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Mental health
during 
COVID-19

We are reminded everyday that COVID-19 is still part of our lives. But as 
statistics are released and we learn about the daily death toll and, more 
cheerfully, news about how many people have recovered, we cannot see 
behind the numbers and the loss and suffering they hide.

The emotional suffering during the pandemic will remain with many people 
for the rest of their lives. But, where there is life, there is hope. Facing problems 
and getting the help you need to accept what has happened is the surest way 
of moving forward.

It is hoped that the few suggestions in this document will help people suffering 
emotionally from the tragedies of the pandemic to find solace and seek the 
assistance they need.

The unseen impact of the COVID-19 pandemic:

Grief is a unique experience for everyone. In the case of 
COVID-19, the loss can be made even harder because a 
connection with a family member or friend is severed before 
death occurs. Regulations dictate that hospital visits cannot 
take place, and even the ability of people to comfort each 
other at a funeral is impacted on. 

Clinical psychologist Dessy Tzoneva advises that staying 
connected with a person facing the end is what really counts. 

Losing a loved one to COVID-19:

Psychologist Dessy Tzonva says:

 If your loved one falls ill with    
 COVID-19 and needs to be    
hospitalised, make sure to stay connected.  

Even though it’s incredibly tough, let them 
talk about death if it’s on their mind. They may 
be trying to work through fears, repair 
relationships, settle affairs, feel more 
prepared… It’s okay for you to think about 
these things too. It doesn’t mean that you 
want [death] to happen or that by thinking 
about it you’ll make it happen.

Being honest and open at this time can allow 
us the opportunity to say the things we may 
later wish we’d said, especially if our loved 
one’s condition worsens suddenly. If you get 
the chance, take the time to say goodbye.

(https://www.discovery.co.za/corporate/covi19-how-to-deal-with-the-death-
of-a-loved-one)



Being patient with 
yourself, and allow 
yourself to grieve.

Coping with the death of a loved one:
Eventually, denial – the first emotion for many of us in this situation - is followed by acceptance. How we get there and the 
time it takes varies from person to person.  There are several things that help to move forward. They are:

Making sure that 
you eat, sleep and 
look after your 
health.

Turning to your 
faith if it comforts 
you.

Talking about your 
loved one, remember 
what made him or 
her special and 
celebrating them.

Consider connecting 
with others who have 
also experienced a 
loss and consider 
joining a support 
group. 

Remembering that 
life still has things 
to offer and seeking 
out things to do. 

Letting your 
feelings take you 
where they want 
you to go.

Leaning on others 
for comfort and 
support.



Finding it impossible 
to believe or accept 
that your loved one 
is gone.

What to do when nothing seems to help:
There is no shame in looking for help when you need it. Some of the signs that you may need professional counselling 
include:

Finding that your grief 
is getting stronger as 
time passes instead of 
becoming easier to 
accept.

Feeling scared, 
anxious or 
experiencing panic 
attacks.

Feeling tormented 
by guilt or regret.

Having your 
thoughts focused on 
your loved one.

Feeling numb or 
disconnected.

Finding it difficult 
to care for yourself 
and do the things 
you need to do.

Thinking that life is 
pointless or not worth 
living. Wishing that you 
could die.



The economic meltdown, 
job losses and 
retrenchments have 
driven a rise in depression.

Getting help
Help and advice on what to do, is just a call away at the South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG), a non-profit 
organisation that can give support for various challenges. They offer support groups and free telephonic counselling 24 hours 
a day, 7 days a week.

      Contact them toll-free on 0800 12 13 14 or send an SMS to 32312.

Many people live 
in a state of 
constant stress.

SADAG found that more than 
half of the people surveyed 
found themselves challenged 
by anxiety and panic.

Incidences of gender-based 
violence increased as people 
were confined during 
lockdowns.

COVID-19 has severely impacted the physical 
interactions between individuals. It has also 
reduced interactions between people and reduced 
contact with the outside world. The result has been 
an impact on overall mental well-being.

