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Introduction

It is plain to see that the current uncertain times that we are living through, due primarily to the COVID-19 pandemic, have had a major impact on our daily lives. Fear and worry are a constant occurrence for the world population. The concern of contracting and spreading disease and having to face a new reality of working from home, or losing a job altogether, weighs heavily on people’s minds. Depression and anxiety levels increasing across the world, with both the worries of the pandemic and the interruption in mental health services compounding on the problem (WHO, 2020).
Addressing the issues of both the pandemic, and its impact on the population’s mental health, from a public-sector perspective are of the utmost importance in the long-term. Whereas a breadth of legislation has been written by the Welsh government to address and mitigate the immediate impact of the pandemic on Wales and UK as a whole (Welsh Government, 2020), very little of this legislation has addressed the long-term effects that the restrictions have on the mental well-being of the people of South Wales.
This literature review will analyse how the Coronavirus Act 2020 has impacted both the daily lives of the people of South Wales and the impact that these restrictions have on their mental health. It is through this analysis that a gap will be identified in the knowledge of this rapidly growing issue. Also, as part of this review, studies will be made in how mental health services and guidance can be provided effectively while also maintaining the integrity of the Coronavirus Act 2020.






What impact has the Coronavirus pandemic had on mental health in the UK?

According to a survey conducted by the World Health Organization from June to August 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic has caused major disruption to mental health services in 130 countries (WHO, 2020). This disruption combined with the strain levied on the population due to the pandemic itself, and the restrictions put in place to mitigate it, have resulted in a sharp increase in reported levels of anxiety and depression in both the UK and across the rest of the world. (WHO, 2020)
[image: ]The chart below shows the results of a study conducted in 2020 by Claire L Niedzwiedz et al. for the Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health. It details that “psychological distress” has increased sharply in the UK from 19.4% in 2017 to 2019 to 30.6% during the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in April 2020. (Niedzwiedz, et al., 2020)













(Niedzwiedz, C, et.al., 2020)


An additional consequence of this sharp rise in “psychological distress” (Niedzwiedz, et al., 2020) that the UK population has experienced since the beginning of the pandemic, is that the longer the effects of said pandemic are drawn out, such as restrictions on movement and communal visits, the longer the mental health impact will endure. (Gunnell, et al., 2020) B. Gavin et al in a study published in the Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine found, using existing data from previous pandemics as well as data from the current pandemic, that “psychological morbidity” will “peak later and endure for longer” than the current physical health problems which legislation is currently tackling. (Gavin, et al., 2020) 
What impact has the Coronavirus Act 2020 had on businesses in the UK?

Due to the novel nature of COVID-19, no immediate treatment has proved to be effective to combat this virus on a large scale. Therefore, like many other countries, the UK government put in place legislation to restrict the movements of the population as an emergency measure, to “relieve the strain on the NHS”. (UK Government, 2020) One of the more impactful measures of this act was to implement a “National Lockdown” (UK Government, 2020) which restricts the population to their own households. As a result of this restriction, city centres across the UK saw a sharp decline in their overall footfall for the year 2020. (Centre for Cities, 2020) 
[image: ]The chart below, using data compiled by Centre for Cities, details the footfall and spending indexes for Cardiff City between the 1st of February 2020 and the 1st of December 2020. (Centre for Cities, 2020) The chart shows that from the beginning of April 2020 through to July 2020 overall footfall decreased sharply, due primarily to the National Lockdown which took place during this time. A similar pattern can be seen for other cities across the UK. This has understandably put a significant impact on sales for both small and large businesses in the UK, as detailed by the spending index.(Centre for Cities, 2020)

[image: ]The chart below, using data compiled D. Clark for Statista, also details by sector the percentages of businesses that had paused or ceased to trade altogether during this time, with both the arts entertainment and recreation as well as accommodation and food service activities sectors showing that over 80% of businesses in these sectors had temporarily or permanently ceased trading. (Clark, 2020). (D. Clark, 2020)




[image: ]A press release by PwC UK in October 2020 also highlights the deep impact that the Coronavirus pandemic has had on the retail sector of the UK market. The chart below shows, using data compiled by the Local Data Company, that PwC UK has found that 11,120 retail outlets have closed since the beginning of 2020, twice that of the previous year. (PwC UK, 2020)






(Local Data Company, 2020)


