
COVID-19’s Secret War: A society weathering 
the full effects of a looming mental health 
crisis 
 
DISCLAIMER; THIS ARTICLE DISCUSSES MENTAL HEALTH AND SUICIDE 
 
Businesses closed. Lives lost. Countries and livelihoods put on hold. The 
economic fallout from COVID-19 cannot be understated. But a devastating 
consequence of the pandemic is coming to life. Its cost; just as dangerous as 
the virus itself.  
 
The 8th of September 2020 will be earmarked as the date that saw calls to Lifeline’s 24-hour 
crisis support and suicide prevention hotline reach a record 3326 calls, a 30 per cent 
increase from the same time last year. It’s a record that hadn’t been broken in 57-years; a 
record no-one will cheer on when eclipsed again.  
 
In a frightening reality, these numbers are a small sample size of the mental health crisis 
projected to take place as the crippling effects of the COVID-19 pandemic continue to 
eventuate.  
 
Lifeline centre supervisor Josh Bishop, says that the effects of COVID-19 are set to linger 
over the next few years.  
 
“As with any traumatic event, there is a body of psychology research which demonstrates 
the long term mental health effects of processing trauma,” he says. 
 
“We expect that the demand for mental health services will increase as the community 
processes the trauma associated with COVID-19, and we forecast that demand for the 131 
114 (Crisis Support) service will remain higher than average for several years post Covid-19.” 
 
Mr Bishop, who’s been a Lifeline volunteer telephone crisis supporter since early 2016, has 
observed the traumatic consequences of the pandemic over the past few months – his 
immediate environment alerting him to the urgency of the situation, particularly for young 
people. 
 
“My biggest observation, is the dramatic effect this [pandemic] will have on the younger 
generation of people, there are less jobs available for them, and the university experience 
has been quashed due the new online delivery methods,” Mr Bishop says. 
 
“I suspect this will be a burden on the mental health of young people as they find their place 
in a world with less opportunities and more uncertainty.” 
 



Mr Bishop is dedicated to “giving back” to the 
community during the pandemic, and emphasises 
the importance of seeking help when 
overwhelmed. As a Lifeline volunteer, Mr Bishop 
has encountered the good, bad and everything in-
between, and says that reaching out is a crucial 
step in tackling mental health issues, even beyond 
COVID-19. 
 
“When life becomes overwhelming and people feel 
they have reached a crisis point, we strongly 
encourage them to reach out.  
 
“This may involve talking to a trusted family 
member or friend, your GP, a counsellor or 
psychologist, or calling Lifeline.  
 
“Many people believe Lifeline is a service that can 
only be called if they feel suicidal – Lifeline is for 
any Australian who is in a time of crisis and needs 
support.” 
 

 
 

Australia’s mental health system needs “further 
support”, experts say 
 
Executive director of youth mental health organisation Orygen, Patrick McGorry also 
believes that a world with less opportunities and uncertainty is a recipe for a mental health 
disaster. Mr McGorry said that the deaths and damage initiated by mental health would 
overshadow those caused by COVID-19, unless the Government allocated sufficient financial 
support to a pandemic mental health plan. 
 
“A plan like this will cost many hundreds of millions of dollars and we haven’t shied away 
from spending money to save lives from infection, we can’t shy away from spending money 
to save lives from mental illness and suicide.” 
 
“This is a very big wall we’re trying to build and we saw a couple of bricks put in the wall 
today, but when is the rest of the wall going to be built?” Professor McGorry said. 
 
This statement was made in relation to the Federal Government’s announcement of a $48 
million pandemic mental health plan in early May. The plan has been criticised as 
“insufficient”, by experts, with Ian Hickie, founding director of Headspace even labelling the 
plan as “too small”. 

Lifeline centre supervisor Josh Bishop says 
that Australians should reach out to their 
support networks, including Lifeline, during 
difficult times. 



