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It’s easy to feel, these days, that we’re swirling in a
coronavirus-induced vortex of helplessness. In
many regions, COVID-19 case counts are jumping
dramatically. Health care workers face impossible
decisions about who to disconnect from ventilators.
And those of us who remain well must comply with
“stay at home” orders, which anchor us in place as
the needs of people around us keep growing.

Our first
instinct
may be to
hunker
down and
protect
ourselves

Helping Others
Can Help You
Cope with
Lockdown
In the time of coronavirus, turning
outward is a win-win prospect.
BY ELIZABETH SVOBODA | APRIL 7, 2020
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and our
immediate
families.
But to get
through
these times
with our
sanity and
well-being

intact, we may need to push back on this initial
impulse—to turn outward, not just inward.
Research shows that when we put a high priority on
reaching out to others, our own mental and
physical health flourish.

It’s a rare win-win proposition in a bleak landscape:
In helping other people get through this crisis, you
can help yourself in equal measure. “It’s a way of
reframing your existence,” says bioethicist Stephen
Post, “getting out from the negative vortex and
feeling free to do something that is meaningful.”

Helping buoys the helper,

not just the recipient

While we’ve never faced a foe quite like COVID-19
before, doctors and scientists have studied what
happens when people pull together and help others
after a setback. About a year after the 2008 financial
crisis, when thousands of people lost their jobs and
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homes, Post and his Stony Brook University
colleagues surveyed 4,500 Americans about their
volunteering habits and their mental health.

In the wake of the financial downturn, rates of
volunteering were higher than they had been the
year before—and that bump came with clear
psychological benefits.

Eighty-nine percent of people felt happier overall
thanks to their helping efforts, and 78 percent
reported that volunteering helped them better deal
with disappointment and loss. About three in four
volunteers felt less stressed. Many respondents
reported making deeper friendships by connecting
with other helpers.

“When people feel vulnerable, they can take their
mind off the self and the problems of the self, and
just experience the simple gratification of
contributing to the life of another human being,”
Post says. “That’s how people were coping.”

Helping also buoys us mentally because it directs
our focus away from scary abstractions and back
toward concrete, solvable problems. One of this
pandemic’s defining features is the numbing parade
of numbers—new cases mounting by the
thousands, hospitals inching closer to capacity
overrun.

https://www.stephengpost.com/downloads/Rx%20Its%20Good%20to%20be%20Good%202017.pdf
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Psychologist Paul Slovic has long contended that
our brains check out when we consider the abstract
fate of large populations: We aren’t fully equipped
to process what it means when a small town’s
worth of people dies each day. Concentrating on
what individual people need, on the other hand,
motivates us to help—and we then reap the
benefits that come with that decision.

At the height of a pandemic, it seems especially
relevant that helping promotes robust physical
health, as well.

In a 2013 study of adults over 50, those who
volunteered regularly were 40 percent less likely
than non-volunteers to have high blood pressure
years later. And incredibly, frequent volunteers have
lower mortality rates across the board. A Stanford
University team reported that, over an eight-year
period, people who volunteered occasionally had a
25 percent lower risk of dying than those who didn’t
help—while people who volunteered frequently
were 33 percent less likely to die.

Creative stay-at-home

helping ventures abound

But how do you help people when you’re stuck at
home?

https://www.apa.org/science/about/psa/2007/11/slovic
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23795768
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16176953
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Social distancing and shelter-in-place restrictions
do put some volunteer opportunities out of reach,
especially for members of high-risk groups.
However, motivated helpers have found plenty of
creative ways to serve others remotely.

When doctors and nurses in the San Francisco Bay
Area started running out of personal protection
equipment (PPE), thousands of people donated
surgical and N95 masks, face shields, antiseptic
wipes, and other materials to Kaiser Permanente
and other health care organizations.

