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Blog Entry 1

The Effect of Children and Young Peoples Mental Health during the COVID-19 pandemic

The effect on children's mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic is a cause for concern. The necessary move by the UK Government to close schools and restrict movement helped save thousands of lives; however, the impact of such a move on our children has been profound. The anxiety, the fear of becoming ill, lack of contact with family outside of the home and loss of everyday routines has had a devastating impact on the nation's mental health. A survey carried out by a charity called Young Minds has shown that 80% of respondents agreed that the COVID-19 pandemic had worsened their mental health, with 41% of those stating it had made their health "much worse". They are presenting feelings of anxiety, isolation, a loss of coping mechanisms or a loss of motivation. Among the 1000 respondents of the survey, they have stated that while receiving mental health support in the three months leading up to the crisis, 31% said they could no longer access the support but still needed it. A report published by Gareth Iacobucci (2022) suggests that a generation of young people is at risk of being left behind due to the pandemic's disproportionate impact on their mental health. Key findings of the report show that there was an 81% increase in referrals for children and young people's mental health services between April and September compared to the same period in 2019. There were over 15000 urgent or crisis care referrals for children and young people during the same period, a massive 59% increase compared to 2019. The number of children and young people waiting to start treatment for an eating disorder has quadrupled from pre-pandemic levels. 

Historically children and young people's mental health would be assessed by a general practitioner (GP) and forwarded to the CAMHS service provided by the National Health Service (NHS). However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, with low attendance at GP surgeries, mental health problems initially were low in presentation. A report by McNicholas et al. stated that from September 2020, there was a sharp spike with a peak of 180% in November 2020 compared to previous years. This report suggested that it was unclear how the services would now cope with this surge in demand. To deal with the unprecedented levels, the NHS and mental health services had to rely on phone and video consultations due to the government restrictions imposed, and overall, telepsychiatry has proved a positive move with it being viewed as a convenient and safe way to provide patient care (Smith et al. (2019). The UK Government announced in March 2021 an extra £79 million for CAMHS on top of the £1.4 billion pledged in 2015 to help sustain its service and improve access for many children and young people (UK Government, 2021).
Blog Entry 2

The Mental health of Older People during the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a lasting effect on older persons in the UK, and in terms of morbidity and mortality, COVID-19 disproportionately affects frail, older people, resulting in severe respiratory illness and delirium. The UK Government (2020) advised all people over 70 to start shielding and advised them to stay home to reduce face to face interaction with other people as much as possible. Older people were advised to stay indoors, have groceries delivered, and avoid contact with friends and family to minimise the spread of COVID-19 within a high-risk group. This social isolation of older people has profoundly affected mental health and can affect health later in life. A report by Laura Nellums (2020) suggests that socially isolated older people are more likely to develop depression, psychological distress, and cognitive decline. Whilst shielding older people as part of an essential part of the public health response to COVID-19, there are worrying concerns about the physical impact and long-term mental health problems. Older persons whose only social contact out of the home, such as day centres, community centres, and places of worship, are disproportionally affected and are placed at additional risk as those who are already lonely, isolated, and secluded. 

A study by Age UK (2021) has stated that a third of people aged 60 and older have been feeling more anxious and less motivated to do things since the pandemic. Staggering stats show that in the last seven days, 37% of people over the age of 70 have not left their home or have only for work, exercise, basic needs or health reasons. Alzheimer's Society (2022) suggest that Dementia is also a mental illness that has been undoubtedly affected during the COVID-19 pandemic. Dementia has accelerated considerably in lockdown for most older people with the illness; the lack of support from carers, family or friends to ensure a routine is kept for sufferers has declined due to lack of face-to-face care. The lack of mental stimulation and socialising has had a detrimental effect leaving loved ones feeling more confused, forgetful and repeating the same conversations. The Alzheimer’s Society has reported that the most significant spike in deaths was people with Dementia during the COVID-19 pandemic; although not attributed to coronavirus, the isolation that older people are feeling has tragically sped up the mortality of those who have Dementia.





Blog Entry 3

How will COVID-19 impact mental ill health and those with pre-existing inequalities?

