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Healthwatch Leeds Briefing: Mental Health Under Lockdown 

Mental health has long been one of Healthwatch Leeds’ key focuses, so when the country 

went into lockdown in March 2020, it seemed even more important than ever to keep 

hearing people’s views on how the crisis was affecting their wellbeing and the kind of 

support they would like to get.  

One of the ways we did this was through online surveys, which garnered over 1000 

responses during the first and second weeks of May. So that we could capture the 

experiences of all our communities, we also contacted our third-sector colleagues to get 

their feedback about how their service users are coping with lockdown. 
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Section 1: How does it feel to live under lockdown? 

Nearly half of the people we spoke to told us that the lockdown had affected their mental 

health, with a further 16% saying they had been affected “a lot”. They told us about four 

key factors. 

1.Feelings of social isolation and sadness at being separated from families 

People most commonly told us they were saddened at not being able to see loved ones, or 

simply not getting the day-to-day interaction they normally would: 

“The separation from seeing our daughter and grandchildren has over the 6-7 weeks 

gradually worn us down, especially reducing my wife often to tears” 

Important family support networks have been put under strain.  

“My daughter has anxiety and depression and is in lock down with her two year old in a 

first floor flat. The isolation is getting to her and I am unable to go to her to help with 

my grandson as I normally would.” 

“My mum and dad both have dementia and live in their own homes. Both have 

deteriorated mentally and physically during lockdown and have missed my visits and care. 

In turn my own mental health has suffered and I have struggled coping with the fact that 

I am missing so much of the very precious time they have left.” 

2. Increased anxiety 

When describing how they feel, people most commonly said they were “anxious”. They 

sometimes linked their anxiety to fears of catching the virus or a sense of purposelessness. 

This is the case both for people with and without existing mental health conditions. 

“Anxiety has flared up, particularly in the first few weeks of lockdown. Isolation makes 

depression harder to manage. More difficult to be optimistic.” 

3. Strain on family relationships and the extra stresses of caring for loved ones 

Living under lockdown has changed family relations in lots of ways, sometimes putting a 

strain on people’s well-being.  

“Due to lockdown we seem to argue everyday about everything.” 

This was also the case for carers whose duties have become even more intensive under 

lockdown and for parents who were trying to balance home-schooling and work. 

Sometimes, the lockdown was making it harder for both children and their parents to 

access the services they need. 

“My son is severely learning disabled and autistic and on sertraline for anxiety. Taking 

away everything that supports him for so far 6/7 weeks has been horrendous.” 

4. Fears for jobs, finances and the future 

Uncertainty about “what the future holds for us” troubles some respondents, as do worries 

about unemployment and money. 

“The concern for how long this will go on and the likely impact on my job and potential 

impact on family’s health” 
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People aged 19 to 25 were more likely than the general population to report extremely 

negative feelings and symptoms. 

“It’s affecting me massively - I live in town with no outside space in a small flat. It’s 

difficult to get out anywhere, especially in nature. I have struggled with anxiety and 

depression all my life, and was starting to recover before lockdown. Now I am back to 

having very poor mental health.” 

 

The challenge for our city: 

How do we proactively support people so that they know they are not on their own 

when it comes to coping with lockdown’s challenges? 
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Section 2: What would help? 

 

Young People’s and Care Leavers’ Mental Health Under Lockdown 

During the first and second weeks of May, we asked young people in Leeds aged 11 to 25 

about how lockdown was affecting their mental health.  

We also surveyed 19 care leavers about their experiences. Their feedback is given in 

green. 

These were our key findings: 

• Most young people say lockdown is having a negative effect on their mental 

health. 

• It is having a more severe effect on over-19s compared to people aged 18 and 

under – except among care leavers, who are more likely to say they are coping 

well if they are aged 19-25. 

• The majority of young people are aware of MindMate. 

• Most young people aren’t getting support with their mental health at the 

moment. 

 

Who did we speak to? 

In total, 47 young people told us about their experiences. 

• 4 of them were aged 11-13. 

• 11 of them were aged 14-16 (plus 1 care leaver). 

• 9 of them were aged 17-18 (plus 6 care leavers). 

• 18 of them were aged 19-25 (plus 10 care leavers). 

The remaining 5 (plus 2 care leavers) didn’t tell us their age. 

 

How would you say lockdown is affecting your mental health? 

45 young people told us how lockdown is affecting their mental health. 

• 31 said it was having a negative effect. 

• 8 said it was having a mixed effect. 

• 4 said it was having no effect. 

• 2 said it was having a positive effect. 

Care leavers were proportionately more likely to say they were coping well with lockdown.  

