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Pandemic fatigue: What is it, really? And how can you cope with it?

Pandemic fatigue. Even if you’d never heard the phrase, you’d likely know
exactly what it means.
The WHO declared a worldwide pandemic on March 11, 2020, and despite
early assurances that it would be under control in a matter of weeks, 18
months later, we are still living in uncertain times and people old and
young around the globe are struggling to maintain their balance in a world
that seems to have slid off its axis.
What is pandemic fatigue?
Towards the end of 2020, the WHO issued a call to urge people against
pandemic fatigue, which it described it as “a lack of motivation to follow
recommended COVID-19 protection behaviours.” But the reality is that
pandemic fatigue is much more than being tired of being forced to wear a
mask, or following sanitising and hand-washing rituals. It’s much truer to
realise that it relates to the trauma the world has endured during the
pandemic, and the resultant effects on our physical and mental health.
It doesn’t matter whether you’ve had the jab or not, or whether you’ve had
Covid-19 or not, or what side of the fence you are on when it comes to
Covid mandates and passports, pandemic fatigue is one thing that we all
share.
Each of us has been affected in some way by loss – loss of a family
member or friend, loss of a friendship or relationship because of differing
beliefs and opinions regarding the virus, loss of business and
income,partially or completely, and most significantly, loss of life the way
we knew it.
The constant bombardment of pandemic statistics about sickness and
death adds further impetus to the syndrome. Prolonged as it has been and
with no end in sight, all these factors can have severe effects on our
physical and mental health.
It doesn’t help either that there is a plethora of conflicting research on the
effectiveness of public health measures aimed at reducing the spread of
the virus. Couple that with contradictory information, misinformation and
outright disinformation, and it becomes well-nigh impossible to maintain
any kind of mental and emotional balance. 



Signs of pandemic fatigue
 

Pandemic fatigue can be likened to a type of
burnout, a state of emotional, physical, and
mental exhaustion caused by excessive and

prolonged stress. Its symptoms include anxiety,
depressed mood, irritability, fear, apathy, fatigue,

weight gain, weight loss, increase in alcohol
consumption, sleeping too much or too little,

restless sleep, anger, irritability, frustration, or a
combination of these, and perhaps some new
ones will be added soon. In the context of all

we’ve lost during the pandemic, we must surely
add grief to the list, while there has also been a

dramatic rise in suicides.
In addition to the mental and emotional

consequences, physical effects can include
digestive issues, hair loss, headaches and
raised blood pressure, among others. The

combination of these symptoms points to the
need for increased awareness of pandemic
fatigue, and also, for ways to counteract its

effects.
 



How to overcome pandemic fatigue

Acknowledge
The first thing to do is to acknowledge that there’s no point
looking back to the ‘pre-pandemic normal’. Life as we knew it
has been upended by the pandemic, leaving broken lives
and trauma in its wake. But we are here now, and we have to
adapt.  Acknowledging that trauma, is the first step in
healing.  By thoroughly processing your emotions and
practicing emotional awareness and self care, you will start
to build your resilience against the negative impacts of the
pandemic. 

Take time to process your grief
Many people are actively grieving the loss of loved ones,
while others may not recognise that they are grieving
different losses as we’ve described above. Here’s what
experts advise in order to help you cope with your losses:
1. Acknowledge your pain
2. Accept that grief can trigger many different and    
    unexpected emotions
3. Understand that your grieving process will be unique to 
    you.
4. Seek out face-to-face support from people who care about
    you
5. Support yourself emotionally by taking care of yourself 
    physically
6. Recognise the difference between grief and depression
    which will require professional help. 



Back to basics
 

Are you drinking enough water?  Drinking water can prevent
dehydration, which can cause unclear thinking and result in
mood change and general fatigue. Dehydration also negatively
impacts memory, so staying hydrated is essential if you’re
suffering frompost-Covid brain fog. Drinking sufficient water
hasalso been shown to have natural calming properties, making
it an important step in managing your anxiety. 

 
Are you following a healthy diet and taking some exercise?
Improving your diet will give you increased energy levels, a
stronger immune system, and generally help you feel well. A
nutritious and balanced diet of lean proteins, carbs, and good
fats can help you eliminate any extra weight you may be
carrying. Apart from lifting your mood, this will also set you up
for a good outcome if you happen to contract Covid-19.  Sugar
cravings could mean that your body is lacking a vitamin or
nutrient, or that your blood sugar levels are off.  Emotional
stress oftentimes leads to craving sugar. We need to bear in
mind that stress directly impacts gut absorption which can
quickly lead to nutrient imbalances. If you suddenly are craving
sugar, check your stressors and remember the link. 

Exercise is another essential tool to keep in your pandemic
fatigue toolbox, to combat depression, anxiety, insomnia,
psychosocial stress, and general malaise. It also helps you
sleep better. Any exercisethat gets you moving and elevates
your heartrate, whether it’s jogging, swimming or simply walking,
is fine. Make sure to get some exercise every day.

