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The Unique Case of COVID-19

Invisible threat (who Is infected?)
Ambiguous threat (how bad will this get?)
Uncertain future (how long will this last?)

Global threat (no community is “safe”)



The Unique Case of COVID-19

Our need to “social distance” conflicts with
our natural desire to connect with
friends/family during stressful times

Typical sources of distraction
(professional or personal sports, gym,
restaurants/bars, movies, travel) are all
restricted

Disruption occurs in all aspects of life
(social, work, worship)



The Unique Case of COVID-19

It Is Important to acknowledge that:
Uncertainty is stressful

Anxiety Is appropriate under the
circumstances (“normal” reaction to “new
normal”)

Tell the truth: The situation may get worse
before It gets better

But if we work together, we can save lives
Minimizing the uncertainty Is disingenuous



The Media:
A Double-Edged Sword

People seek trusted information via the
media — media can provide critical
guidance

Rumors and misinformation appear on
social media (not vetted for accuracy)

Overexposure to media can amplify stress,
with downstream mental and physical
health effects



Factors Impeding
Community Resilience

Conflicting political agendas and
contradictory messages

Insincerity from one’s leaders

Community conflict



Maximizing
Community Resilience

Enlist community support via strong
social institutions (e.g., faith-based
alllances)

Promote shared values and
community solidarity

Bolster confidence in trustworthy
authorities (e.g., health professionals
fighting the disease on the front lines)



Maximizing
Community Resilience

Recognize that anxiety Is contagious,
but so Is compassion....

Encourage positive community
outcomes (e.g., altruistic behavior,
social cohesion, volunteerism)
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Definitions

Social Isolation: Is
objectively being alone,
having few relationships, or
infrequent social contact.

)

Social Connection:

Loneliness: Is subjectively
feeling alone. The
discrepancy between one’s
desired level of connection

and one’s actual level.

)

umbrella term for structure, functions, and quality of relationships



Long term health effects
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Source: Holt-Lunstad et al, 2015



Source: Holt-Lunstad, Smith & Layton, 2010



This evidence should not be used as
justification to ignore recommendations
that protect the public from the immediate
risk of COVID-19




Immediate Consequences



Feelings of distress are normal

* Proximity to trusted others signals safety



Shift mindset (appraisal
of situation)

Steps to help e e

oy s INAdrtuiness-pase
mltlgate Meditation
distress

Creative Expression
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Caution for long-term
social distancing

Less is known about connecting via tech long-term




Additional Resources

* NASEM 2020 report

https://www.nap.edu/resource/25663/Social%20Isolation%20and%20Loneliness
%20Report%20Highlights.pdf

* Meta-Analyses of Mortality Risk

https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25910392

* Social Connection as a Public Health Priority
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5598785/

* AARP: https://connect2affect.org/

More about my work on Social Connection/Isolation:
http://julianneholtlunstad.byu.edu/
Twitter @jholtlunstad
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