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Crisis Interventions &
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[Awareness, prevention and
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COVID-19 Pandemic Can Exacerbate Stress, Depression During The
Holidays, Especially For Those Who Are Isolated
by Sammy Caiola I November 27, 2020

__________

For those who are grieving, estranged from their families or already living with a mental health issue, November and
December can be a difficult time of year.
People with a mental health condition may be more prone to the so-called “holiday blues,” which are often tied to financial
strain, loneliness, colder weather and other factors. Sixty-four percent of people with a mental illness report the holidays
make their conditions worse, according to the National Alliance Mental Illness.
Millions of Americans also experience Seasonal Affective Disorder, a type of depression causing symptoms that begin in the
fall and last until spring or summer.

Experts say all of these factors are likely to be exacerbated during the COVID-19 pandemic, when people are feeling an
unprecedented level of stress. Many are also cut off from their support networks and social outlets. Mental health
professionals are anticipating a rise in suicide related to the crisis, and many help lines have been flooded with demand.
“The uncertainty of the circumstances we all find ourselves in is something our minds are not really equipped for,” said
Emiliana Simon-Thomas, science director at the Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley. “it ultimately ends up being a
chronic stressor, even for people who don’t normally feel that way.”
Older people, especially those who live in rural areas, may be experiencing chronic loneliness during the pandemic, which
experts say presents a major suicide risk.
At Sierra Services for the Blind in Nevada City, where 87% of clients are over age 80, director Richard Crandall says mental
health has been a huge concern.
“Isolation is a problem already, and with the COVID thing we’ve got the media scaring them half to death with, ‘you’re all
gonna die’,” he said.
The organization is no longer able to hold in-person support groups or social outings due to the pandemic, so counselors are
calling people daily to check in on them.
“What’s happening is, we’re the only ones that have contacted them in a lot of cases,” he said. “What usually would have
been a ten minute phone call is an hour, because they just need someone to talk to.”
Experts recommend calling your isolated loved ones this holiday season, and connecting with friends and family virtually if
you’re experiencing anxiety, depression, loneliness or other emotional challenges.
Evan Marmol, a licensed clinical social worker who speaks publicly about his obsessive-compulsive disorder through
Sacramento’s Stop Stigma speaker’s bureau, says sticking to a normal routine during the winter months can help stave off a
holiday slump.
“Focus on those things that you can control,” he said. “Getting enough sleep, exercise, … maybe not getting overly involved in
social media. Finding ways to disconnect and reconnect with the activities that do help us recharge our batteries.”
The Stop Stigma campaign offers a list of local mental health resources here. The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline can be
reached at 1-800-273-8255.
We asked Simon-Thomas of UC Berkeley to break down a few key strategies for staving off negative feelings during the
winter months:
Gratitude
“We can be very deliberate about saying thank you to other people who we
interact with. And when we do so, we say thank you in a more specific way
than maybe we do by habit. I call this ‘gratitude one, two, three,’ and what it
means is describing what the other person did, acknowledging the effort
that they put in … And then three is describe how it benefited you.
It really supercharges the benefit interpersonally of gratitude. You feel
better, the other person feels better. Your sense of closeness feels better.
You can do this over a video conference. You can write it down in a letter.
You can do it over the phone.
And again, it's not just for your close, trusted, supportive loved ones. You
can speak this way to the person bagging up your groceries or others who
you happen to interact with.”

Continued on next page....
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Awe
“This is the experience of being in the present, that sort of
challenges your sense of what's ordinary and available and
comprehensible. One of the most reliable ways to elicit awe or to
invoke awe in yourself and in others is to spend time in nature, to
go outdoors. Thankfully, being outdoors is one of the safer ways to
spend time. Put on your jacket, walk somewhere where there's a
little bit of green: trees, foliage, grass. And really dwell in the
magnificence of nature.
It makes you feel humble. It makes you feel a sense of common
humanity. You feel inspired and elevated, and your tendency
towards generosity is increased. And shared awe is this very
connecting and restorative experience.”

