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Debate: How will Covid-19 impact mental ill health moving forward and what can be done to support?

The following is a supporting paper outlining my contribution to the online debate. 

Question: How has the emerging Covid-19 pandemic impacted the mental health of domestic violence sufferers? How are these problems being dealt with and what additional support/services have been implemented? 
My response: From March 2020 the police recorded a total of 1.288.018 domestic abuse related crimes in England and Wales.  This is an increase since lockdown, as more people are stuck at home with their abusers and are unable to escape.   The National Domestic Abuse helpline received more than 40,000 calls during the first three months of lockdown alone.  By June, the calls were nearly 80% higher than usual (Kelly & Graham, 2020).  This is supported by the Office for National Statistics (2020) who have reported a 24% increase in arrest for domestic abuse in April to June 2020 compared to the year before.  Now that lockdown restrictions are easing, there is a huge surge in abuse victims seeking refuge to escape their victims, but the government and charities have to prioritise who to help because there are not enough refuge houses available to meet the demand (Kelly & Graham, 2020). 

Question: Let's look into children's mental health post pandemic and what support is available for them both now and in the future. What resources will be available to teachers and children regarding mental health?
My response: Children who already struggle with mental health issues are struggling with the lack of routine now they are not in school.  Research by YoungMinds found that lockdown and the pandemic worsened existing mental health conditions of 80% of young people with additional mental health needs (Reeves, 2020). 
However, research has discovered that some children are becoming less stressed since the start of lockdown.  Of the children surveyed, 34% stated they were stressed some of the time in June 2020, whereas this was 47% in March 2020.  Additionally, 42% said they felt stressed ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ in June 2020, whereas this was only 23% in March (Reeves, 2020).  This suggests that they are getting used to lockdown and are finding ways to cope.  That said, the children who reported persistent stress remained constant.  This suggests that those who had high levels of stress are less able to adapt to the new routine. Interestingly, Children with unemployed parents were most likely to experience persistent stress every day or most days (Reeves, 2020).  Although girls and boys are just as likely to be stressed, girls tend to be more stressed about school related activities such as ‘missing schoolwork’, ‘missing education’ and ‘exams’ (Reeves).  It could be argued that this is because girls feel they must work harder to be given the same opportunities as boys, and prove themselves more, whereas boys might be happy to see the pandemic as time off school. Boys reported being unable to partake in sports such as football as a bigger concern than missed schoolwork (Reeves, 2020).  Older teenagers are more likely to be stress about missing out on exams risking not receiving the grades they feel they deserve. This also gives them anxiety about their future and work. 
Isolation and loneliness is also affecting 50% of children surveyed.  Many reported that they are stressed about not being able to see their friends or relatives in person, being unable to go to the cinema and other activities with their friends (Reeves 2020). 
YoungMinds took a third survey in September 2020 and found that initially there were positives for mental health when first returning to school as they were able to see their friends, have a structured routine and have support from their teachers. However, returning to school after six months away later had negative affects on mental health as they were not used to the same level of academic pressure (YoungMinds, 2021). Interestingly, 69% of respondents say that their mental health as poor now that they are back at school, whereas this was only 58% before returning to school. It could be argued that this is due to fear of catching coronavirus in schools. 
For children who experience abuse at home, returning to school has a positive impact on mental health as they are able to escape their home, and their school will be their safe place.  The opposite of this is true for those being bullied at school. In that case, being on lockdown allows them to escape.  
 Joe Wicks is an example of someone responding to the negativity around lockdown and is trying to improve children’s mental wellbeing and physical health (Body Coach TV, 2020). With his daily fitness YouTube videos for children while in lockdown, it keeps children physically fit, allows them to bond with their parents and siblings who are doing to fitness routine with them, keeps them active and keeps their mind off things for a while. Exercise also improves mood during and after, so it can help with stress, depression and anxiety (Harvard Health Publishing).    
My question for debate: Are there less metal health services available for non-covid related issues now that there are many covid related anxieties? There is not enough funding as it is for meatal health, so with an increase in stress, anxiety, depression, paranoia etc. due to covid, are people with other metal health issues being pushed back in the queue?  There is also less availability in hospitals and other face to face services in mental health, so are people missing out on vital mental health support that they would have otherwise had access to? 

