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Matt Jarvis discusses psychological 
perspectives on the Covid-19 pandemic

As the carer for a Covid-19 patient, the coronavirus 
pandemic has never been far from my thoughts 
over the last few months. I can only imagine 

what it has been like for people with significant mental 
health problems, many of whom have been left isolated 
and deprived of the usual pleasures and support.

So how bad has mental health become during the 
crisis? What factors affect individual vulnerability and 
what can we do to support people?

You might like to start with the Guardian article 
listed in the weblinks below. Be aware, though, that 
this contains a distressing case study of suicide.

The nature of the  
mental health crisis
The Office for National Statistics reported in May 2020 
that the percentage of people reporting low levels of 
happiness had more than doubled to 20.7%, while 
49.6% of people reported high levels of anxiety — 
again more than double the number recorded 6 months 
earlier. Contrary to government spin, we were never all 
in it together — people renting and those with insecure 
employment suffered more anxiety than homeowners 
and those with permanent jobs (Vasilev and Hamilton, 
2020).

A population survey by Pierce et al. (2020) showed 
that this rise in unhappiness and anxiety was matched 
by an increase in clinical mental health problems, with 

M
A

RI
D

AV
/A

D
O

BE
 S

TO
CK

Covid-19 and 
mental health

http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/psychologyreview


Activities
1 Design a study to investigate how happiness 

levels change throughout a lockdown.
2 Discuss how you would carry out a health 

campaign to share awareness of how to 
support mental health needs during a future 
lockdown.

Weblinks

Guardian story on mental health during the 
pandemic: www.tinyurl.com/y2dv4e26

Royal College of Psychiatrists’ report on a survey 
carried out during the first pandemic peak:  
www.tinyurl.com/y49f3sgt

Mind recommendations on supporting young people 
during the pandemic: www.tinyurl.com/y4jdqsyd

Time for Change offer advice on supporting 
vulnerable people: www.tinyurl.com/ybrzw6o7
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population incidence of mental disorder increasing 
from 18.9% to 27.3% in a single month (April–May 
2020). Young people, women and unemployed people 
showed the largest increases. In addition, people from 
black and minority ethnic groups tended to suffer 
larger declines in mental health that members of the 
white population. A British Medical Association report 
(BMA, 2020) identified social isolation, effects of the 
virus itself and the secondary effects of the economic 
downturn as major factors in mental health.

At the same time as mental health needs were 
increasing, the ability of mental health services to 
meet those needs was hit by increased caseload and 
stress, accompanied by increased difficulty in seeing 
patients. Some routine mental health services were 
suspended altogether. You can read a summary of the 
Royal College of Psychiatrists’ survey if you follow the 
weblink listed below.

What can be done to help?
At the national level, the British Medical Association 
(BMA, 2020) has recommended that routine mental 

health services be restored urgently, and that 
investment is needed to increase staffing levels, in 
particular for urgent referrals, and to retain staff in this 
highly stressful environment.

At the level of the individual, Mind (2020) 
recommends maintaining social contact but taking 
breaks from social media and the news, keeping a 
routine and talking to people you trust. It is well worth 
reading Mind’s guidance in full — there’s a link in the 
box below. Further guidance for anyone supporting a 
vulnerable person during the coronavirus crisis comes 
from another mental charity, Time for Change — 
weblink below.
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