Amusement
“No harm in finding a few good clean jokes to tell and share with your friends. Or one of the
practices we often teach is asking other people to tell you about what went well. What did
they experience recently that was really joyous or made them feel proud or sense of
fulfillment? And then get them to talk about it a lot. And that shared conversation about
what's going really well can also be a sort of an optimism engine.”

TRY
THIS!

Resilience
“Most people can benefit tremendously from getting more acquainted with their breath.
Turns out when we breathe out, when we exhale more slowly than we inhale, we engage
the vagus nerve. The vagus nerve is the tenth cranial nerve. And what it does is slow
down our heart rate … we calm that bodily response to stress and anxiety to worry, that
really, if we don't calm it, sort of reverberates the emotional experience for a longer
period of time.
Since we're not as able to engage in interpersonal touch in the times of COVID-19,
there's also a lot to be gained from things that might feel a little goofy, but actually really
work. Like, you know, putting your own hand across your heart and closing your eyes
and letting that touch towards yourself feel like the same nurturing, supportive touch
that you might have received at another time from a close friend or family member.
These really simple activities and exercises can do wonders for shifting the trajectory of
our emotional experience in the moment towards one that will be more conducive of
our long term wellbeing.”

NOW
AVIALBALE
IN GP!

Direct online booking tool, available 24/7
or
call 18772442360
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DID YOU KNOW?

Doodling is not just a way to “think differently;” it's a way to “feel
differently,” too. From emerging studies we are learning that art
expression may actually help individuals reconnect thinking and feeling,
thus bridging explicit (narrative) and implicit (sensory) memory.
Doodling Your Way to a More Mindful Life
by Cathy Malchiodi PhD, LPCC, LPAT, ATR-BC, REAT
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Am I Dreaming? The Coronavirus Pandemic and Dissociation
“I know I’m going through an episode when the sky seems too bright.”
by Louise Ramsay I

