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MENTAL WELLNESS FOR CAREGIVERS IN AN OUTBREAK 

     By Dr Chua Siew Eng, April 2020 
 

 

 

 

When was the last time that you learnt a new language?  We seem to 

be using new words these days (“self-isolation”, “telecommuting”, 

“social distancing”, “stay home notice”, “circuit breaker”) in daily 

conversations, announcements, news cycles and social media.  And 

we are focused on a single existential threat: the coronavirus and its 

global spread, also known as the covid-19 (coronavirus disease 

2019) pandemic.  There is an inescapable stream of information all 

about it, triggering all kinds of negative responses.  For example, we 

feel uncertain about the future: what is going to happen? We are also 

fearful of getting infected: will it affect one’s livelihood, job, studies?  

And many of us feel uneasy and unsafe amidst the daily tally of cases 

and deaths. Nobody knows what will happen. After all, this is a novel 

virus to which we lack immunity.  Like being in a house without walls 

or a car without doors, we perceive the threat to us and to those 

whom we care about.    
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Yet, we should remember that all this is temporary; it will pass, life 

can return to normal again.  

 

Certainly, is normal to feel all kinds of negative or emotional 

responses when faced with changes that are unexpected, even 

threatening. Most of us will feel discomfort and stress when subjected 

to constant or intense pressure.  It can lead to elevated stress levels 

which are associated with worries, fear, difficulty sleeping and 

concentrating, tiredness and low mood.  If this situation persists, it 

can increase risk for both mental (e.g. anxiety and depression) and 

medical illnesses (e.g. blood pressure, diabetes, asthma, 

cardiovascular disease and decreased immunity). Therefore stress 

management is an important protective measure for everyone, 

including patients, and their caregivers.  Here are some ways to  

relieve stress and prioritising health through these difficult times:  
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1. Self-care is important for everyone1:  

a) Arrange a news break (constant updates from the news cycle and 

social media can be distressing) 

b) Breathe….(prioritise health, eg relaxation breathing, stretching, 

meditation, eat healthy, exercise regularly, get enough sleep, avoid 

alcohol & drugs.) 

c) Communicate (talk to friends & family, let them know how you are).   

d) Do something you can enjoy. 

 

2. Self-care is especially important for caregivers 2,3 : 

a) Remember to keep yourself healthy. Caregivers experience more 

mental and physical stress, even during normal times.  

b) All of the above in 1. apply to those under your care, who may 

benefit from your communication and reassurance (eg take time to 

answer questions, share facts in a way that they are understandable, 

sharing how you manage stress) 
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c) If you are caring for the “extremes of age”:  For children who are at 

home due to school closure, try to follow a schedule for learning, 

exercise or fun activities. For seniors and/or those with preexisting 

conditions, as they are potentially more vulnerable to disease, we 

may try to practise “social distancing” as one aspect of infection 

control through physical distancing or limiting face-to-face visits. To 

pass the time, perhaps they can take up a project (eg cooking, 

arranging photos) to keep themselves occupied.  One can still keep in 

touch via telephone, writing a card, or online (if practicable) can be 

mutually reassuring.   

d) Our own organization CAL (Caregiver Alliance Limited) is keeping 

in touch with caregivers of mentally ill persons via telephone or social 

media to provide support.  To comply with “social distancing” 

measures, classroom training had to be suspended and the plan is to 

shift to online teaching until physical classes can resume. 

 

3. Developing mental resilience:  

Research shows that in helping others, one can also experience 

mental wellbeing and stress relief, probably mediated through release 
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of chemicals like endorphins.  Given that “this is as much a 

psychological battle as a medical one” 4, maintaining mental wellness 

and managing stress will help us (and those we care for) to overcome 

challenging times, back to normal daily life once more. While we 

practise “social distancing”, it does not equate to social isolation or 

loneliness, but it can even reveal humanity.  For example, some of us 

may have been checking in friends, or those who live alone or are 

somehow vulnerable, perhaps asking what help is needed (eg 

essential errands or deliveries) for those in self-isolation or quarantine 

- small gestures that provide comfort and hope.   

During these challenging times, individuals with mental health 

problems have been suffering increased stress levels.  In my 

practice, we have seen a bank officer could not sleep well due to guilt 

from furloughing staff; a student who felt anxious about switching to 

online classes and examinations; a tech worker who was sad and 

angry about a lost job offer; a caregiver who was distressed about not 

being able to visit aged and frail parents.  It appears that they shared 

a common attribute: they had each lost something which they had 

previously taken for granted.  Something simple or basic – yet, part 

and parcel of daily life.   
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We know that pandemics bring devastating loss, but they are also 

transient.  In a sense, they compel society to re-evaluate how 

behaviour and habits should change so as to prevent future 

outbreaks.  Perhaps, through facing the present adversity of covid-19 

pandemic, it may even reveal strength and resilience in each of us.  

After the pandemic is over, there will be important lessons to learn 

about preventing recurrence so as to protect the health, wellbeing 

and livelihood of our communities.  In the meantime, let’s practice 

good self-care and stay resilient – we will find the path back to daily 

life once more. 

Sources:  

1. Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, USA:  https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prepare/managing-

stress-anxiety.html ) 

 

2. Johns Hopkins Medical School, Baltimore, USA: https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-

diseases/coronavirus/coronavirus-caregiving-for-the-elderly 

 

3. World Health Organisation: https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/world/coronavirus-covid-19-world-health-

organization-who-youths-12563050 

 

4. Ministry of Health, Singapore: https://www.moh.gov.sg/news-highlights/details/statement-by-mr-gan-kim-yong-minister-

for-health-at-parliament-on-the-update-on-whole-of-government-response-to-covid-19 
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