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INFECTIOUS DISEASE OUTBREAKS CAN IMPACT MENTAL
HEALTH

Infectious disease outbreaks, such as COVID-19 can be scary and can affect our mental health.

« With the increasing levels of fear around dealing with the COVID-19 crisis, risk of exposure, fear of
loved ones being exposed or sick, etc. there is an increase in panic and this results in an overall
increase in anxiety levels.

* Itis natural to feel overwhelmed, vulnerable, stressed and anxious. This can be further complicated if
you have experienced a trauma or a mental health problem in the past, or if you have a long-term
physical health condition that makes you more vulnerable to the effects of COVID-19.

+ Helpful to anficipate an increase in your levels of discomfort and feelings of distress. Acknowledge
how you are feeling and remind yourself and each other to take care of your mental health in these
difficult fimes.

* We are all learning, need to focus on reframing these challenging times.

* We are in a period of disruption (financial concerns, saving your business, concerns being in
lockdown, being a full time parent, home schooling, etc.). Note there was a period before the
disruption and there will be a period after the disruption.

+ Opportunity to build life skills, problem solving skills
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Dealing with anxieties that have negative mental health
effects
+ If you live on your own - stay connected
+ Misinformation raises anxiety — find reliable sources of information
+ Overflow of information — switch off, unfollow negative social media, turn off Whatsapp notification settings
+ Risk of exposure — do what you can to protect yourself proactively (washing hands, sneeze/cough in crook of
elbow, staying at home, etc.) but need to look after mental health too. Don’'t become preoccupied with this.
+ The reality is that despite your best efforts you may still be exposed or impacted by COVID-19. Planning for this

eventuality could help you and your family to feel more prepared. Know who to phone and where to go. Have

basic medication on hand, consider childcare arrangements, what isolation would require of you practically,

communication strategies and things you would need to do to get through this possible life-changing time.
+ Develop a flexible mindset. Consider that the lockdown may not be 21 days — we have to open our minds to

the idea that it might be longer.
+ Feeling confined in this period of lockdown: Stay productive!!!
* You need structure, structure for your day, structure for your kids and a new rhythm to get through the day.
+ Work in small chunks - 60-20 mins max. and then take a break, go do something with the kids, or make a meal

but take a break.
+ Have a discussion with the family, to set ground rules, helping each other out, when you do things on your own

and times you do things as a family building community and support with each other.
+ Eat well and keep moving - important for your mental health and your immune system.
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Dealing with children in the age of COVID-19

* Talk to your children: Understand what they already know so you can provide factual information.

+ Teach them what they can do to protect themselves and practice hygiene rituals together.

+ Create the space for them to share their fears and thoughts.

+ Allows for you as a parent to help put some words to the feelings they may be having and struggling to
describe. It can be a huge relief for the child.

+ Stay calm so that it does not cause everyone alarm.

« If your child is at home on an early school holiday or they are having to experience home-schooling; talk to
them about how they feel about these changes.

+ Talk about how you can work together as a family fo overcome some of the challenges this presents and how
you can also use this as an opportunity fo create new family experiences.

+ Minimise the negative impact over-exposure to the impact of COVID-19 can cause for children by ensuring
they also have elements of their lives following as normal as a routine as possible.

+ Distraction can be useful, like engaging in a creative activity, playing or drawing.

« Itis also important to engage with this ‘scary topic’ in an age-appropriate way. Be truthful about the facts.
There are many great video clips and infographics available to assist in explaining COVID-19 in very practical
ways.

+ Talk about the loss they may also experience with the change in their schedule, the sudden cessation of all
their extra mural activities, etc.

+ Continuing to stay active in their own way, playing outside is also important for their own mental health.

+ Pre-empt that children may be more demanding and seek more attachment at fimes that feel scary to them.
Reassure your child that you are there for them and seek help when it feels overwhelming for you or your child. ——\
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Frameworks to consider in coping
1. Perspective - do you view this time as a comma or as a full stop. Do you view this as a pause in your
normal way of life or as a complete disruption to your life?
> Try and see this as a different period of time in your life, and not necessarily a bad one, even if you
didn’t choose it.
> Try to keep your daily routine where possible, but be mindful that the way in which you get through
your day may look very different.
» Create a daily routine that prioritises looking after yourself. The time you would have spent
commuting to work, how can you put that time to good use in engaging in self-reflection time and

reconnecting with ourselves.
> To help to create alternate perspective consider writing down all the negatives you are

experiencing - like being a full time parent, technology issues with working from home, not having

the ingredients you need to whip up the meal you want to make, whatever it is. Then create a list

of all the positives, a list of all the opportunities this creates for you. Spending more time with your

children, doing a yoga class in the middle of the day, reading that book you never got down to -

and you will find that there are more positives than there are negatives. This give us hope for the

future. This is what contributes to positive mental wellbeing.

Q)



Frameworks to consider in coping

2. Identify the baggage you might be carrying and the anxieties this may be transferring onto others. The
impact of this on self and others. Recognize if you need help and support. If you have an EWP
programme like ICAS reach out for support on your tollfree number or via the app for all the support you
need.

3. Need to dispel the fear you may have. What information do you need to do this, what support do you
need for thise Stay connected to loved ones. Technology today allows us to stay in touch using digital
platforms such as video calling, instant chat, emailing, etc.

Journaling can also be a useful tool to reflect on and make visible our own patterns of behavior that we
may want to address.

4. Focus on the positives. What you can do with this time? See it as an opportunity to try new skills,
practice relaxation techniques, bedding down an exercise routine, experimenting in the kitchen or
catching up that series that you never had a chance to watch or the book you didn’'t get a chance to
read! Talking about new skills — see if you can use the time to upskill yourself, take on new courses. We
are in the era of 4IR and this is also a time where the world of work is celebrating differentness rather
than sameness. So what can you be doing to build more resilience in this time?

5. Lastly, be kind to yourself. You don’t have this all figured out. We are all learning

You can’'t be everything to your kids, they have to also experience boredom and use that to fuel
experimentatfion and explore their own world. Don’t put that additional pressure on yourself. These are
unchartered territories, so be an explorer.




