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Let’s start at the end
• You cannot control certain
events which happen to
you
• However, you can control
how you react to these
events
• Understanding why we
react in a particular way is
key to maintaining control
of our personal
environment

2

1

4/9/20

Isolation
• Humans have evolved to live and thrive in
societal groups
• Removing oneself from social group may be
perceived as threat to this long standing
evolutionary trait
• Thus the drive to commune with others is very
strong and failure to comply may result in
anxiousness or anxiety
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Understanding us
• We are the result of thousands
of years of evolutionary
development
• The ancient part of our brain is
fundamentally unchanged
since the stone age
• It still behaves as if we face the
same threats as in this time
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Our internal voice
• Our internal voice alerts us as to a
threat and is designed to be
relentless
• Facing a threat triggers the ancient
mechanism of fight or flight
• The once tangible enemies such as
wild animals have been replaced by
non tangible threats
• The response to these non tangible
threats remains exactly the same
5

Our internal voice
• We speak at approximately 140
words per minute
• We think at over ten times that
rate.
• Assessing a potential threat can
result in what is known as the
threat amplification cycle AKA the
“white bear effect”
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The “White Bear” effect
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Repeating the message
• Constant repetition of a message will begin to embed the message
• We will begin to behave as if this is fact and adjust our behaviour
accordingly. This is known as iatrogenic labelling.
• Over time, this has the potential to rewire the brain toward a negative
bias
• It is vitally important to maintain balance in our thinking and avoid
constant exposure to negativity
• This is why reports of Covid19 infections are now followed by the
number of successful recoveries.
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Recommended stress management tools:
getting some exercise
• Exercise releases the same neuro
chemical rewards as the discharge
event during fight or flight.
• Massey university research found
as little as three bouts of
moderate exercise lasting 20
minutes reduced the likelihood of
depression by 12%
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Maintain a routine
• Humans are creatures of habit. The brain creates
shortcuts to help navigate the world with minimal
effort and energy expenditure
• By retaining a routine you are supporting the brain’s
existing behavioural patterns and thus minimising the
message that a threat exists.
• Your patterns of behaviour will interact with those of
others. For example, avoid spending the day lazing
around or dressed in night wear. This changes the
internal and external signals we send to ourselves and
can affect others
11

Maintain social contact
• Much of the information we receive from others when
communicating is non verbal
• Visual forms of communication, though not as effective
help sustain these deeper layers of contact
• The goal is to artificially sustain a sense of social structure
and reduce the sense of isolation
• The message “We’re all in this together” creates a sense
of social unity and reinforces that though we may be
isolated we are isolated together
• The more contact we can sustain during lockdown with
others the better
12
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Be kind

• Random acts of kindness have been shown to release the same
reward chemistry in the brain as exercise
• This would appear to be aimed at our actions toward others but the
research tells us the giver will benefit just as much.
• Two people will then benefit from the actions of one
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Stay rested
• Fatigue exacerbates anxiety and
stress symptoms
• Insufficient REM sleep reduces
sensitivity of neuroreceptors in the
brain to serotonin (happy chemical)
and norepinephrine impairing
cognitive function
• Without sufficient rest the immune
system may also become
compromised
14
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Additional tools:
Ignore your internal voice
• You must override the ancient brain’s relentless reminders to worry.
Distraction with pleasurable activities will redirect the brain’s focus
• Create a list of the benefits of the present situation and list the jobs
you will be able to complete during this time
• Engaging the logic portion of the brain (the cortex) allows us to
logically assess not only negative but also the positive aspects of a
situation, for example…
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When listening to news reports
• You will recall the feelings of hearing reports of progressively higher
numbers of daily infections
• Focus on positive changes i.e. numbers of people recovered, any
reduction in infection numbers
• Look to what others are posting online for entertainment or fun
• If possible spend time interacting with animals, (particularly for older
people). Endorphin release helps to reduce anxiety
• Remember, humans are amongst the most adaptable species in
nature
16
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If feeling anxious in the moment
• Stop and change your focus to external and away from the internal
dialogue
• Look outside and concentrate on trees, traffic anything other than the
internal feelings.
• Try washing with cold water. The cold temperature can help reset
feed back responses
• If possible engage in some short bouts of vigorous exercise 3 x 1
minute.
• Pace your breathing to be deep and regular
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Let’s end where we began
• You cannot control certain
events which happen to
you
• However, you can control
how you react to these
events
• Facing adversity is how
humans grow
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Above all else remember…
• During time of adversity feeling anxious is NORMAL
• What you may be experiencing has been hardwired into us over
thousands of years
• Don’t internalise. You are not alone in these feelings so share them
with others; there is strength in numbers.
• Reach out and accept any and all the help you need to weather the
storm

19

Stay safe, remain focused and consider the long game.

This too shall pass
Peter Simunovich
MPH, DPH, PgCHealSc
contact me at

peter.Simunovich@ema.co.nz
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If this has raised issues for you or someone
you know, help is available…
• Suicide Crisis Helpline - 0508 828 865
• Depression Helpline - 0800 111 757
• Samaritans - 0800 726 666
• Youthline - 0800 376 633, text 234, email talk@youthline.co.nz or
online chat
• What's Up - 0800 WHATS UP (0800 942 8787)
• Need to Talk? - Call or text 1737

21

11

