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Introduction In January 2020 the World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared the outbreak of a new coronavirus disease, 
COVID-19, to be a Public Health Emergency of International 
Concern. This marked the announcement of a new pandemic. 
By 20 May as many as 5 million people globally had tested 
positive with the virus. Over 325,000 lives had been claimed. 
While this has become a massive public health concern 
around the world, the health impacts cannot be measured 
purely in terms of people’s physical wellbeing. Covid-19 will 
also take a heavy toll on people’s mental wellbeing.  

As a mental health campaigner over many years, I have often 
cited the commonly used statistic that one-in-four people 
will experience mental health issues during their lives. This 
figure has quickly become outdated against the backdrop of 
a global pandemic.  At the beginning of the UK’s lockdown 
in March, over 40% of adults claimed to be concerned about 
their mental health.  That equates to over 20 million people.  

Against the backdrop of Mental Health Awareness Week (18-
22 May) it is important that we recognise that the economic 
and social lockdown, designed to prevent the spread of 
the virus, has brought with it a wide range of mental and 
psychosocial impacts which we cannot even begin to 
quantify at this stage. 

Society has experienced a sudden and deep trauma: it is 
not just the loss of 35,000 lives, but the millions of social 
interactions at schools, colleges, workplaces, cafes, bars and 
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restaurants that all came to an end on 23 March with no exit strategy in place. The mental 
health effects of which will last long after the physical impact has subsided.  

Millions of British workers have experienced fundamental changes in their working 
patterns with nearly half of all workers working from home. 6 million people have had 
their employment furloughed. At the time we conducted our research around 3% of 
respondents (that’s 1 million workers) had already lost their jobs and had applied for 
unemployment benefits. Many of those who remain in work do so with a heavy sense of 
unease and uncertainty about what the future may hold.  

As a result of these changes, we are all undergoing a heightened sense of stress, fear 
and anxiety - as well worrying about our family and friends, particularly those in ‘at risk’ 
groups, such as elderly relatives and those with underlying health conditions. The health 
of our family and friends is now the most pressing concern among the UK population, 
more so than our own mental health or financial predicament.  

To address these issues, the WHO Department of Mental Health and Substance Use 
published a series of messages during March that can be used in communications to 
support mental wellbeing during the outbreak.  Our report combines the WHO guidance, 
with fresh consumer research conducted by Cicero/AMO on 19 May, to provide an easy-
to-read summary of the key messages which can be useful as part of our personal strategy 
for dealing with mental health concerns at the current time.
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THE IMPACT ON PEOPLE’S 
WELLBEING

Looking at how Covid-19 is impacting on 
people’s wellbeing we can already see 
how the pandemic has had an immediate 
impact on shaping people’s concerns. This 
reveals a blend of health and financial 
worries though not surprisingly it is the 
health concerns which come out on top.  

Physical health is the major concern 
effecting UK adults at the current time, but 
we also see major concerns around mental 

health and wellbeing and many people 
find it difficult to make the transition 
towards the new normal. Periods of 
rapid and profound change can often 
lead to uncertainty and anxiety. 

32% of our fellow Britons claim to be 
feeling a sense of loneliness and are 
missing their daily social interactions.  
20% said that they feel stressed and 
anxious all the time.  

The key question is how do we manage 
that anxiety? 
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The threats to me and my family’s 
health

62%
The threat to the overall economy

58%

The threat to the health system / 
key workers

50%

The threat to me and my family’s 
mental health

32%

The impact on poverty and social 
inequality

31%

The threat to my long-term 
personal finances

28%

Which of the following Coronavirus related issues are currently causing you anxiety or concern?

32%...
 of Brits are feeling a 
sense of loneliness

20%...
 of Brits  feel stressed 
and anxious all of the 

time
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RAPIDLY CHANGING LIFESTYLES

Alongside the widespread feeling of anxiety and concern, we can see number of 
common behavioural changes which all point towards a population under huge 
stress and strain. 

Notably, working patterns have changed with over 6 million people now furloughed 
and over 1 million extra claims for unemployment benefits. 

As many as 17 million people across the UK expect to experience money troubles 
during the lockdown (assuming it lasts until early June). Nearly half of the UK’s 
workforce has been working from home during the lockdown according to 
government figures. Many of these workers have had to combine this experience 
with providing home schooling for their children.  

Which of the following statements have applied to you during the lockdown?