 



Back to basics
 

Are you drinking enough water?  Drinking water can prevent
dehydration, which can cause unclear thinking and result in
mood change and general fatigue. Dehydration also negatively
impacts memory, so staying hydrated is essential if you’re
suffering frompost-Covid brain fog. Drinking sufficient water
hasalso been shown to have natural calming properties, making
it an important step in managing your anxiety. 

 
Are you following a healthy diet and taking some exercise?
Improving your diet will give you increased energy levels, a
stronger immune system, and generally help you feel well. A
nutritious and balanced diet of lean proteins, carbs, and good
fats can help you eliminate any extra weight you may be
carrying. Apart from lifting your mood, this will also set you up
for a good outcome if you happen to contract Covid-19.  Sugar
cravings could mean that your body is lacking a vitamin or
nutrient, or that your blood sugar levels are off.  Emotional
stress oftentimes leads to craving sugar. We need to bear in
mind that stress directly impacts gut absorption which can
quickly lead to nutrient imbalances. If you suddenly are craving
sugar, check your stressors and remember the link. 

Exercise is another essential tool to keep in your pandemic
fatigue toolbox, to combat depression, anxiety, insomnia,
psychosocial stress, and general malaise. It also helps you
sleep better. Any exercisethat gets you moving and elevates
your heartrate, whether it’s jogging, swimming or simply walking,
is fine. Make sure to get some exercise every day.

 



Are you taking time off to relax and destress?  There’s a wonderfulbit of simple advice
you can take that goes: ‘Control the controllables’. You can’t control the pandemic, but
you can control your response to it. Know that what you focus on becomes your
reality. Here are a few tipsto start to control your stress:
 
Be aware. Start a diary and categorise your thoughts. If they are negative, don’t
indulge in them. That doesn’t mean you can ignore them, rather, youcan set aside a
time every day to worry. This may sound strange, but it’s a great way to start to exert
control over your thoughts. At the scheduled time(which must be limited), write down
your worries, and then move on with your day. If you can think of a solution, then take
action to address that worry, otherwise, accept it.  
Try the 3-3-3 rule: During the pandemic, we can easily become beset by ‘what-if’
scenarios, which contemplate the direst outcomes. When you’re feeling overwhelmed
by worry, look around and name three things you see. Then, name three sounds you
hear. Finally, move three parts of your body—your ankle, arm and fingers. Whenever
your brain starts to race, this trick can help bring you back to the present moment.
Record your negative thoughts and replace them with life-affirming statements
Hang out with positive friends who don’t drag every conversation into negative
territory.
Read books or watch movies that inspire you and fuel your mind.
Play! Board games like scrabble or chess foster higher level strategic thinking and
problem solving. Ones that make you laugh are also extremely beneficial for your
state of mind.
Deep breathing, meditation and yoga are furtherwonderful stress relievers
Limit the tipple: If you enjoy an alcoholic beverageand become aware that you are
using it more than usual, acknowledge that and either limit or consider avoiding it. 
o Ensure that you get enough sleep. Set regular bed-times and avoid food or alcohol
at least two hours before to encourage good quality sleep.
Sun therapy: Daily exposure to fresh air and sunlight not only uplifts the mood - but is
also a potent immune booster. Sit in direct sunlight for at least 15 minutes a day when
you are feeling unwell. It has been proven to kill viruses, bacteria and fungi and
produces serotonin, a key hormone that stabilises our mood, feelings of well-being,
and happiness.
 Gratitude : Have an attitude of gratitude. Gratitude can change your life because it
makes you appreciate what you have rather than what you don't have. Gratitude can
be a source of inspiration that any person can tap into if they simply just stop and paid
attention to the simplistic beauty and miracle of life.
Home remedies: If they work for you, trust your gut and culture (or heritage) and use
them.



Our two top suggestions for stress relief are these:  
 

▪ Hug someone!  If you feel the urge to hug someone who is
clearly not sick, then don’t hesitate, do it! Hugging, and

closeness, is part of who we are. Keeping social distance,
being forced into isolation and mask-wearing are all

dehumanising acts that run completely counter to our need for
social interaction and touch. Asymptomatic spread of the virus
has been shown in numerous studies to be extremely rare, so
don’t let fear stop you from hugging someone if you want to.

Hugs are wonderful stress therapy, since they produce
neurochemicals like the hormone oxytocin, which slows down
heart rate and reduces stress and anxiety levels, as well as
endorphins, the natural ‘happy’ hormones. So hug and be

happy!
▪ Finally, don’t forget the enormous benefits of faith and

prayer, which can play a powerful role in bringing you inner
peace and calm.

 
Pandemic fatigue is real and can be debilitating, unless it is

recognised and dealt with. However, armed with an
understanding of what it is, knowing that you are not alone,
and by following the advice above, you will gain the strength

you need to cope during these uncertain times.
 