Greater
Good’s

Guide to
Well-Being

During
Coronavirus

Practices,
resources,

and articles
for

individuals,
parents, and

educators
facing

COVID-19

Read It Now
After medical students around the country were
pulled from clinics, fourth-year University of
Michigan student Marina Haque launched an online
community under the hashtag
#students_against_covid to support and amplify
the helping efforts of many other students and

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/greater_good_guide_to_well_being_during_coronavirus
https://twitter.com/SACOV19
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allies. Some students, Haque says, are caring for the
children of doctors on the front lines, while others
are reaching out to local labs that can donate PPE
to hospitals.

In Boston, high school teacher Randi Stern has
created an uplifting newsletter called The Daily
Drop, complete with suggested lockdown activities,
book recommendations, and inspiring quotes. She
sends it regularly to her friends and family. “It
calms me for a couple hours each day,” Stern says.
“It’s also nice to get emails back in response to
what I’ve written.” She enjoys fostering social
connection at a time when so many are hungry for
it.

On an even more individual level, Kara
Loewentheil, a life coach and host of the Unf*ck
Your Brain podcast, is offering free web meetings
and coaching calls to help people stay grounded and
optimistic during the coronavirus pandemic.

Efforts like these are “the key to staying sane, I
think,” Loewentheil says. “When we focus on
others, we get connected back into the community
and big picture and out of our stress-response
brain.”

Matching your strengths to

the right opportunities

https://unfuckyourbrain.com/podcasts/
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We tend to get caught up in thinking that only
medical personnel and first responders can make a
meaningful difference during this crisis. Yet in the
coronavirus era, “simply reaching out to people is
being helpful and heroic in small ways,” says
University of Richmond psychologist Scott Allison.
“Each of us can make a positive difference by
tapping into our strengths and sharing them.”

In a shelter-in-place context, that might mean
teaching a free online math class to kids who can’t
attend regular school, or a few minutes a day doing
Skype check-ins with lonely members of your social
circle.

You don’t have to commit full-time to these
practices to make a major difference in others’ lives
—and your own. In Post’s study, most volunteers
“weren’t overdosing. They were volunteering on
average 100 hours a year,” he points out. “If you
wanted to space that out, you’re talking about a
couple of hours a week, more or less.”

Thinking about helping as an incremental venture,
rather than an all-or-nothing one, may help you
overcome any initial inertia. Even making a
donation to a helping organization whose mission
you support—which may take less than a minute—
can boost your well-being measurably.

https://science.sciencemag.org/content/316/5831/1622
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If you live alone and you’re in good health, you may
be eligible for essential helping roles that involve a
higher degree of risk. Food banks around the
country desperately need volunteers at community
centers to distribute produce and pantry staples to
households in need. Opportunities like this require
you to weigh the positive impact you can have
against the likelihood of contracting the virus.

In stepping into a helping identity in times of
hardship, Post observes, you can embark on a kind
of inner journey philosopher Martin Buber
described: the transition from an “I-It” mindset, in
which you see other people as peripheral objects in
your own universe, to an “I-Thou” mindset, in
which you relate to others as worthy, complete
beings in their own right. This journey mirrors
Joseph Campbell’s vision of finding your highest
self in the act of helping others. It’s also a
productive alternative to waiting impatiently for a
coronavirus vaccine.

“‘They’re gonna come up with something’ is
passive,” Post says. “Volunteering is an active form
of hope.”

https://www.iep.utm.edu/buber/#SH2b
https://orias.berkeley.edu/resources-teachers/monomyth-heros-journey-project


2020-04-19, 9)02 AMHelping Others Can Help You Cope with Lockdown

Page 9 of 9https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/helping_others_can_help_you_cope_with_lockdown

Get the

science of a

meaningful

life delivered

to your inbox.

Email Address Sign Up

About the Author

Elizabeth Svoboda

Elizabeth Svoboda is a writer in San Jose,
CA, and a regular contributor to Greater

Good. She is the author of What Makes a

Hero?: The Surprising Science of Selflessness.
Her newest book, for kids, is The Life Heroic.

popup-loaded

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1591845289/ref=as_li_ss_tl?ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=390957&creativeASIN=1591845289&linkCode=as2&tag=gregooscicen-20
https://amzn.to/2YwAIAS

