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The corona virus(-es) pandemic… how can we thrive in the chaos of disconnection?   
As I write this on August 6th, 2020, the US reached a new milestone of 50 million 
CoVid-19 cases, with over 162,000 deaths to date.  That’s the equivalent of the 
entire population of Jackson, Mississippi dying within 6 months -  and predictions 
are that things may get much worse.   The impact on our healthcare system, 
economy, unemployment, education and family life has been undeniably 
devastating, and falls disproportionately on Communities of Color.[1-2]  More than 
anything in recent memory, the twin dislocations of the pandemic and the Black 
Lives Matter “awokening” have laid bare the tectonic fault lines which  transect all 
aspects of our lives..  Some prudent anxiety is  warranted…but the  relentless 
drumbeat of doom in the media may lead to a deeper, more personal risk. 

The current “coronapocalypse” is accompanied by waves of anxiety, 
depression and substance abuse. [3]  SARS-Covid-2 (the coronavirus that causes 
CoVid-19) strikes at primal and subliminal evolutionary fears:  the possibility of 
sudden death from something we can neither see nor defeat.  This primal fear 
triggers the autonomic “fight or flight” response and floods the body with 
adrenalin and cortisol.  Since humankind began, this unconscious – or better, PRE-
conscious reflex evolved to save us from immediate danger, like being chased by a 
bear.  But - because the pandemic threat isn’t going away – neither does the 
cortisol!   So it’s like being chased by a bear all the time, waking or sleeping. 

So…we know that chronic stress (read “too much cortisol all the time”) 
weakens the immune system, by reducing the density of lymphocytes available to 
fight off infection.[4-5] Paradoxically, this  makes us MORE susceptible to the very 
threat we’re trying to avoid!    In a recent study of 775 adults residing in the U.S., 
individuals who were functionally impaired by their fear and anxiety of the 
coronavirus exhibited greater hopelessness, suicidal ideation, spiritual crisis, and 
alcohol/drug coping, than those who were appropriately anxious, but not impaired 
by it.[6] 

The long-term activation of the stress-response system and the overexposure to 
cortisol and other stress hormones that follows can disrupt almost all your body's 
processes. This puts you at increased risk of many health problems, including:[7] 

 



• Anxiety 
• Depression 
• Digestive problems 
• Headaches 
• Heart disease 
• Sleep problems 
• Weight gain 
• Memory and concentration impairment 

In addition to the obvious impacts of CoVid-19, consider the combination of 
increased stress, social isolation, reduced access to treatment & recovery resources, 
alcohol and cannabis sales considered to be “essential services”, loss of income, 
grief over losses…could there be a more perfect storm for relapse? [8-9] 

 

A further disastrous effect of the pandemic is the relative impact on what the CDC 
calls the social determinants of health. Inequities in income, housing, access to 
healthcare, food security, options for recovery and social privilege are immensely 
magnified by the current crisis.  Outreach to unhoused persons, food pantries, 
shelters, needle exchange initiatives, access to naloxone and many more social 
supports are disproportionally impacted by the pandemic.  This leaves 
economically disenfranchised and socially marginalized persons at greatly 
increased risk for addiction and relapse, as well as infection. [10]  

Another circle in the Venn Diagram of despair is the co-occurrence of a major 
mental disorder along with addiction, poor supports, medical anxiety and social 
isolation.  Researchers have recently developed the  “COVID Stress Scales” which 
measure danger and contamination fears, fears about economic consequences, 
disease-related xenophobia or fear of foreigners, compulsive checking & 
reassurance seeking, and traumatic stress symptoms about COVID-19. [11]  Persons 
who were already predisposed to clinical depression, anxiety, personality disorders 
or trauma responses are now at greater risk with fewer resources. [12]  Even worse, 
being isolated at home with an abusive family member heightens the sense of 
urgency to “escape in place” with substances or addictive behaviors. [13]  

 
 The pandemic is a syndrome [14]– connection is the cure.  So if social 
disconnection and unconscious cortisol are the culprits, what’s the solution?   
Anything that can mindfully bring our nervous system back into the window of 
tolerance.  Fortunately, a number of things have been demonstrated by research to 
reduce serum cortisol and its effects on the body. 



If disconnection is the problem, the solution is to connect.  We need to take 
responsibility for our own well-being.  We can find new ways to re-c onnect with 
our sense of “response-ability”. 

1. Connect to the science.  Follow the research, and evaluate information  
critically.  Doctors Facebook, Google and Fox  are not licensed  to 
practice medicine in your state! Stick to the facts and reasonable 
assumptions  – logic and  rational  discourse can reduce anxiety and 
stress.   Sensationalism and uneducated guesswork do not. [15]  Dr.Jerome 
Adams, US Surgeon General, recommends following the 3 W’s:   

                       Wash your hands, Watch your distance and Wear a mask. 
2. Connection with self:  meditation and mindfulness exercises.    Research 

has shown that mindfulness exercises  and meditation reduce cortisol 
levels and overall stress response. [16]  

3. Connection with our body:  Physical exercise (including Yoga, Tai Chi 
and Qigong) has been demonstrated to “burn off” adrenalin and cortisol, 
replacing them with oxytocin and endogenous opioids. [17-18] 

4. Connection with others:   
a. Practice social connection in spite of physical distancing.  The 

“hello hug” may  be out for the time being…and sadly  missed! [19] 
But the requisite 6 feet is less than the distance of a smile…and 
you can smile, even with a mask!   Research on the Polyvagal 
Theory indicates that neuroception – the preconscious moment of 
connection – is determined by the eyes, more than the mouth. [20] 
So “smile with your eyes!”   

b. Social support has been demonstrated to reduce stress and promote 
healing. [21-22]   But now most social interactions are virtual.   
Choose to restrict your media diet of “doom-scrolling” and instead 
connect with people who are positive and hopeful. 

c. Connecting over video (eg. ZOOM or FaceTime) is almost as 
satisfying as being there in person – the auditory and visual 
conversational cues are intact. [23]  Most peer recovery support 
meetings have now established an on-line presence. 

5. Connection with pets:  Humankind has known for millenia that 
connecting with a loving pet has great soothing qualities.  In isolation 
from others, we get “skin-starved” – cuddling with a pet can be a 
delightful antidote. [24] 



6. Connection with nature:  Take a walk, but walk mindfully.  Stroll with all 
your senses… be mindfully aware of the sounds, smells, the sensations 
on your skin, and the rhythm of your body as it connects with the world 
around you. [25] 

7. Finally – and perhaps most important – connection with “all that is”.  
Take time to commune with whatever helps the Universe make sense to 
you – God, a Higher Power, Great Mystery or ???.  As humans, we have 
an innate “need for Wonder” that can help enrich and sustain us.  

And what does all this have to do with “preventing relapse?”  Perhaps it’s worth 
taking a look through the other end of the binoculars – merely preventing a 
resurgence of symptoms is living in the hole of a donut.  Granted, the hole is 
important…if it doesn’t have a hole, it isn’t a donut.  But that’s ignoring the 
important part – a robust plan for on-going Recovery.  The best  solution might be 
to take all of the above and begin weaving a basket of supports for a  life that is  
“happy, joyous and free” as we proactively create our collective new normal!   
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