July 10, 2020

---

Dream Diary is a series exploring dreams, nightmares, and what
happens when they bleed into real life. In this op-ed, Louise Ramsay
explains why the pandemic might leave you wondering, 'am I
dreaming?'
You know that feeling when you finish reading a good book, the
kind you get sucked into completely, and it’s like you’ve just
gasped for air? You start to take stock of what’s around you and
slowly recognize your “reality,” while the characters dance around
your head. That’s probably the easiest way to describe
dissociation for me. That small window of time when you’re
feeling out of place, lightheaded, and detached from your
surroundings.
In the UK, during the strictest COVID-19 lockdown, we were able
to go outside for an hour to exercise. A small mercy when other
countries, like Italy, were forced to stay inside for weeks on end.
Each day, I would walk along the beach by my house and back, to
try and establish a routine. Trains would chug past and I would
stop to count how many people were on board. Three, six, two,
none. And none the next day, and the next.
Seeing empty carriages and bare streets just reminded me of the
state of the world. Despite my initial surroundings being safe,
there was a feeling of danger nearby putting me on edge. The
coronavirus is a threat, so you have to be wary. But how can you
be wary of something you can’t see?
How do you place that in your mind, this invisible threat to yourself and those you love? That’s where dissociation comes in.
According to the Mayo Clinic, dissociative disorders are mental disorders in which a person experiences “a disconnection and
lack of continuity between thoughts, memories, surroundings, actions and identity.” It’s a way of separating from reality, and it
can be harmful. I’ve experienced dissociation for years, often without realizing it. It’s a coping mechanism your mind might
use to deal with an overload of stress or trauma. Many people experience it during their lives — they may even be unaware of
it, as episodes can be quick.
The mental health charity Mind says, “For many people, dissociation is a natural response to trauma that they can't control. It
could be a response to a one-off traumatic event or ongoing trauma and abuse.
“You might experience dissociation as a symptom of a mental health problem," according to Mind, "for example posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder or borderline personality disorder.”
I know I’m going through an episode when the sky seems too bright — it’s as if everything has been lit up like I’m on a movie
set. Nothing looks real. I can’t emphasize that enough — everything feels like I’m in a dream, but it’s a dream I can’t escape
from. I can’t seem to turn off my mind.
I find it hard to judge my distance from people. I might bump into strangers, or to save anxiety and embarrassment, cross the
street repeatedly so I don’t have to worry about stumbling into them.
But there are dangers when the world around you doesn’t feel real — your judgement for safety can be off, meaning you might
do unsafe things just to get everything to feel a bit more "real."
You can feel lucid and far away from yourself, wondering, am I
dreaming? But in dreams, you wake up and everything is okay. In the
pandemic, when many have lost their jobs, their loved ones, and they
might be experiencing trauma for the first time, the dream doesn’t
stop. When you wake, the stress and grief is still present — and we
don’t know when ‘normal’ will return fully.
Some people jokingly call lockdown ‘a day in the life of The Truman
Show,’ but when you experience mental health issues, there feels like
no escape. Your sleep can become disturbed as stress penetrates
every area of your life, even without you noticing. Grinding your
teeth, tense muscles and bad tempers. If I become so stressed, even
walking outside can cause anxiety.
Continued on next page
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In episodes, I become acutely aware of my surroundings — of how
glassy and bright things look, like through a filter. I have to remind
myself of reality by touching my surroundings or listening to music to
distract myself. As soon as I realize I’m unexpectedly dissociating, I
can panic, which makes it worse.
When lockdown started and the world realized the seriousness of the
pandemic, everyone was put into a situation they’ve never
experienced. The world has never paused like this before. And while
staying at home may have been the right thing to ensure our safety,
seeing normality but being acutely aware of a faceless, invisible
threat can crank up your anxiety.
Therapist Sally Baker told me, “The pandemic has heightened levels
of anxiety for others, with some struggling with the feeling of
dissociation. These people are often being triggered by feelings of
overwhelm from previous trauma. It could be events from their past
that they have not considered for a long time.
“The pandemic could be reminding them of previous times when they
felt out of control or an unresolved experience that involved feelings
of anxiety and powerless.”
I’ve had to consistently remind myself what’s happening. My brain is
saying “we’re stressed, but where is the stress? Why can’t we fix it?”
To cope with dissociative episodes, I try to anchor myself — touching
the sand on the beach, dipping my toes in the sea. Sometimes I find
even naming objects around me, to bring myself out of the start of an
episode and bring focus to my surroundings.
Right now, experts are drafting research journals into the effect of
trauma and dissociation due to the pandemic. We may not get
answers immediately and the effects of the pandemic, across
industry, lifestyle, health and the economy will be felt for years to
come. Therapy helps, although for many that isn’t an option.
If you feel like you’ve been experiencing dissociation for the first
time, try and contact your local mental health hub or doctor for
expert advice. You can get through this, and you're not alone.
Source content: https://www.teenvogue.com/story/am-i-dreamingdissociation

Train your brain
Practicing a new and challenging activity is a good
bet for building and maintaining cognitive skills.

For an Emergency call 911, or Go to the nearest emergency room.
Mental Health Helpline: 1-877-303-2642 (24/7) Addiction Helpline: 1-866-332-2322 (24/7)
For Immediate Crisis Support: text WELLNESS to 686868

8

Opportunity to participate
in a research
st
udy
We are conduc

tin
for Immigrant Youtg a study titled “Community Priorit
REB19-1784). Th h Mental Health Research” (Eth ies Survey
of Calgary Conjoi is study has been approved by thics ID:
nt Health Resear
ch Ethics Board. e University
Our project is abou
communities. Ou t youth mental health in immigra
of youth or peopler goal is to understand the inform nt
ation needs
who support them
.
We are looking fo
parents, healthcar participants who are youth (age
and other people re professionals and counsellors s 15 and up),
communities. who may work with youth from im, teachers,
migrant
It is a very short
information is co survey and no personally identifia
llected.
ble
To read more abou
in the survey, plea t what the project involves and
to participate
se click this link:
https://bit.ly/2ux2
Nu2.
If you have any qu
please contact Br estions about participating in th
is research,
ian Steele at 403220-2777.
Sincerely,
Y
Dr. Maria J. Santan
Professor, Comm a
O
U
University of Calgunity Health Sciences
ary
T

H

!