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), global anxiety and depression rates increased by 25% in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. Ninety percent of countries have already included mental health and psychosocial support in their COVID-19 response plans because of fears about mental health conditions increasing, but there are still major gaps. A major cause of the increase is the unprecedented stress resulting from the social isolation caused by the pandemic. Additionally, people were restricted in their ability to work, seek support from loved ones, and get involved in their communities. There have also been stressors linked to anxiety and depression as listed in the ICD-11, including loneliness, fear of infection, pain and suffering for oneself and for loved ones, and financial worries. Suicidal thoughts are common among health workers who are exhausted. A report by Marshall, Bibby & Abbs stated evidence suggests that pre-existing inequalities in mental health are widening. According to University College London (UCL) (2022), which monitored the mental health symptoms of 90,000 UK adults throughout the lockdown, anxiety and depression levels decreased as lockdown measures began to lift in early June. Yet these rates remained highest among young people, people with lower household incomes, those with mental illness, those with children, and those in urban areas.

In a new report, Marmot (2020) asserted that families at the bottom of the social and economic scale were losing out before the pandemic, and are now suffering even more, losing health, jobs, lives and educational opportunities. According to Marmot, these social inequalities must be addressed no matter what the cost, and it is not enough to revert to how things were before the pandemic. Marmot painted a grim picture, which was supported by statistics showing the poorest families suffer the most. COVID-19 is most likely to affect men and women living in overcrowded conditions in the most deprived areas of the country. The highest death rates under the age of 64 are among caregivers and those in the leisure and service industries. There is a higher risk of death for people from black, Asian, and ethnic minority groups who work as taxi drivers, bus drivers, security guards, carers, and other low-paid jobs.

There are people whose mental health is at the greatest risk, including those with mental illness, those with long-term physical conditions, women and children experiencing violence and abuse, and those from Black, Asian and other minority ethnic communities. As a result of the combination of existing structural inequalities and the unequal impact of the pandemic, those whose mental illness was most at risk before the Covid-19 outbreak are more likely to bear the brunt of the emergency in the long run. During this time, poverty, financial precariousness, racism, and discrimination have all been on the rise. 

Blog Entry 4 

How will COVID-19 impact mental health of social care workers?

COVID-19 exposes frontline social care workers not just to physical but also psychological risks. Caring for children at home, having an infected family member, and having a lower household income were associated with adverse mental health outcomes. It has been shown that psychosocial and workplace measures can improve employees' working lives, and that these measures, in turn, can improve their mental well-being, despite not being explicitly mental health support services. Interventions to ease caregiver or childcare burden and reduce financial stressors, such as hazard pay, might ameliorate negative mental health outcomes. Self-care is also essential given the benefits of diet, exercise, and sleep. Better psychological outcomes were associated with clear communication, adequate personal protective equipment (PPE), adequate rest, and both practical and psychological support. It is important to remember that the concern about inadequate PPE during the covid-19 pandemic has focused on the risk of infection, but a study by Gold (2020) highlights that lack of PPE can negatively affect mental health as well. It is such institutional betrayal -- when trusted and powerful institutions act in ways that cause harm to those who rely on them for safety and wellbeing -- that compounds trauma. As a mitigation, care homes should listen to staff concerns and assist in obtaining PPE. 

Evidence of the impact on social care workers mental wellbeing is alarming. Four out of five social care staff in a survey by Hussein (2020) reported feeling 'tense, uneasy or worried' more often since COVID-19 began. Moreover, three out of five respondents reported feeling depressed, gloomy, or miserable more often than before the pandemic. According to a Queen's Nursing Institute (2020) survey, 56% of care home nurses reported feeling worse than normal in terms of both their physical and mental wellbeing.

The government must do everything possible to protect social care workers in the short term. Vaccinations are given to social care workers first. Social care workers have now been subjected to regular testing (as well as home care workers). In addition to extending the Infection Control Fund, however, the COVID-19 social care winter plan made no additional financial support for staff available. To retain experienced members of the existing workforce, the task force that advised on the development of this plan recommended a loyalty bonus. A longer-term analysis of the impact of COVID-19 on the social care workforce is needed. COVID-19 has also brought to light the deep-seated workforce issues in social care (of pay, retention, progression, working conditions, and society's recognition). Funding and reform of the fragmented and complex social care system are necessary to resolve these problems. By 2023/24, the sector will require around £11 billion in additional funding to stabilise services, improve pay and conditions for staff, and deliver much-needed funding reform (The Health Foundation, 2020).
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