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I am a psychotherapist, which means I am orientated towards how people feel and 
experience things with a view to understanding them and improving things. I am also 
a sociologist who is interested in how big social trends affect people. On top of this I 
am an autoethnographer, I use my own experience to think about the big stuff. 
 
I have been aware of the news from Asia for a while, and some of my friends have 
been warning that COVID-19 would become a global problem. I first started noticing 
things were getting closer on 4 March, when I walked around an unusually deserted 
department store. Things had intensified five days later with hand-washing and 
discussions about cancelling events. By 14 March it was clear that something very 
big was happening. I was particularly affected by news from Italy about a lockdown, 
and a video of Italians sending out a warning about what was to come. 
 
This piece of writing is an attempt to glean and share knowledge of how people are 
experiencing the pandemic. It's not a universal statement, it reflects the world I am in. 
This world is Newham, a highly multicultural and impoverished borough of east 
London. My world is also queer and feminist, fairly educated and creative. My 
knowledge comes from friends, colleagues, loved ones, my world of work. 
 
There is also a lot to learn from all the marginal people of the world who have 
powerful survival skills; anxious people who have done a lot of work on their 
problems and have honed their self-soothing tactics; chronically ill people who know 
about self-care; frontline workers and people who are already deep in the pandemic 
who are seeing things without spin; people who have survived AIDS and Ebola 
devastation. I offer thanks to friends who commented on an earlier draft. 
 
What follows are scraps of what I have found so far. I am coming to think of it as 
Virus Labour and it takes up a lot of energy, not least the struggle to remain informed 
and to reach out to others. This is a crisis mentality that is coining new terms like 
Corona Stress and Pandemic Panic. This knowledge will evolve as the pandemic 
continues. 
 
I hope these observations chime with you and help you to feel less alone and afraid. 
The main thing to keep in mind is that everybody is losing their shit in some form and 
there is nothing to be ashamed of if you are also losing yours. 

Themes	
 
Amplification: COVID-19 has turned up the volume on what is already there. If you 
are already in trouble, your troubles are worsening; if you live in a grim place 
controlled by bad people, the grimness, corruption and lies will increase; if you 



struggle with something, those struggles will ramp up. The pandemic highlights 
previously existing problems that have not been resolved, including personal 
problems and political problems of privilege and inequality. 
 
Anger: shouting at people who aren't doing it right, road rage. The burn of being 
exposed to obnoxious views. A pressure cooker atmosphere, a very dangerous 
situation that may explode. Fury at politicians, who are currently a very bad batch of 
people to be holding the reins. Sensitive and informed people who have seen this 
coming have dealt with aggressive pathologising and disbelief.  
 
Anomie: increased suicidality because things become pointless when your daily 
structure is destabilised. Alternatively, the virus might offer you perspectives in your 
life about what does and doesn't matter though it might also bring up regret about 
past decisions. 
 
Being faced with impossible tasks: trying to process unfathomable amounts of 
quickly-changing information and disinformation; wanting to keep everyone safe; 
trying to fix systemic problems; managing something giant and knowable only to a 
few with extremely specialist knowledge. Overwhelm. 
 
Boredom: having fetishised busyness and productivity it is difficult to adapt to the 
long wait at home. Being stuck with people who are also freaking out, or someone 
whose delightfulness has worn off. 
 
Exploitation: political mobilising of hate, especially against weak and vulnerable 
people; a heyday for racism, ageism and ableism; a golden opportunity for rip-off 
merchants. The opportunistic introduction of repressive laws and the shock of how 
people capitulate. 
 
Fear: of death and dying alone; all the terrible things that could happen. Knowledge 
gaps and uncertainty create an opportunity for rumination and yet more fear. 
Escalating and depressing doom narratives. Using denial, cynicism and irony as 
coping methods.  
 
Hustle, action, urgency, immediacy: making big and dizzying decisions fast with no 
space for consideration. Doing things differently, having to adapt very quickly, to 
learn new technical skills, processes, ways of keeping yourself safe. Coping with 
systems that don't work. Disbelief of the decision-making that is happening now that 
would have been unthinkable a few short weeks ago. Confusion. 
 
Inadequacy: feeling that you should be able to cope with a massive level of 
uncertainty; feeling ashamed that you actually have feelings and needs; guilt for 
being human. 
 
Lots of loss: your income, job, daily structure. Your world may be imploding. 
Anticipating massive, unimaginable, devastating future loss. Being afraid of losing 



people, checking that we are still here and solid for each other. Loss of daily 
interconnectedness. 
 
Naivety: being like James and Hilda Bloggs in Raymond Briggs' When the Wind 
Blows, trying to survive a total calamity with household items and cheerfulness. 
 
Not knowing: how to do the things you used to do in these changed circumstances; 
what to prioritise in constantly shifting terrain; how to get essential supplies; what is 
safe or unsafe. 
 
Pain: loved ones stuck far away or unable to get home; feeling helpless and 
ignorant; The virus is not the same for everybody: the recognition that COVID-19 is 
especially hard on vulnerable and marginalised people who deserve better, and 
knowing that some of us are regarded as expendable. Watching people take risks, 
especially those who have no other options, is now more painful than ever. The likely 
long-term impacts of more psychological misery: loss and grief, PTSD, depression 
and anxiety. 
 
Stability: a profound need for safety; wanting to make sense of things (like me!); 
wanting things to stay the same when they are now, suddenly, very different, 
perhaps even apocalyptic. People making ersatz versions of in-person things that 
were important in their lives, trying to maintain continuity. Looking for anchors in 
nature, art and literature, research evidence, friends. Lots of desperate mental 
gymnastics and offers of bland and vague 'Mental Health' advice of varying degrees 
of usefulness and quality. 
 
Stress-related health problems: skin stuff, alopecia, IBS, nausea, migraine, raised 
blood glucose, blood pressure shooting up, flare-ups, etc. Sleeplessness. 
Psychosomatic illness. Relapses into bad coping mechanisms, eg addictions. Terror 
of everyday poorliness, coughs and sniffles, is it COVID-19 or something else? Am I 
infected? Am I a vector? Struggles to get normal healthcare within an overloaded 
and under-resourced system. 
 
The unrealness of it all: the strange energy of the world around us, the eeriness of 
the build-up, like a very odd snow day. Wondering when the novelty will wear off, if 
things will return to normal or if this is how life is now. Wondering if there even is a 
virus. 
 
Vulnerability: perhaps a surprising and uncomfortable realisation that you are a 
vulnerable person and worry about loved ones who are more vulnerable than you. 
Sickening dread if you have vulnerable dependents. 

Ten	Tiny	Crumbs	of	Comfort	
 
1. It's a really big thing to live through, a horrible time that is weirdly special, 
something that will change people 
2. Being home feels good when home is your sanctuary 



3. Busy people are finding that resting is actually quite nice and many people might 
benefit from a pause in their lives as a time to take stock and address things that 
have been neglected 
4. Cancelled plans sometimes come as a relief 
5. It is soothing to feel grateful for the things you have, eg a secure home, job, 
people who care about you, coping skills, basic infrastructure 
6. It's delightful to recognise and appreciate your own power and resourcefulness 
7. Some people are very inspiring in a crisis 
8. Trusted relationships feel even more golden and reconnecting with loved ones is 
very pleasurable 
9. You can switch off annoying colleagues if you are working from home and there's 
no horrible commute 
10. Someone I know cackled as they said: "We're all in this together, even George 
Osborne!" 
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