27%

17% 16%
13%

8% 7%

I have been 
furloughed

I am now 
working 

from home

I am home 
schooling 

my children

Made 
redundant 
/ contract 
work has 
dried up

I continue 
to work as I 
did before 
lockdown

I am working 
longer 

hours (e.g. 
covering 

furloughed 
colleagues)
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1. AVOID THE BLAME GAME

When faced with an existential threat 
on this scale it is natural that fear will 
become the overriding emotional human 
response. 

As WHO reported in March, it is 
important that we do not let that 
fear cause us to blame or stigmatise 
particular groups or parts of our 
communities. In the US, for example, 
there have been numerous voices in the 
media and among the political class, who 
have routinely referred to Coronavirus 
as the ‘Chinese’ virus or ‘Chinese 
Coronavirus’. 

WHO recommends that we all avoid 
attaching the disease to any particular 
ethnicity or nationality: “people who 
are affected by COVID-19 have not 
done anything wrong, they deserve our 
support, compassion and kindness”. 

Any form of negative thought or 
negative energy should be resisted.  Try 
to maintain a positive mindset and focus 
your daily routine on positive things 
you can do to take control, and feel in 
control, of your own circumstances. 

Don’t look to blame others. 

32%...
are worried about their mental 
health and wellbeing

20%...
feel stressed and anxious all 

the time

Thinking about some of the ways in which Covid-19 has already changed our lives, which of the 
following statements do you agree with?
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2. LIMIT THE INTAKE OF BAD NEWS

The media play a critical role in 
conveying information to the public, 
which needs to be accurate, trusted 
and presented in a calm manner. 
Unfortunately, not all news outlets are 
looking to provide such reassurance. 
Some news editors, and some presenters, 
prefer to exploit negative news angles. 
As the old newsroom saying goes “if it 
bleeds, it leads”.

Social media is particularly prone 
to misinformation with platforms 
becoming incubators for conspiracy 
theories.  In recent weeks, several fake 
news reports have wrongly linked 5G 
telecommunications to the spread of 
novel Coronavirus. This may sound far-

fetched but it has led to arson attacks on 
several mobile telephone masts across 
England. 

We all now live in a 24-hour news 
environment which means that avoiding 
the negative news agenda is difficult at 
the best of times.  WHO recommends 
that people minimise watching, reading 
or listening to news about Covid-19 if it 
makes them feel anxious or distressed. 
Seek information only from trusted 
sources and limit the number of updates 
you receive to once a day. 

By the same token, people might also 
wish to avoid social media chat rooms 
altogether. Get the facts; not rumours 
and misinformation. Facts can help to 
minimise fears. 
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Which of the following statements have applied to you during the Coronavirus lockdown?

36% 33%

20% 18%

Watching the news 
makes me depressed 

or anxious

I try to limit the time 
I spend watching the 

news

Social media makes 
me feel anxious or 

angry

I try to limit the time 
I spend on social 

media
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3. BUILD POSITIVE BEHAVIOURS 
INTO DAILY ROUTINES

This doesn’t mean adopting that 
infamous ‘British stiff upper lip’ and 
pressing on through adversity. It 
means taking small steps every day to 
change the mood both within our own 
households but also within our wider 
communities. 

Waking up each morning with a positive 
approach and a positive mental attitude 
can help to ingrain positive behaviour 
change.  This can mean taking conscious 
steps to lead a healthier lifestyle, give 
something back to the community, as 
well as taking time out every week to 
honour our healthcare and social care 
workers. Acknowledging the positive role 
these key workers play in saving lives 
and keeping all our loved ones safe can 
make all of us feel better.  

Taking small steps every day to feel good 
and lift our spirits can have a powerful 
cumulative impact on building our 
mental resilience and creating a feel-
good factor at a time when there is so 
much negative news.  Learn simple daily 
physical exercises to perform at home, 
in quarantine or isolation so you can 
maintain mobility and reduce boredom.

Keep regular routines and schedules 
as much as possible or help create new 
ones in a new environment, including 
regular exercising, cleaning, daily chores, 
singing, painting or other activities. Keep 
in regular contact with loved ones (e.g. 
via telephone, e-mail, social media or 

video conference).  The figures below 
show that only a small minority of 
Britons are currently putting these steps 
in place. 

