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MAINTAINING RELATIONSHIPS DURING
THE PANDEMIC

COVID-19 has disrupted our lives in multiple ways, in particular the way we spend our time on a daily basis and how we connect with each other.

During the initial lockdowns imposed by governments across the world, we found ourselves suddenly forced to isolate at home with our families,

close friends, or roommates, or for some people, with no one else for company. Needless to say, these drastic changes in our daily lives had a

significant impact on relationships, particularly for those in marriages or committed relationships. This newsletter will take a look at some of these

changes while discussing some tips on how to maintain and strengthen the bonds that are important to us during the ongoing pandemic.

One of the major impacts that the pandemic appears to have had on relationships is a growth in break-ups and divorces. In late 2020, CBC News

reported that family lawyers in Canada have been receiving a significant increase in inquiries from individuals wanting to separate from their spouse.

This phenomenon is not unique to Canada; the UK, US, China, and Sweden experienced a similar surge in separations and divorce filings in 2020.

So what may be some possible reasons for this?

Declining mental health
due to the pandemic

The Centre for Addiction and
Mental Health of Canada
recently reported that
Canadians continue to self-
report significant
anxiety, depression, and
binge-drinking  despite  of
availability of vaccines and
lowering restrictions. Mental
health issues can strongly
affect our relationships as our
mental well-being often
impacts our behaviour and
how we relate to each other.
Those who are experiencing
mental distress and have
learned little to no healthy
coping skills may for instance
lash out on those they are
closest to.
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Changed reality and lifestyle

The  pandemic  has  required
individuals to spend much more
time with those at home, including
their partners. In an article
published by BBC, psychotherapist
Ronen Stilman explains how the
pandemic has disrupted our daily
routines that originally offered
comfort and structure to our lives,
placing additional  burden on
marriages/partnerships to be the
main  source of support and
stimulation. Additionally, for many,
spending so much time together
with little distance or time away
from each other can further
highlight any pre-existing issues in
the relationship, such as
differences in opinions, interests,
personalities, and life goals.

Financial stress

Financial difficulties resulting
from high  unemployment
rates and reduced pay due
to the pandemic also
continue to add strain to
relationships. In the BBC
article, researcher  Glenn
Sandstrém explains that this
kind of financial stress can
fuel  disagreements  with
regard to managing different
types of consumption and
reduce relationship quality
due to concerns about how
to maintain one’s living. Loss
of job and pay can also lower
self-esteem for many
individuals who may take out
their anger and frustration on
their partners.

Re-evaluating life
and relationships

Recent research published in the
Journal of Social and Personal
Relationships suggests that the
pandemic may have changed
how people date and perceive
relationships. Amongst the
individuals who were surveyed in
the study, it was found that those
who had more anxiety about
COVID-19 were more likely to

raise their standards for the
qualities  they seek in their
partner. It makes sense that

going through a major crisis such
as COVID-19  would  drive
individuals to take stock of their
relationships, including modifying
their priorities of what they seek
in their relationship and realizing
when a relationship is not
meeting their needs.
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As we continue facing an ever-changing reality, including pandemic restrictions that are constantly in flux as well as a growing shift to hybrid
work models, it is evident that we are still facing challenges that continue to impact our lives and our relationships. Learning coping skills and
changing the way we manage our relationships or handle disagreements can help resolve conflict and strengthen our relationships.
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How to heal and improve our relationships

1) Practicing self-care and healthy relationship habits.

Our mental health is a huge component of our overall quality of life and
it also directly impacts other facets of our lives including our work and
our relationships. Taking care of our mental and physical health by
eating healthy, exercising reqularly, getting enough sleep, and
practicing relaxation techniques can help maintain our mental well-
being and allow us to take better care of our relationships as well.
Equally important is practicing healthy relationship habits such as
listening to each other, working together to resolve issues and conflict,
spending quality time together, and showing gratitude and appreciation

to each other on a reqular basis.

2) Communicate effectively to minimize and resolve conflict.
Effective communication is the bedrock of strong relationships and it can go a long way in preventing conflict in the first place. A recent article
published in Harvard Health on "Fostering healthy relationships® lists a number of communication skills that are critical in managing tense
conversations, including taking the time to listen empathetically to your partner, ensuring that your focus remains on them instead of making it
about you, remaining calm and/or deferring the conversation if either of you are feeling hungry, angry, lonely, or tired (cka HALT), and perhaps
what is most important in our post-pandemic world, having the conversation in-person or virtually as you are likely to be more mindful with your
words than while texting or emailing.

3) Creating new routines at home that allow for time and space away from each other.

As many of us continue to spend more time at home than before, it is important to create new routines that allow us to better manage our time
and space at home. The Mental Health Foundation in the UK, for instance, recommends discussing and planning alternate use of space at
home, such as having designated office spaces if you are still working from home. Now that restrictions are lifting in many places, it is
becoming possible to meet friends or co-workers and visit public places (subject to provincial guidelines), ensuring that individuals have other
sources of support to avoid over-burdening their relationships at home and to have some sense of personal space and independence.

4) Accessing professional help.

In some cases, it may be helpful to access relationship counselling services with a professional therapist, especially if you are experiencing
difficulty in resolving conflict on your own or communicating effectively. Therapy can be useful in determining how to make any necessary
changes in a relationship so that it can evolve with shifting expectations and needs of either partner.

Maintaining healthy relationships can be challenging at the best of times, but crises such as COVID-19 can add even
further strain to a partnership or marriage that may have had pre-existing issues. While you may need to re-think some
relationships or establish boundaries in others, practicing healthy relationship habits and being able to communicate
openly, calmly, and empathetically with a focus on resolving issues and bringing positive change can go a long way in
restoring and improving relationships that are most important to us.
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FAMILY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM TO MEET WITH A PROFESSIONAL COUNSELLOR WHO
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