
Sheltering in place during the COVID-19  
pandemic has left many people feeling drained.

COVID-19 Response: Finding Renewal after Sheltering in Place | June 2020
WELLNESSMONTHLY

Now communities are gradually lifting restrictions 
put in place to help stop the spread of disease and 
keep us safe. This creates a need to:
• Address physical and mental health conditions that 

have developed or become more acute during the 
pandemic

• Learn how to re-engage while mourning loss and 
being uncertain about the future

• Decide which behaviors and lifestyle choices to 
retain or discard based on recent experience

What Can You Do?
It’s unsettling to feel as if nothing will be exactly the 
same as it was before. While a return to “normal” 
is the goal for many, others may be looking for a 
change. For example, if daily pre-COVID life was 
disappointing or difficult, this may be an opportune 
time to redefine expectations. Essential workers who 
have not been able to shelter in place may also face 
some unique challenges.

First, it helps to understand that there is a difference 
between being alone and feeling lonely. Choosing to 
live or work alone does not mean one cannot have a 
life that is enriched by meaningful relationships and 
engaging activities. Conversely, working or living with 
others can be a lonely experience if there is lack of 
connection with a project, hobby or personal passion; 
work colleagues; or with a romantic partner, family 
members or roommates.  

Identifying causes of physical or emotional 
discomfort is often a good starting place. For 
example, is enforced isolation the root cause of 
sleep loss, a nervous stomach or anxiety? Is there 
fear of exposure to the coronavirus? Helplessness or 
anger? Worry about financial or relationship issues? 
Are there unresolved traumatic experiences from 
childhood influencing adult behaviors?

In general, people who are struggling with physical 
and mental health symptoms are encouraged to seek 
professional advice. It’s particularly important to get 
help immediately for suicidal thoughts or inability to 
perform daily life activities. 

Finding Renewal after 
Sheltering in Place
Being socially engaged with others is considered a 
fundamental human need that is essential to well-being.

Studies show physical and emotional reactions to 
social isolation may include anxiety, depression, 
poor sleep quality, fatigue, declines in cognition or 
executive control (e.g., memory, attention span, eating 
habits, optimization of positive emotions), reduced 
cardiovascular function, impaired immunity and even 
premature death.

With gyms and fitness centers, yoga and dance studios, 
swimming pools and athletic fields closed, it has 
also been harder to maintain routine exercise habits. 
Physical exercise is a proven way to reduce the effects 
of social isolation and stress, increase energy and 
maintain good health.

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstb.2014.0114
https://academic.oup.com/aje/article/188/1/102/5133254


While it may seem counterintuitive, research conducted by a team at the 
University of Chicago found therapeutic interventions that focus inwardly 
to examine negative thoughts about self-worth help combat feelings 
of loneliness more effectively than interventions intended to improve 
communication skills, enhance social support or increase opportunities  
for interaction. (Refer to A Meta-Analysis of Interventions to Reduce 
Loneliness; C Masi, et. al; Personality and Social Psychology Review, Vol. 
15, No. 3, 2011). 

Other research suggests one of the best ways to ease feelings of 
loneliness is simply to engage with others in social groups. However, this 
may be hard to accomplish in person while respecting social distancing 
recommendations (e.g., 6 feet apart, wear a mask, do not touch each 
other). To counteract the impersonal aspects of online engagement, public 
health officials suggest meeting in person outdoors, not sharing food or 
utensils, and maintaining social distance boundaries.

Be Kind to Yourself
Joshua Morganstein, M.D., chair of the American Psychiatric Association 
Committee on the Psychiatric Dimensions of Disaster, says it is “normal 
and acceptable” for people to feel anxious. (Refer to Examining the Mental 
Health Toll of Disasters, Psychiatry and Behavioral Health Learning 
Network, April 26, 2020) 

Complying with prevention measures such as social distancing, symptom 
screening, testing, restricting numbers of visitors and practicing good 
hygiene can help relieve anxiety. 

In addition, Dr. Morganstein recommends:
• Limiting exposure to media coverage of the pandemic 
• Getting a buddy who encourages you to care for yourself and tell  

you when it’s time to seek help
• Reminding yourself and others the crisis will eventually end
• Looking for opportunities to make improvements based on lessons 

learned during the pandemic
• Remembering the vast majority of people will ultimately do well in  

the long-term

Finally, it’s important to remember that while you may not have control 
over the situation, you can make choices to improve your comfort level. 
Create a calming environment in your home. Allow yourself downtime to 
relax. Go out when you feel safe. Avoid crowds. Get exercise, even if it’s in 
your living room. Eat nutritious foods. Get plenty of rest, take deep breaths 
and spend time outdoors. Express gratitude.
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Preparing for  
Next Time
The need to shelter in place is not 
reserved just for infectious disease 
outbreaks. It is a public health and 
safety measure that is often used 
during natural disasters and other 
incidents when external conditions 
are not considered safe. 

In How to Cope With Sheltering 
in Place, the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services 
Administration offers these 
preparedness tips:

• Assemble an emergency kit in 
a secure, water-proof container. 
Contents should include at least 
a two-week supply of water, shelf-
stable food, medications, pet food, 
flashlights, extra batteries and a 
first aid kit. If you have a baby or 
small children, include diapers  
and comfort items. 

• Develop an emergency response/
communications plan with family 
members. Ask your employer, 
community officials, school 
administrators or daycare 
providers about plans for 
sheltering in place. 

• If you need ongoing medical care 
for a chronic physical, mental 
health or substance use condition, 
learn in advance what to do if you 
cannot visit an office or clinic in 
person. (In many cases, virtual 
consultations and telemedicine 
are good options).

• Collect items such as books, 
puzzles, games and crafts that will 
provide a source of entertainment. 
These may be especially 
appreciated if there is no power.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1088868310377394
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1088868310377394
https://www.psychcongress.com/article/examining-mental-health-toll-disasters
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