10 out of 19 care leavers who answered this question said lockdown was having a negative 

effect. 2 said the effect was mixed, while 7 told us lockdown was having no effect on their 

wellbeing. 
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Negative effects 

Out of the 31 young people who said lockdown was having a negative effect on their 

mental health, 14 talked about symptoms or feelings that were particularly severe (as 

opposed to 4 who said the effect was quite mild). For example: 

• “i feel very hopeless and like i have nothing to do and it means i am struggling 

very much.” 

6 of the 31 also talked about how lockdown made their existing mental health issues 

worse, for instance: 

• “It’s affecting me massively - I live in town with no outside space in a small flat. 

It’s difficult to get out anywhere, especially in nature. I have struggled with 

anxiety and depression all my life, and was starting to recover before lockdown. 

Now I am back to having very poor mental health.” 

They most often described their experiences in terms of: 

• Feeling trapped or frustrated (7 people) 

• Feeling lonely (5) 

• Anxiety (5) 

• Depression (3) 

• Feeling purposeless (3) 

Similar feelings were expressed by the care leavers who were having a negative 

experience of lockdown.  

 

Mixed effects 

8 young people told us that lockdown had had been negative in some ways, but positive in 

others, or that they had learnt to cope with it better over time. Some have good days and 

bad days. 

• “It's affecting me positively because I've had more free time for mindfulness 

and self care. It's affecting me negatively because I find myself worrying about 

the future and the uncertainty is making me anxious more often.” 

• “Some days it’s ok, other days it’s not. There’s not many distractions from 

your thoughts and people post on social media now more than ever.” 

• “Positively in that I don’t have to do my gcses anymore so that stress is gone. 

[…] It is getting a bit worse in that I’m definitely more self critical of my 

appearance (less active, more time to look in a mirror) and I’m missing being 

social with my friends” 

 

Positive effects 

A couple of our respondents feel that lockdown has benefited them. 

• “It is actually improving my mental health and I fear it will decrease when 

quarantine is over” 

• “Lockdown is giving me more time to myself which relaxes me and makes me 

feel less stressed” 
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Are you aware of the MindMate website? 

Most of the people we spoke to were aware of MindMate (38 out of 45 young people and 13 

out of 19 care leavers). 

 

If you have had online/messaging or phone mental health support from any 

organisation in the last few weeks, can you tell us what this was like? 

Of the 16 young people who answered this question, 8 said they hadn’t been given any 

support. 

Here are the comments from people who have had support: 

• “The market place - and it was ok” 

• “The market place & Safezone have been super helpful for me” 

• “The Market Place It was better than I thought it would be, pretty much the 

same just shorter” 

• “I have support from my university, I am in regular contact with the mental 

health advisor.” 

• “Counselling. With a private counsellor. It my usual appointment but now over 

the phone so dont get to connect as much.” 

• “Kooth online support, I have an account but don't use it as often as I probably 

should. When I have used it its great.” 

• “I have tried talking to child line and looked online for support - wait times for 

support is extensive due to demand.” 

• “Young Minds text service has been very nice and i found calling Samaritans 

was very calming and more helpful than my therapist.” 

Three care leavers told us they had received support with their mental health under 

lockdown (one person had support from two places). Most of this support came from 

health services: 

• Community nurse 

• “a woman from the mental health services” 

• Therapeutic social care team 

• College care manager 

 

Did our respondents’ ages have an effect on how they felt? 

Young people aged 19-25 were more likely to report lockdown having a negative effect 

compared to people aged 18 and under. 

58% (14 out of 24) of under-19s said lockdown was having a negative effect. Of these, 43% 

(6) described experiencing severe rather than mild feelings and symptoms. 

On the other hand, 83% (15 out of 18) of 19-25 years olds say lockdown has affected them 

negatively, with 53% (8) describing severe feelings and symptoms. 

A much larger proportion of the over-19s we spoke to mentioned an existing mental health 

condition (5 out of 18) compared to 11-18 year olds (1 out of 24).  
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The older group were also much more likely to talk about feeling trapped (5 out of 18) 

than the younger group (1 out of 24).   

Of the 8 young people who told us about receiving support, 3 are from the 19+ age 

bracket.  

On the other hand, care leavers aged 19-25 were more likely to say they were coping well 

with lockdown than their younger counterparts.  

None of the 11 to 18-year-old care leavers we spoke to were receiving mental health 

support. 

 

Mental Health Under Lockdown: the Wider Population 

During the first two weeks in May, we spoke to 959 adults in Leeds about their mental 

health. 

How has lockdown affected your or your loved ones’ mental health? 

Nearly half of our respondents told us that lockdown had affected their mental health “a 

little bit”.  Just over a third said it had not affected them at all. 16% said their mental 

health had been affected “a lot”. 

 

Are you aware of Mindwell and how best to look after your Mental Health during this 

time? 

70% of people told us that they weren’t aware of Mindwell. 

 

Have you tried to get support/help for your mental health? 

