
APRS | CC-BY Trends Psychiatry Psychother. 2020;42(3) – 221-222

Trends
in Psychiatry and Psychotherapy Editorial

Virtual meetings and social isolation in COVID-19 times: 
transposable barriers
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Flávio Milman Shansis3,6,7

Social isolation has been shown to severely impact 
the health of isolated individuals and has been associated 
with stress, anxiety and mood disorders. Technological 
correspondence has been pointed out as one of the 
greatest villains of generation Z times, in which loss of in-
person communication between individuals has become 
a fairly common phenomenon. Specialists attribute 
many communication and affective impairments to the 
increasing use of social media and virtual interactions.1,2

Currently, however, in times of coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19), we are experiencing an 
unprecedented crisis, affecting a total of 213 countries 
and territories around the world.3 Additionally, the 
public is stunned by news that generate fear and 
anxiety, and may result in psychological dysregulations, 
e.g., stress-related disorders.4 The recommendation 
of social distancing measures aims at diminishing 
the disease spread and preventing the chain of viral 
transmission. Notwithstanding, there is an incentive to 
social connection through virtual media within families 
and communities.3 So, can virtual groups go from 
villains to problem-solvers?

Virtual groups can, indeed, help reduce the 
experience of social isolation, thereby bringing a sense 
of empathy and comfort to individuals, especially for 
vulnerable individuals in COVID-19 times (Table 1). For 
instance, all over the world, children and adolescents 
are currently confined to their homes. Massive efforts 
are being made by teachers at schools and universities 

to create online courses and deliver them through TV 
broadcasts and the internet. In the event of home 
confinement, interaction could be enhanced via digital 
platforms, children could be involved in family activities, 
and self-sufficiency skills could be improved.4,5

Since the elderly represent the main risk group 
for the clinical complications of COVID-19, many 
countries have mandated older adults to self-isolate 
for a very long time. This initiative is expected to 
disproportionately affect elderly individuals whose 
only social contact occurs in places other than homes, 
such as at daycare venues, as well as community and 
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Table 1 - Virtual interventions to reduce social isolation in 
specific samples

Sample Intervention proposal
General 
population

Online education, cultural courses, connections 
with friends, colleagues and family, 
psychological support

Children and 
adolescents

Online education, cultural courses, connections 
with friends, colleagues and family, shared 
games, psychological support

Elderly Online education, cultural courses, connections 
with friends, colleagues and family, hobbies 
and enjoyable activities, psychological support

Health care 
workers

Online education, cultural courses, connections 
with friends, colleagues and family, 
psychological support

COVID-19 
patients

Online education, cultural courses, connections 
with friends, colleagues and family, 
psychological support
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religious centers. Although there may be disparities in 
the access to literacy on digital resources, the use of 
simple online technologies such as smartphones should 
be encouraged to promote more frequent contact with 
family and close friends, renew hobbies and participate 
in enjoyable activities without time constraints.6,7

Health care workers are also strongly affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.8 Due to overwhelmed hospitals, 
shortage of personal protective equipment and non-
efficient governmental strategies, anger and frustration are 
common reactions.9 Thus, support from family and friends 
by means of communication technologies are essential 
to maintain good mental health. Likewise, patients are 
negatively affected by social isolation, suffering from 
sadness, uncertainty, and physical discomfort when 
hospitalized due to COVID-19. Additionally, poor health 
leads to communication difficulties as well as restricted 
use of smartphones by the patients. At-risk groups should 
be given adequate social and mental health support, 
which are needed and sometimes overlooked.8

Virtual communication paves the way for bringing 
people together and increases educational opportunities. 
Additionally, online cultural resources (e.g., films, 
arts, libraries, museums), educational courses, and 
psychosocial support programs are freely available for 
all individuals who have access to the internet. All these 
efforts aim to maintain a sense of continuity in personal 
and professional relationships in these difficult times.

In our view, helping communities, patients, 
vulnerable groups, and ultimately each of us, represents 
a backbone in the management of the current COVID-
19 crisis. We acknowledge that quarantine is a 
necessary preventive measure during infectious disease 
outbreaks. In this regard, allowing quarantined people 
to connect with their friends and relatives using the 
internet, breaking social isolation, decreases loneliness 
and ultimately brings people together.

Disclosure

Vicent Balanzá-Martínez has been a consultant, advisor 
or continuing medical education speaker for Angelini, 
Ferrer, Lundbeck, Nutrición Médica, and Otsuka. No 
other conflicts of interest declared concerning the 
publication of this article.

References

1.  Cacioppo JT, Cacioppo S, Capitanio JP, Cole SW. The 
neuroendocrinology of social isolation. Annu Rev Psychol. 
2015;66:733-67.

2.  Punyanunt-Carter NM, Cruz JJDL, Wrench JS. Analyzing 
college students’ social media communication apprehension. 
Cyberpsychol Behav Soc Netw. 2018;21:511-5.

3 World Health Organization. Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19). Situation report – 139 [Internet]. 2020 Jun 7 [cited 
2020 Jun 21]. https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/
coronaviruse/situation-reports/20200607-covid-19-sitrep-139.
pdf?sfvrsn=79dc6d08_2.

4.  Wang G, Zhang Y, Zhao J, Zhang J, Jiang F. Mitigate the effects 
of home confinement on children during the COVID-19 outbreak. 
Lancet. 2020;395:945-7.

5.  Doraiswamy S, Cheema S, Mamtani R. Older people and 
epidemics: a call for empathy. Age Ageing. 2020;49:493.

6.  Armitage R, Nellums LB. COVID-19 and the consequences of 
isolating the elderly. Lancet Public Health. 2020;5:e256.

7.  Chen Y-RR, Schulz PJ. The effect of information communication 
technology interventions on reducing social isolation in the 
elderly: a systematic review. J Med Internet Res. 2016;18:e18.

8.  Koh D. Occupational risks for COVID-19 infection. Occup Med 
(Lond). 2020;70:3-5.

9.  Horton R. Offline: COVID-19 and the NHS-”a national scandal”. 
Lancet. 2020;395:1022.

Correspondence:
Flávio Milman Shansis
Centro de Pesquisa Translacional em Transtornos do Humor e 
Suicídio (CEPETTHS)
Programa de Pós-Graduação em Ciências Médicas, Universidade 
do Vale do Taquari
Av. Avelino Talini, 171, Prédio 2, Sala 315, Bairro Universitário
95914-014 - Lajeado, RS - Brazil
Tel: +555137147000, ext. 5044
E-mail: flavio.shansis@univates.br