47%...
believe the crisis 
will result in people 
finding time to 
volunteer in the local 
community

21%...
say that it is now 
easier to find time 
to exercise and eat 
more healthily

18%...
are finding it easier 
to make time to call 
parents and other 
family members
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4. TAKE CARE OF COLLEAGUES

Looking out for colleagues is essential, 
particularly with millions of people becoming 
temporarily furloughed or working from home, 
trying to adapt to new lifestyles and working 
patterns. As managers, keeping staff protected 
from chronic stress and poor mental health 
during this response means that they will have 
a better capacity to fulfil their roles.

Employers need to ensure that good quality 
communication and accurate information 
updates are provided to all staff. Ensure that 
staff are aware of where and how they can 
access mental health and psychosocial support 
services and facilitate access to such services.

Mentoring and buddying co-workers is also 
critical in helping to provide support, monitor 
stress and performance. With many of us 
now spending several hours per day on video 
conferencing calls, it is important to ensure 
that not all calls are work-related. To relieve 
the intensity of the ‘working from home’ 
approach, ensure that you build in time for 
colleagues to provide social support to each 
other.
  
Managers and team leaders are facing 
similar stresses to their staff and may 
experience additional pressure relating to the 
responsibilities of their role. It is important 
that the above provisions and strategies are in 
place for both workers and managers.



11

COVID-19 
IMPACT  

Which of the following things has your employer done / or proposed doing to protect your health and 
wellbeing as a result of the Coronavirus? (Those in emplyment only)

Limit the amount of time I spend on call / video conferencing

28%

17%

8%
Enforce social distancing in the workplace

Allow me to work from home

15%
Organise staff socials via video conferencing

13%
Access to wellness apps and web tools

9%
Online fitness or wellness classes

9%
Free telephone-based counselling

Helped me buy a bike to avoid public transport

10%

8%

5%

Stagger my working times to avoid rush hour

Provide adequate PPE to keep me safe

WORKING 

ENVIRONMENT

REMOTE
SUPPORT

HEALTH RELATED 

PROCESS
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5. LOOK OUT FOR VULNERABLE LOVED 
ONES

Following the decision to close schools and nurseries, 
many people will not only see major changes in their 
working patterns, but they will also need to provide 
full-time childcare and become educators.  

During times of stress and crisis, it is common for 
children to seek more attachment and be more 
demanding on parents. Discussing COVID-19 with 
children in an honest and age-appropriate way 
may ease their anxiety. Children will observe adults’ 
behaviours and emotions for cues on how to manage 
their own emotions during difficult times.  

Help children find positive ways to express feelings 
such as fear and sadness. Every child has his or 
her own way of expressing emotions. Sometimes 
engaging in a creative activity, such as playing or 
drawing can facilitate this process. Keep children 
close to their family ensuring that during periods 
of separation, regular contact with parents and 
grandparents is maintained via telephone calls and 
social media. 

Older adults, especially in isolation and those with 
cognitive decline/dementia, may become more 
anxious, angry, stressed, agitated and withdrawn 
during the outbreak or while in quarantine. Share 
simple facts about what is going on and give clear 
information about how to reduce risk of infection 
in words older people with/without cognitive 
impairment can understand. Repeat the information 
whenever necessary. Instructions need to be 
communicated in a clear, concise, respectful and 
patient way. 

If you have an underlying health condition, make 
sure to have access to any medications that you 
are currently using. Activate your social contacts to 
provide you with assistance, if needed. 

66%
Expect to become more family orientated

47%
Will develop a stronger community spirit

40%

29%

Feel a stronger sense of community

Check in on neighbours

18%
Feel more connected with elderly relatives

16%
Explain what is happening to their kids

15%
Spend more time playing with their 
children to normalise things

HOW PEOPLE HAVE ALREADY REACTED

HOW PEOPLE EXPECT TO CHANGE IN THE 
FUTURE
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Cicero/AMO is a full-service 
communications and market research 
agency. We design and deliver award-
winning corporate, brand, political and 
regulatory campaigns across all major 
business sectors from our offices in 
London, Brussels and Dublin.

Working in a rapidly changing, fiercely 
competitive world we know that you 
don’t simply find opportunities – you 
must create them. It’s the creed we live 
by and practice for our clients every day.

Whatever the audience, consumer, 
business or government, Cicero/AMO is 
trusted to deliver.

About Cicero/amo

Research design 
and creative by

Improving the UK’s mental 
health resilience
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