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INTRODUCTION



PROFESSOR GRAHAM DAVEY





In December 2019, stallholders in a seafood market in Wuhan in central China began to fall ill with an as-yet-unknown virus. The market not only sold seafood but also traded illegally in wild animals, including marmots, pangolins, birds, rabbits, bats, snakes and a number of other animals renowned in China for their medicinal properties. Soon the mystery illness began to spread rapidly, and on 1 January 2020 the Wuhan market was shut down for inspection and cleaning. But it was too late. Coronaviruses are known to be highly transmittable between humans and animals and this new version, found in humans and named Covid-19, had a genetic make-up more than 90 per cent identical to that of a coronavirus found in bats and pangolins. These animals are the motley suspects for the origin of the world coronavirus outbreak – an outbreak that was confirmed as a global pandemic by the World Health Organization on 11 March 2020.


The pandemic has had a significant impact on the lives of almost every human being on the planet. It has created economic havoc, taken away the livelihoods of significant numbers of workers worldwide and has summarily and devastatingly shortened the lives of thousands of people across the globe. The absurdity of the reach and impact of this pandemic was emphasised, with some poetic licence, on Twitter with the tweet ‘Mind blowing how some boy in China ate a bat, and it eventually led to the postponement of Elgin v Brechin’!1


As soon as the seriousness of the epidemic was understood and it became apparent how quickly coronavirus was being transmitted between human beings, many countries began to instigate lockdowns in an attempt to stem its spread. On 10 March Italy became the first European country to impose a nationwide lockdown on its 60 million inhabitants, quickly followed by lockdowns in Spain, France, Belgium and the United Kingdom. By the beginning of April almost a third of the global population was on coronavirus lockdown, including large parts of the world’s most populous countries, such as India and the United States.


A deadly virus on the loose is one thing, but a lockdown brings with it unprecedented threats and challenges to the average person. Added to the fear of infection and maybe even death was a whole swathe of stressful and anxiety-triggering events imposed almost overnight and without warning. Most lockdowns were introduced within only hours of being announced, so few people had time to adjust to the new reality before their daily routines and life-priorities were turned upside down.


Anxiety is an adaptive emotion that has proved its worth over thousands of years of evolution by gearing people up to deal more effectively with potential threats and challenges in their lives.2 And the coronavirus lockdown brought with it many immediate threats and challenges. The comforting things we had taken for granted for most of our lives were now taken away from us – our routines, certainty, unlimited access to provisions, the opportunity to earn an income, even the opportunity to meet up with friends, family and loved ones – and the future was suddenly somewhere at the end of a very dark, unfathomable tunnel.


So, as lockdowns were introduced, we would have expected to see anxiety and stress as an immediate response to this challenging new reality. And that is what we saw – albeit in a very measured way. Professor Richard Bentall and his colleagues at the University of Sheffield carried out a survey of 2000 people between Monday 23 March (the day of the UK government’s lockdown announcement) and Friday 27 March.3 Prior to the announcement, 16 per cent of those in the survey reported significant anxiety, but on the day immediately after the announcement this had risen to 36 per cent – more than 1 in 3 people were suddenly reporting clinically significant levels of anxiety and stress. The spike in stress and anxiety to the lockdown was quite possibly a result of shock following the sudden and somewhat unexpected announcement, but then, for the remainder of that week, anxiety levels immediately fell, with just over 20 per cent reporting significant anxiety on each subsequent day. In normal times, national surveys reliably indicate that 1 in 5 of the UK adult population experiences clinically significant anxiety;4 Professor Bentall’s survey shows that this level was raised to 1 in 3 on the introduction of a lockdown but within a day or so it returned to normal levels, with the majority of people appearing to be resilient and faring relatively well.


There are people who are particularly vulnerable to stress and anxiety during unusual times such as a pandemic lockdown. The Sheffield University survey was able to identify a number of different sufferers in this group: people aged under thirty-five, people living in a city, those living alone or with children, with lower incomes, with health conditions, and those whose incomes had already been hit by the pandemic prior to the lockdown. This is only reasonable and to be expected. And in addition to those whose anxieties were triggered by the specific effects of the pandemic and the lockdown, there are those with particular psychological characteristics that make them even more likely to be badly affected.


Even prior to the pandemic, there were also many people living lonely lives – and loneliness is a significant source of stress and anxiety that is only likely to be exacerbated during a lockdown. Why does loneliness matter so much in a pandemic lockdown? It matters because human beings have evolved to be social animals, so a lack of social contact will itself be a source of stress and chronically lonely people tend to have higher blood pressure and are more vulnerable to infections.


Apart from the physical risks of loneliness, many of its significant effects are psychological ones. John Cacioppo at the University of Chicago has spent many years researching how loneliness can compromise psychological and physical well-being. His findings show that loneliness increases risk of suicide, increases perceptions of stress and results in less restorative sleep. In terms of physical effects, loneliness raises levels of the anxiety hormone cortisol and, over long periods, can increase the risk of mortality to a level comparable with smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.5


So what about the threat of the Covid-19 virus itself? If the challenges of a lockdown don’t affect your anxiety levels, then the fear of contracting a new and potentially deadly virus may do. There are two groups of people who are particularly vulnerable to this: those with a pre-existing health anxiety, a fear of becoming ill, and, more specifically, those with an obsessive-compulsive contamination fear, in which the sufferer has developed complex rituals and routines designed to eliminate any opportunities for contamination by germs or viruses (a condition often characterised by obsessive-compulsive washing). Paradoxically, for those who have a health anxiety or OCD contamination fears, a pandemic lockdown can be a good thing in disguise. It gives a sufferer much more control over their fears by limiting who will bring potential germs and viruses into their homes, and the monotony of a lengthy lockdown allows those who’ve developed complex cleaning and washing rituals to get on with those rituals without interruption from outside activities. What’s more, in the case of a global pandemic, their worst fears have already happened, so it’s now possible to stop being in a state of anxious apprehension.