For an Emergency call 911, or Go to the nearest emergency room.
Mental Health Helpline: 1-877-303-2642 (24/7) Addiction Helpline: 1-866-332-2322 (24/7)
For Immediate Crisis Support: text WELLNESS to 686868

9

“It makes it very challenging to navigate around the stores.
When I ask for assistance no one wants to help or get near me.
They won’t show me where something is, they will simply point
at it”
David is a 47-year-old man who recently became visually impaired due to glaucoma. He lives in
Ontario, Canada's most populous province. As of the 18th of May, Ontario has had 22,957 COVID-19
cases and 1,904 deaths. The first identified case occurred in this province on January 22 but was
announced publicly three days later.
It was only on March 17, that the Government of Ontario declared a state of emergency, ordering the
closure of most premises. Bars and restaurants however were allowed to remain open, but only for
those that offer takeout. David owns a restaurant and continued working. However, he had to reduce
staff. “Most of them are young people with flatmates, partners and friends, it is simply not safe
anymore”, he says. He admits that he has become increasingly worried about contracting COVID-19.
One of the main challenges David has experienced during the outbreak has been going grocery
shopping and navigating in supermarkets, as “it has never been more difficult to do so for blind and
partially sighted persons. Most people are unaware of the barriers when we go to the supermarkets”,
he says. He usually goes to the same one, which is part of a big chain. “I was almost kicked out for not
following social distancing because I walked down a one way lane, in the wrong direction. No one ever
told me that there are stickers on the floor and new rules”, he explains. David regrets there is a lack of
awareness and education on the needs of persons with disabilities. “I did not know or see they had
installed plastic see-threw shields at cash registers. I put my hand through one and almost broke it”, he
explains. These situations have caused him to feel embarrassed. He was told by staff and customers to
“smart up”, and to bring somebody with him next time. David says he should be able to go to the
supermarket on his own, but even if he wanted to go accompanied, the supermarket only allows
people to enter individually.
On top of that, David encounters many obstacles in the supermarkets, as often products are placed in
open spaces or in the middle of aisles. “It makes it very challenging to navigate around the stores.
When I ask for assistance no one wants to help or get near me. They won’t show me where something
is, they will simply point at it”, he says. He explains that his disability is not so visible nor easily spotted
by other people. David highlights the importance of raising awareness and the involvement of persons
with disabilities, as well as establishing the same rules in all supermarkets, to avoid encountering
different problems at every supermarket. On a positive note, there are now loudspeaker
announcements in the supermarket that provide information on the rules to follow and general
instructions.
David explains that the government has a responsibility to “educate us on how to move around in
today’s environment (under COVID-19)”. So far, there has been no recommendations nor guidelines
for persons with disability in the province. This has made him not want to leave the house on his own
nor use public transport. “I’m scared to sit in the wrong seats (as some must be left empty). No one is
giving us any information”, he says. David has recently become visually impaired and is still getting
familiar with using a white cane to move around independently. A few times per month, a
representative of a local organisation for visually impaired persons was teaching him how to use a
cane in everyday life. This includes using the subway. Due to COVID-19, he has stopped received such
support and feels he hasn’t been able to make progress. Since he can no longer drive, and as public
transport is not running frequently, he has to rely on other people to drive him to places. He feels he
has lost his independence.
Moreover, David shares he has become increasingly fearful and apprehensive due to COVID-19. He
has cancelled doctors’ appointments as he is scared he will get infected with the virus at the hospital.
However, this could have serious implications for his health. As he has many children, he also worries
about their wellbeing. “I feel anxiety and lose track of time. Not being able to socialize with other has
really affected me”, he says. He has tried to help his children with homework and home schooling,
however, most of the tasks require the use of devices and programs which are often inaccessible to
him. “I tried but gave up after 30 minutes, it is very frustrating”, he says.
Source: International Disability Alliance
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