MENTAL HEALTH, COVID-19 AND CULTURAL
INTERCONNECTEDNESS
By Lisa Cacari Stone, TREE Center PI/Director
The outbreak of coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) may be
stressful for people. Fear and
anxiety about a disease can be
overwhelming and cause strong
emotions in adults and
children. Stress during an infectious
disease outbreak can include1:
•

•
•
•
•
•

Fear and worry about your
own health and the health of
your loved ones.
Changes in sleep or eating
patterns.
Difficulty sleeping or
concentrating.
Worsening of chronic health problems.
Worsening of mental health conditions.
Increased use of alcohol, tobacco, or other drugs.

Communities of color are especially hit with social distancing measures which may
escalate loneliness and isolation from family and friends. So many communities are feeling
the toll on their emotional and mental health on top of the experiences of increased racial
profiling and larger social structural inequities that deteriorate mental health and overall wellbeing: loss of job, lack of access to food and hunger, interpersonal and community violence,
entrapment and death for elders and disabled in nursing homes, imprisonment and
incarceration of families in detention facilities. COVID-19 is also fueling hate crimes and and
acts of structural violence are igniting large-scale fear and outrage to America’s long-standing
pandemic of racism. We also know that serious disparities exist in the access and quality of
health care for Latinos, American Indians/Alaska Natives, African Americans, Asians,
rural/frontier, LGBTQI and immigrants.
COPING IS ROOTED IN CULTURE
Recognizing that there is no silver bullet and that we are dealing with a broken system, longterm sustained vision for social change and racial justice is needed. Yet, how can we cope
today and tend to a daily practice of health and healing? In response to COVID-19, the
TREE Center Community Engagement and Dissemination Core (Directors, Dr. Lorenda Belone
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html

& Dr. Magdalena Avila) along with Lisa Cacari Stone (Director/PI) have been reaching out to
ask our community partners “How are you doing? How are you coping?” Community partners
shared many ways they are coping with the devastating impact of the pandemic. A
common thread was the reliance on cultural traditions, values, and beliefs that keep us
interconnected. Youth are writing love letters to their elders and leaving them at their door.
Women are making “self-care” bags with aloe sanitizer and soap and delivering them to loved
ones living in remote areas. Schools and county extension offices are offering free internet
access via hot spots in the parking lots where parents and children can continue to work and
study out of their cars. People are donating their stimulus checks to non-profits serving those
who won’t get a check due to their immigration status. Several are working with their traditional
healers to bring the medicine to the people. Local advocates are leaving food at people’s
doorways – homemade sweets and resources (eggs, milk, sugar, canela and jelly). Keeping up
with the traditions of land-based cultures, communities are planting new seeds and clean the
acequias which keeps them connected to each other and the earth (Day of San Isidro
Celebration is May 15).
This month’s TREE Center Newsletter (Equity, Evidence & Engagement) focuses on staying
well by rooting ourselves in culture and resilience. The Community Voice section features the
work of our Community Scientific, Policy Advisory Members dedicated to reducing mental health
stigma in the border region for “promotores de salud.” Resources are provided in mental health
during COVID-19 for diverse communities and features a guide on using traditional herbs and
foods produced by Tewa Women United.

Mental Health Considerations During COVID-19: https://www.who.int/docs/defaultsource/coronaviruse/mental-health-considerations.pdf
Spanish-language COVID-19 Mental Health Resource Guide: https://www.nami.org/SupportEducation/NAMI-HelpLine/COVID-19-Information-and-Resources/Covid-19-Guia
Physically Distant but Socially Close: Indigenous Resilience and COVID-19:
https://www.uihi.org/resources/physically-distant-but-socially-close-indigenous-resilience-andcovid-19/
Tools for Behavioral Health Professionals During a Public Health Crisis:
https://mhttcnetwork.org/sites/default/files/2020-

03/Tools%20for%20Behavioral%20Health%20Professionals%20During%20a%20Public%20He
alth%20Crisis.pdf