This sudden change in levels of unemployment is important to note, as changes in circumstances can severely affect the mental health of individuals in the long term. (Olesen, et al., 2013) A study conducted by Sarah C Olesen et al in 2013, published in the journal BMC Psychiatry, found that the mental health effects of job loss can negatively impact future employment.  The study finds that research conducted previously focused on individuals with pre-existing mental conditions. Olesen et al concludes that job loss and its impact on mental health affects a far larger proportion of the population, and as a result can affect the employment prospects of many groups of people. (Olesen, et al., 2013) 

Unemployment and mental health

The correlation between high unemployment and high levels of “psychological distress” (Niedzwiedz, et al., 2020) across a population is a well-studied phenomenon. An observational study conducted by Dr Carlos Nordt et al. from the University of Zurich published in the journal The Lancet Psychiatry, analysed the correlation between rising unemployment and suicide rates across 63 countries between the years 2000 and 2011. 
The study found:
· That annually there were on average 233,000 suicides
· 20% of annual suicides were associated with unemployment, totalling to 45,000
· Economic downturns during the period of 2007 to 2009 caused a rise of 4,983 suicides due to unemployment.
· Both men and women in all age groups from the age of 16 onwards were of equal risk

The study concluded that “Suicides associated with unemployment totalled a nine-fold higher number of deaths than excess suicides attributed to the most recent economic crisis.”. (Nordt, et al., 2015) The study also stressed that prevention strategies be put in place that focus on the unemployed, not only in times of economic downturn, but also in times of a stable economy. (Nordt, et al., 2015)
The chart below, using data compiled by the Office for National Statistics, shows an increase of 1.1% in the UK unemployment rate from 3.8% in the period of October-December 2019 to 4.9% in the period of August-October 2020. (ONS, 2020)
[image: ](Office for National Statistics, 2020)


This chart, along with the study conducted by Dr Carlos Nordt et al. shows us that it is imperative that strategies be put in place to mitigate the impact that the Coronavirus pandemic has on the mental health of unemployed individuals across the UK.

Impact of disruption to mental health services

Whereas the mental health impact of the Coronavirus pandemic on the unemployed is one factor to consider, another would be the impact on the UK population already seeking treatment for mental, neurological or substance issues prior to the pandemic. A survey by the World Health Organization on 130 countries between June and August 2020 found that mental health services have been disrupted or halted altogether in 93% of countries worldwide. (WHO, 2020) 
The survey also found:
· A majority of countries lack funding for an appropriate response to disruption to mental health services.
· A disproportionate response level to disruptions were found between high-income and low-income areas, with high-income areas responding to disruption in “multiple innovative ways”.
· Half of the responding countries were not collecting data on any mental health disorders caused directly or indirectly the Coronavirus pandemic.
As well as this, the WHO concluded that more data collection and research is required, as “fewer than one-tenth of countries are researching COVID-19 effects on brain health”. (WHO, 2020) 
This disruption also has a severe impact on the front-line workers of a country, such as police and hospital staff. B. Gavin et al, in the article Mental health and the COVID-19 pandemic, published in the Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, states that there is “an urgent need to develop an understanding of how we can assist frontline workers and their families to utilise adaptive coping strategies both in the short-term and to enhance future pandemic preparedness”. (Gavin, et al., 2020)

Conclusion

Taking into account the research that has already taken place regarding the topic of the impact that the Coronavirus pandemic has had on the mental health of both the population of the UK and the world as a whole, one can see that far more data collection and research needs to take place in order to ascertain how this pandemic will affect mental health in the long term. One can also conclude from this review that a majority of legislation across both the UK and the world has focused more on mitigating the immediate physical effects of the virus, rather than addressing the mental effect that it has on the population. A gap has been identified that can be researched further, as there is currently a very limited amount of data and research focused on the mental health effects that the pandemic has had on the population of South Wales specifically. One can see from this review that a less generalised set of data and research is needed to fully ascertain the effects of this pandemic will have on mental health in the long term. One can argue that very little of the research that has been found regarding this topic has been focused on particular sections of a population, it has instead focused more on the efforts of a country as a whole. 
After reviewing the current research, I can now turn my attention to gathering a collating data regarding a local population, rather than a general overview of a country’s population as a whole. Using this data, I believe that a more tailored response to the long-term mental health impact of the Coronavirus pandemic can be formulated. 
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