Staying with the theme of a good thing in disguise, it seems that many people who suffer anxiety and depression reported an improvement in their symptoms after the pandemic lockdown began. Grace Weinstein had been diagnosed with panic disorder, an anxiety condition in which the sufferer experiences frequent unpredictable and debilitating panic attacks. But after the lockdown things seem to change: ‘when I wake up, I don’t feel sluggish as I normally do. I find it easier to get out of bed,’ she said. ‘The intrusive thoughts that normally buzz around my brain like flies on a feeding frenzy have disappeared. My family is healthy, I tell myself. I am healthy . . . Despite everything, I realize, I am OK. More OK than I have been in years.’6


For many people this unexpected bonus in unprecedented times can be explained. In Grace’s case, she suffers panic attacks, and in many cases this type of attack occurs in situations where the person feels stressed and needs to find a ‘safe’ place in order to avoid these stressors. That safe place will often be the person’s own home (you can see where this is going). A lockdown will prevent many people with a panictype anxiety condition leaving their ‘safe’ place – a relief and reassurance for them.


There are many reasons why a lockdown may provide some respite to those with pre-existing conditions of anxiety and depression, rather than exacerbating their fears. For example, if you fear the world as a dangerous and challenging place, being ordered to stay away from it for an indefinite time is a godsend. It provides relief from all those day-to-day stressors that generate chronic anxiety. For many, a global pandemic also puts those daily anxieties into perspective and provides time to reflect on what really matters in life – that petty argument with your boss is now a trivial memory compared to losing an income or losing a life. Then there’s the comfort of gathering social support, as everyone rallies round in a time of need. Social support is a powerful palliative for most mental health problems, and even if this is provided indirectly via phone conversations, social media, WhatsApp groups, email or videoconferencing, it will be a source of comfort for those with fragile mental health.


But things make us anxious only to the extent to which we view them as threats and challenges and, in the context of a global pandemic, what was previously a threat may no longer feel like one, and what was previously a challenge may become a life-saver. Take technofear. During normal times, the technophobe would find many ingenious ways to escape the demands of new technology, but during a lockdown, technology becomes an essential means of staying connected – whether by smartphone or videoconferencing, for social purposes or to enable working from home. The pandemic lockdown is forcing technophobes to ‘face their fear’ – a process that is a tried-and-tested stalwart of all anxiety remedies. It works because having to engage with what they fear forces the anxious individual to discover that what they fear is not as threatening or as challenging as they had imagined.


In addition, during a lockdown crisis there is a mixture of emotions, many of which may challenge anxiety for a place in your life. Supportive friends and family, and a safe home, can foster gratitude and hope – positive emotions that can replace anxiety and its associated threats and challenges. People can sit down and put their anxieties into perspective, which they previously wouldn’t have had time to do, due to the constant distractions of everyday life.


Human beings are a species that won’t just grit their teeth and get through a cataclysmic pandemic lockdown with a good old dose of wartime spirit; we’re just as likely to build on our innovations and insights during a crisis as we are simply to go back to our old ways once a danger has passed.


Such crises change values, provide new perspectives and turn what were troublesome hassles into irreplaceable necessities. For example, who were the people we revered and valued prior to the pandemic? Celebrities, entrepreneurs, entertainers, writers and footballers may have come near the top of the list, but not so much now. The new high-profile heroes are intensive-care nurses, supermarket shelf-stackers, bus drivers and altruistic neighbours. We are suddenly aware of how the world needs those who tirelessly support the basic structures of everyday life.


And what a new perspective we have on technology. Perpetual connectivity was often seen as a curse – creating, rather than calming, anxieties. Our obsession with the internet and all it has spawned gave us FOMO (fear of missing out), fake news and feelings of disconnectedness and failure when we saw the so-called perfect lives of vloggers and our ‘friends’ on social media. Our obsession with ‘connecting’ woke us up in the morning and made sure it was the last thing we did at night before we fell asleep.


Then along came a global pandemic and overnight the internet turned from being a niggling obsession that interfered with our real lives – to being our real lives. Suddenly we need the internet so we can work remotely; social media now helps to dispel fake news instead of simply creating it; doctors and nurses diagnose illnesses and calm patients via a video link instead of a rushed ten-minute consultation in a busy GP’s surgery. Perhaps most startling is the fact that people halfway around the world are as close to us as our next-door neighbours – we can share a video-drink with a friend in Los Angeles or Singapore as easily as with a friend who lives just a few streets away.


It remains to be seen how these practical consequences of the coronavirus pandemic survive beyond the crisis. But the situation has changed our views of what are anxieties and threats, it has provided entirely new perspectives on old activities, and it has forced us to reappraise our views of who and what is valuable in society. There are many questions that only the future will answer. Will physical mass gatherings become a rarity? Will the handshake become a greeting of the past? Will family video calls replace the weekend visit by Grandma and Grandpa? And will we all appreciate endangered species purely for their contribution to nature rather than for the so-called medicinal value of their meat?
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SOCIAL MEDIA’S TIME TO SHINE



ALEX HERN





Something unusual happened in the San Francisco Bay Area in February.


The Bay was always quite a target for the burgeoning pandemic. The technology industry’s close links with China, both as a manufacturing hub and supplier of some of the sector’s most talented engineers, mean that it was receiving travellers from Wuhan right up until the airports were closed. And, of course, it’s a dense urban area anyway: in San Francisco proper, people live, work and play in as close proximity as they do in any city around the world, while in Silicon Valley the campus atmosphere, open-plan offices and communal canteens of the large tech companies aren’t conducive to social distancing.
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