Adults are twice as likely 
to suffer from pandemic 
induced depression than 
children.

The mental health impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic:
A recent South African survey conducted across the public and private sectors and including the SA Depression and Anxiety 
Group (SADAG), found that:

Individuals previously exposed to traumatic 
events or experiencing continuous 
traumatic stress are particularly vulnerable 
to the possible development of a mental 
illness because of the COVID-19 pandemic.



Helping children cope with changes 
resulting from COVID-19

Children look to adults for guidance, and adults’ reactions 
lead their responses to stressful situations to what is 
happening around them. When talking to children about 
COVID-19:

Stay calm, listen and be reassuring.

Be aware of how you talk about COVID-19. Listen and 
respond to childrens’ thoughts and fears truthfully.

Explain social distancing and other safety precautions, 
including hand-washing and sanitising. 

Focus on the positive by saying that you now have more 
family time. Take time to share indoor and outdoor 
activities. 

Keep to a daily routine as children respond to regular 
schedules that provide a sense of calm and 
predictability. 

Offer lots of love.

Monitor television, internet, and social media viewing as 
information on COVID-19 designed for adults may cause 
anxiety and confusion in the minds of young children.

Being aware of your child’s mental 
health:

Pre-schoolers
Thumb sucking, bedwetting, 
clinging to parents, sleep 
disturbances, loss of appetite, 
fear of the dark, worsening 
behaviour and withdrawal.

School going children
Irritability, aggressiveness, 
clinginess, nightmares, school 
avoidance, poor concentration, 
and withdrawal from activities 
and friends.

Adolescents
Sleeping and eating 
disturbances, agitation, 
increased conflicts, physical 
complaints, delinquent 
behaviour and poor 
concentration.

Most children will manage well with the support of parents and 
other family members. If children show changes in behaviour, 
and display some of the symptoms below, consider consulting a 
professional if they occur for more than two weeks.
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To get advice and support, call:

The South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) 
toll-free on 0800 12 13 14 or send an SMS to 32312.

Griefshare, which operates sites across the country.  To find 
out more, log on to your browser, and type in ‘Griefshare 
branches in South Africa’.

Other helplines include:
Befrienders Bloemfontein offers 24-hour emotional 
support, via the crisis line and e-mail, to people 
experiencing feelings of distress or despair. Face-to-face 
counselling services are available to callers with access to 
Bloemfontein.
Tel: 051 444 5000

Lifeline South Africa offers 24-hour service to people in 
South Africa to address the psychological and social 
stresses and trauma that they are struggling to deal with.
Tel: 0861 322 322

SADAG Suicide Prevention Line
South African Depression and Anxiety Group's Suicide 
Prevention Line offers 24-hour support to people in South 
Africa who are at risk of suicide.
Tel: 0800 567 567

South Africa Suicide Crisis Helpline offers 24-hour support 
to people in South Africa who are in distress or at risk of 
suicide.
Tel: 0800 21 22 23
Tel: 0800 12 13 14

Tears Foundation provides assistance nationwide with a 
24-hour free SMS service to anyone who is a victim of rape 
and sexual abuse in South Africa.
Tel: *134*7355# / 010 590 5920
Email: info@tears.co.za

Steps to maintaining good 
mental health:

The Department of Health has outlined several ways to cope 
with the stress and mental strain caused by the pandemic. 
They include:

Ensuring that you do not overexpose yourself to information 
regarding the pandemic and personal interests, and other 
aspects of your life. Overexposure to information that is 
distressing for prolonged periods can increase the risk of 
psychiatric symptoms such as anxiety and depression. It is 
also important that information is accurate and trustworthy.

Maintaining healthy eating habits.

Exercising regularly.

Ensuring sleep habits are maintained

Avoiding excessive amounts of alcohol or caffeine.

Adopting practical methods of relaxation such as controlled 
breathing exercises and meditation. 

Talking about negative feelings with loved ones and creating 
a support system.

Seeking professional help if you find you are not coping.
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