or making decisions
Difficulty sleeping, early-morning awakening, or oversleeping
Appetite and/or weight changes
Thoughts of death or suicide, or suicide attempts
Aches or pains, headaches, cramps, or digestive problems without a clear physical cause
and/or that do not ease even with treatment (NIMH, 2020)
If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s) may include:
o Suicide attempt or completion
o Self-injurious behavior (cutting, banging head, etc)
o Increase in substance use
o Unmanageable anger
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

•
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Anxiety: a feeling of worry, nervousness, or unease, typically about an imminent event or something
with an uncertain outcome. (Oxford Languages)
•
•

•

Cause(s):
o Excessive worry
Symptom(s):
o Increased heart rate
o Rapid breathing
o Restlessness
o Trouble concentrating
o Difficulty falling asleep (Legg and Holland, 2020)
If not addressed, possible manifestation(s) of symptom(s) may include:
o Panic attacks
o Depression
o Obsessions and compulsions
Challenges for the Underserved

Thus far, we have examined challenges from a universal perspective. However, it is important to mention
that there are subsets of populations that are at increased risk for the previously mentioned challenges.
Underserved populations are at an increased risk for being negatively impacted by a pandemic more than
other groups; because of pre-existing conditions regarding social determinants of health.
“Social Determinants of Health are the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and age.
They include factors like socioeconomic status, education, neighborhood and physical environment,
employment, and social support networks, as well as access to health care.“ (Artiga & Hinton, 2018)
According to Canadian Health Services, there are 12 Social Determinants of Health. In my opinion, there
are at least 9 social determinants, which may be more impactful during a pandemic while exacerbating
existing barriers and challenges. The determinants are as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Race/Racism
Access to Healthcare
Education and Literacy
Physical Environments
Employment and Working Conditions
Income and Social Status
Childhood Experiences
Gender
Culture (Government of Canada, 2020)

For the purposes of brevity within this document, details regarding the how and why will not be discussed.
However, I would urge you to research these social determinants for more insight on how critical
these factors may be regarding resources for basic physiological needs, support, coping strategies, and
resilience.
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Coping Strategies During the Pandemic
Although we are living in uncertain times and sometimes dismal times, there are always coping strategies
which can be implemented to maintain and/or increase the chances of positive mental health. Following is a
list of various strategies:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•

Meditation/Prayer
Practice of Mindfulness
Use of Progressive Muscle Relaxation
Exercise
Yoga
Support Groups (Virtual/ Socially Distanced)
Appropriate Sleep Hygiene Practices
Healthy Diet (Limiting Junk Food)
Therapy (Individual/EAP/Virtual/Family/Couples)
If you live in the house with family members, implement a family meeting to check in and see
how everyone is doing
Learn to appreciate the basics (Nature, Family Time, Personal Time, etc)
If you have small children at home, develop and consistently use a daily schedule.
If you are home schooling, take breaks. Do NOT try to teach a straight 6-8 hours.
Minimize the amount of news discussed, listened to, watched, and/or read
If you are dealing with anxiety, depression, or stress, keep a log documenting when you are
experiencing these feelings. This will help you identify triggers, as well as, when it would be most
beneficial to practice relaxation techniques.
Practice diaphragmatic breathing
Practice diaphragmatic breathing with guided meditation or mindfulness
Minimize alcohol and/or drug intake
If you are a victim of domestic violence, please reach out to the National Domestic Violence
Hotline: 1-800-799-7233. If you feel unsafe calling:
o Text LOVEIS to 22522
o Log onto: thehotline.org
If you are contemplating suicide, please reach out to: The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 1800-273-8255. Other options:
o Call 911, tell them that you are contemplating harming self
o Drive yourself to the closest Emergency Room (ER)
o Call a friend or family member, notify them of your thoughts and talk to them while you
drive yourself to the ER or have your friend/family member drive you to the ER.

9

After the Pandemic
During this pandemic, there have been several reports of Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), as well
as, Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS).
“Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a disorder that develops in some people who have
experienced a shocking, scary, or dangerous event.” (NIMH, 2020)
List of Symptoms for PTSD:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Flashbacks—reliving the trauma over and over, including physical symptoms like a racing heart
or sweating episodes
Bad dreams
Frightening thoughts
Staying away from places, events, or objects that are reminders of the traumatic experience
Avoiding thoughts or feelings related to the traumatic event
Being easily startled
Feeling tense or “on edge”
Experiencing difficulty sleeping
Having angry outbursts
Trouble remembering key features of the traumatic event
Negative thoughts about oneself or the world
Distorted feelings like guilt or blame
Loss of interest in enjoyable activities (NIMH, 2020)

Secondary Traumatic Stress Disorder: “Secondary traumatic stress refers to the presence of PTSD
symptoms caused by at least one indirect exposure to traumatic .”
List of Partial Symptoms for STS:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hyper-vigilance
Hopelessness
Inability to embrace complexity
Inability to listen, avoidance of clients
Anger and cynicism
Sleeplessness
Fear
Chronic exhaustion
Physical ailments
Minimizing
Guilt

If you see any friends, family, or colleagues exhibiting these symptoms, recommending professional help
is a good idea. A professional will complete an evaluation or assessment. This can help determine if
there a diagnosis of PTSD or STS and if additional help is necessary.
Remember, just because the Pandemic ends, it does not mean that the emotional scars will cease.
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Embracing the New Normal
Going forward, it is important to recognize that striving for Emotional Wellness and Positive Mental
Health should still be a continuous goal.
However, in order to succeed with achieving Emotional Wellness and Positive Mental Health, we
must understand that “normal” may look different. As a result, patience, acceptance, flexibility,
and self-reflection will be paramount in succeeding in this endeavor.
It is my hope that this information has been valuable. I wish you good luck in all of your future
endeavors.
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