 
The plan piggybacks on the $500 million for mental health and suicide prevention 
announced by the Government in January, and addresses the ongoing wave of stress placed 
on an already strained mental health support system.  
 
In August, one week into stage 4 lockdown, Victorian Hospitals saw a 33 per cent increase in 
young people presenting to emergency departments because of intentional self-harm, 
compared to the same time in 2019. Mental health support organisations are scrambling to 
keep up with demand. 
 
Like Lifeline, Beyond Blue have seen a 60 per cent increase in contact and service usage 
from the same time last year. In May, Beyond Blue CEO Georgie Harman said the 
organisation had seen over 200,000 engagements on their digital site, half a million 
engagements on their online peer-to-peer support system, and thousands of counselling 
calls in-between.  
 

Financial strain exacerbated by COVID-19, a main 
factor in suicide attempts 
 
This increase in demand coincides with the uncertainty surrounding job and financial 
security in a post-COVID society. The official unemployment rate in Australia rose to 7.5 per 
cent in July, with the ABC reporting that some job seekers were applying for positions with 
1,500 candidates, many hearing nothing back from employers.  
 
A recent study published in the American Journal of Epidemiology indicates that financial 
strain and hardship is a high-risk factor for suicide attempts. The study revealed that people 
who experienced a combination of financial stressors could face a 20-fold higher risk of 
attempting suicide than those who have not experienced financial strain.  
 
With Aussies struggling to receive an income as lockdown rules closed businesses, the 
Government scrambled to keep jobs and businesses alive, announcing the JobKeeper 
payment scheme initiated through the ATO. The scheme, designed to relieve the financial 
burdens on businesses and keep employees employed, was recently extended to 28 March 
2021.  
 
However the extension announcement hasn’t been received positively by all, with many 
criticising the implementation of the scheme as ‘inadequate’, and not relative to the plight 
of individual circumstances. This comes as the JobKeeper payments will be substantially 
reduced for workers – cuts which are set to strip $9.9bn from the Australian economy by 
Christmas.  
 
HOYTS Belconnen duty manager Aramis De Fraine Keedle has seen both the positive, and 
negative effects of JobKeeper in motion. He says that the scheme was beneficial in its early 
stages, but since the extension terms were announced, anxiety and stress around 
employment once it ends will be prominent.    
 



“JobKeeper has been both good and bad in my situation – it has helped a lot of people, but I 
am actually taking a pay cut, as my JobKeeper income is less than what I would have 
normally earned,” he says. 
 
“For people paying bills, it’s really going to mess people up [when it ends], as they are likely 
behind as it is, and once it’s done, it could lead to a huge boom in homelessness and 
poverty.” 
 
Mr De Fraine Keedle is also studying a Bachelor of Science in Psychology at the University of 
Canberra, and will be set to navigate the broken job market once he graduates. But unlike 
many of his compatriots, he’s optimistic about his chances of securing employment as a 
graduate in a post-COVID landscape.  
 
“I’m not too worried about my personal future prospects as my field has actually seen a 
huge boom due to COVID-19, especially as people are struggling with their mental health 
and wellbeing. 
 
“I cannot say the same for others studying other degrees as they will be affected very 
differently due to the lack of demand.”   
 
However, Mr De Fraine Keedle’s optimism about future employment has not swayed his 
opinion of the pandemic on a larger scale. Being employed in the entertainment industry 
meant that he was unable to attend work as lockdown restrictions swept the country at the 
beginning of the pandemic.  
 
“On a personal level my mental health has been at it’s worst in in the last 6 months than I 
can ever remember, just seeing how bad everything has left me with a feeling of 
hopelessness for the future at times. 
 
“When we were first put under lockdown we couldn’t work at all, and it was so confusing 
and everything was uncertain.” 
 
Mr De Fraine Keedle’s struggle is not uncommon, with university students across the globe 
struggling to cope with the expected pressures of study, combined with the anxieties 
surrounding the pandemic. He says that whilst younger people are being affected by mental 
health issues in an unprecedented way, our older population must also be given attention.  
 