Question: Mental Health Decline in the Elderly- What can we do to help prevent the mental health of older people declining? Is there anything we can do, when lockdowns are continuing for longer and longer periods?
My response: We can help prevent the mental health of older people declining by finding ways to prevent loneliness and help them maintain some form of independence. Loneliness is a major contributor to declining mental health in older people (Mental Health Foundation, 2021) so keeping them entertained and providing company is important.  With an aging population, there are limited funds and limited time for carers to spend time with older people, and with lockdown, they are not getting visitors from their families and friends.  One way to help with loneliness during lockdown is to use robots that can provide entertainment through games, read to them and keep them company (Robotics Online, 2020). Robots can also come in the form of pets who can lift their spirits and be a pleasant companion (Stregowski, 2019).
Loss of independence is another reason for declining mental health in the older population (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). Robots can also help in this way as they can help them with their medication, remind them of appointments and help them make video calls and phone calls to friends and family.  They can tell them what day of the week it is and the time of the day. They can be used as a personal organiser. In some cases, robots can even help them out of the chair and carry items for them (Robotics Online, 2020). “Assistive robots can provide essential support for those who need help carrying out everyday tasks - so they can maintain their independence for as long as possible” (Caleb-Solly cited in Gov.UK, 2019). Having support from robots makes them less likely to come into contact with coronavirus than if they had home help. 
Although robots might not be able to compete with human contact, they can help when human contact is low due to lockdown.  That said, for some, robots might be even better than human carers as they are there all the time, giving continuous help, support and company.  

Question: The effect of the coronavirus pandemic on the mental health of children and adolescents. How to support the youngest?
My Response: I think that drilling into your child's head wash your hands after everything you touch could cause a mental health issue like obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). This is “a mental illness that causes repeated unwanted thoughts or sensations (obsessions) or the urge to do something over and over again (compulsions). Some people can have both obsessions and compulsions. OCD isn't about habits like biting your nails or thinking negative thoughts” (Bhandari, 2020).
My Question for debate: How can parents explain the pandemic to children without causing anxiety? 
Through television, internet and schools, children are getting a variety of information about the pandemic.  In some cases they are also observing high levels of stress and anxiety in adults, as well as coping with change themselves.  Research shows that even children as young as 2 years are aware of the changes around them (Einspieler & Marschik, 2020).  Parents need to be able to provide information to their children that is appropriate for their age and level of understanding. This needs to be done sensitively, as discussing a life-threatening illness can have an impact to the child’s psychological wellbeing. With this said, children need honest information. Parent need to dispel myths and be open about what is going on and how it is effecting their family so that the child does not try to make sense of the situation on their own.  They also need to understand why they are unable to have friends in the house.  If children do play outdoors, they need to understand certain rules such as maintain a physical distance, not touching anything and using hand sanitiser if they must touch something (Harvard Health Publishing, 2021).  
When talking to younger children, it is important to consider their comprehension of illness and causes.  According to Einspieler & Marschik (2020), children between the ages of 4 and 7 believe in magic and wishes coming true, and that bad behaviour is punished.  It is important to let them know that being on lockdown or illness is not a punishment for bad behaviour, and wishes will not change the situation, so that children do not blame themselves or their parents for the situation.  
In order to properly explain the situation to children, parents need to first listen to what their children believe about COVID-19.  Talking to them honestly does not dispel myths they already have about the illness, so parents need to know what their children think and what is worrying them. It is also important to remember that children are well attuned to their parents’ emotional states, so they can become anxious or upset by their behaviour.  
Play can be a good way of engaging younger children in a conversation to start talking about the situation and their feelings.  It can be a good distraction when they’re talking about an upsetting topic (NSPCC, 2021). For older children, it could be a good idea to talk them over text or email if they don’t feel able to express their feelings in person. It could also be a good approach to try activities to do together to help cope, such as yoga or mindfulness.  At any age, it is important for parents to let their children know they are there for them and are on their side. Children need to feel safe enough to talk about how they feel and know that it is okay for them to be feeling the way they do. Parents need to remain calm and approachable even if their child’s behaviour is upsetting (NSPCC, 2021).
Another thing parents have to consider is how to explain testing for coronavirus so that it is not confusing or scary for children.  Parents should explain the purpose of testing so they understand why they are having it done, then explain what happens so they are prepared.  Parents should reassure them that the test will not hurt and only takes a few seconds.  For children who are worried about getting the virus, they should also be reassured that the people administering the tests will be wearing protective clothing (NHS, 2021).
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper has shown the research behind my responses to the debate, and my context for asking questions for the debate.  These are all linked to how the pandemic has or could affect people’s mental health and what can be done to support people. 
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