“But older Australians have had a tougher run of it [the pandemic], normally they’re isolated 
at the best of times, but at given the circumstances they would not have seen family or 
friends due to the health risks involved.” 
 

Pushing past COVID-19 – physically and mentally 
 
Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of COVID-19, has been the ability for mental health 
services to adapt to the limitations that have been enforced upon them.  
 



Menslink CEO Martin Fisk says that demand for Menslink’s services are up more than 50% 
compared to the same time last year. Mr Fisk says that for those accessing Menslink’s 
services, uncertainty was a major factor cited across the board.  
 
“Isolation did not seem to be a big issue, and in fact our demand fell in the early days of 
iso,” he says.  
 
“The biggest issues [we’ve seen] are other stressors in life, which seem to be exacerbated by 
things like finance for either themselves or their parents, and the high levels of change in 
their life, for example no school formals, challenges with classes, work changes, uncertainty, 
etc.” 
 
These uncertainties haven’t been lost on the organisation itself, with a major downturn in 
resources and income affecting Menslink’s to deliver services to the Canberra community. 
Donations, community fundraising and charity events are a huge part of Menslink’s income 
– all tremendously impacted by health risks and financial strain within the wider 
community.  
 
“The biggest impact [on the organisation] has been financial, with income levels down 30% 
(excluding JobKeeper). 
 
“Our resource levels are down 20% from this time last year,” Mr Fisk says. 
 
A downturn in resources could not come at a poorer time, with experts bracing for an influx 
of COVID-related mental health crises to eventuate as time goes on. Suicide Prevention 
Australia chief executive Nieves Murray said funding and policy making for suicide 
prevention "has been reactive 
and piecemeal for far too long", 
and that the government must 
make mental health a priority in 
the upcoming federal budget.  
 
However, Federal Health 
Minister Greg Hunt has refused 
to announce when he will 
release the Productivity 
Commission’s report on mental 
health. Many are calling on 
Minister Hunt to make the 
report public before the budget 
reveal on October 6. 
 
The report is expected to 
contain an extensive list of 
recommendations for structural 
reform in regard to mental 
health services, including boosts 

Menslink CEO Martin Fisk is concerned about the after-effects 
of the pandemic and believes that that a mental health crisis 
could peak well after the initial events of the pandemic.  



for front-line mental health services in the preparation for a mental health crisis 
perpetuated by COVID-19.  
 
Mr Fisk is using other traumatic events as a starting point for strategic planning around 
current events.  
 
“Our assessment is we haven't seen the peak of mental health issues yet and that the peak 
is probably a good twelve months away. 
 
“For example, mental health crises did not peak in Christchurch until 18 months after the 
2011 earthquake.” 
 
To adequately prepare for such a crisis, Mr Fisk is adamant that people must look after their 
mental health, and pay attention to their individual needs. He says that a crucial part of 
staying mentally well during these times is to practice self-care.  
 
“In times of uncertainty, find things that might be constant, a big recommendation from us 
is to get out into nature. 
 
“Stay connected with friends and family and, even if you're unemployed, find something 
useful to do whereby you can get a sense of  purpose and achievement - it might be 
volunteering, doing a project at home (even just cleaning up or gardening), doing stuff for 
other people (shopping for an elderly neighbour maybe).” 
 
Clinical trials testing COVID-19 vaccines are well underway, with promising developments 
providing hope that a vaccine may be right round the corner. It remains to be seen when, or 
how these vaccines will be distributed once developed, but nonetheless, a vaccine would 
ease the strain placed on mental health services both around the country, and the globe as 
life returns to normal.  
 
If you or anyone you know needs support call Kids Helpline on 1800 55 1800, Lifeline on 
131 114, Beyond Blue's coronavirus mental wellbeing support service on 1800 512 348, or 
Menslink on 02 6287 2226. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