Just over a quarter of our respondents told us they had sought out mental health support 

from a range of sources, including GPs, third-sector organisations, friends and family, 

colleagues, mental health services such as IAPT and the Community Mental Health Team, 

ambulance services, private therapy, counsellors and CBT practitioners, and via apps and 

other online resources. 

 

They occasionally identified gaps in the support they were offered: 

• “I have support from my GP - but only in the sense of getting my prescription for 

antidepressants. I am also waiting for autistic specific therapy for depression and 

anxiety - the service is closed until the lockdown is over.” 

• “My local CMHT, LPDN and my GP all of which were disappointing, mostly because 

I'm considered to be well managed/high functioning.” 

• “It has been harder to build a relationship with my psychiatrist as we started 

appointments in lockdown and I have yet to meet her face to face” 

• “didn't get past online triage” 

• “All [my GP] offered was sleeping pills and tranquilisers - which I didn't want” 



For more information, please get in touch with Hannah at info@healthwatchleeds.co.uk 9 

• “I accessed a helpline suggested by my manager. This was a very helpful one-off 

conversation but left me feeling even more isolated as there is no ongoing regular 

support” 

• “IAPT and they have given me a list of options. They will get back to be within 12 

weeks” 

 

The majority of people who haven’t accessed support said this was because they didn’t 

feel they needed it or they were confident in their ability to manage their own mental 

health. 

However, two other very common themes emerged. One was a sense that “other people 

need help more than me” and our respondents didn’t want to “waste people’s time” 

during the crisis. Another was that respondents believed services had closed entirely or 

did not know what support they could expect (for example, “GP surgeries seem closed or 

too busy with covid-19 patient queries”). 

 

Some people had previously had poor experiences, which put them off seeking support: 

• “Don't see any point. I've never been helped previously” 

• “System was already overloaded before lockdown” 

• “I have needed it in the past and was put on a waiting list forever. So now I sort 

myself out.” 

A few people also felt that, although their mental health had been affected, once 

lockdown was eased their health would improve again. 

 

What kind of mental health information or services would you like to be able to access 

during lockdown, while face-to-face care is not available? 

When people responded to this question, they were more likely to suggest help from 

mental health professionals rather than peers would be helpful. For some, it was 

important that this support be ongoing, rather than limited to a handful of sessions 

(“talking to someone regularly and checking in rather than just a one-off call to a 

suicide/mental health hotline”). They were also generally open to getting support over 

the phone or by video call. For example, “the best is face to face. The second best is 

talking on the phone. Reading stuff online is not useful as you are still locked inside your 

own head”. 

 

Some people also said they would be interested in self-help resources, often (but not 

always) suggesting these should be delivered online. Examples people gave were free yoga 

and mindfulness sessions, activities that help to occupy the mind, walking routes, and 

interviews with people with lived experience of mental ill health. Several people 

emphasised how important it was to them that the information provided felt truthful and 

trustworthy. 
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A few comments also mentioned the difficulties of seeking help for a loved one who does 

not acknowledge that they are mentally unwell.  

 

Again, sometimes people’s answers were shaped by poor experiences they had had in the 

past while accessing support. There were some suggestions that the first contact with 

services was particularly crucial: 

• “if you need to ring LYPFT you shouldn't be scared to do so in case you get told off 

by one of the receptionists who's manner/attitude […] makes you feel like you 

shouldn't be calling for help” 

• “the threshold you need to cross to get help is, in itself, a cause of stress and 

anxiety and a barrier” 

 

The challenge for our city: 

How do we communicate that services are open and people aren’t being a “burden” 

when they ask for mental health support? 

How do we make even more people aware of Mindwell? 
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Section 3: Where are the pressures and barriers for communities? 

Our third-sector colleagues have told us about the extra mental stresses and barriers to 

support which some of their service users are experiencing. 

Adults with learning disabilities can be reluctant to give out their phone numbers and 

email addresses because they worry about being scammed. They find video calling 

intrusive. A lack of digital skills can also be a barrier. 

Carers have not been able to access their usual coping mechanisms and have been 

affected by having to care 24/7. There has also been anxiety around the safety of loved 

ones living in care homes. 

Some homeless people have had to delay their plans to move out of their shelter, setting 

back the progress they have made. People who have extra needs around accessing 

housing do not always have a phone or change phones often. 

People from BAME communities who are living with mental health conditions can be 

reluctant to share their contact details, sometimes due to paranoia around technology. 

Refugees and asylum seekers do not always have phones. 

Disadvantaged families are experiencing anxiety around finances and have expressed 

concerns about the effect not being able to play outside is having on children. 

Older people are particularly reliant on landlines and, when they do have devices, they 

are not always confident users. Hearing difficulties can make phone conversations hard. 

Organisations working with women have seen increasing numbers of new and recurring 

domestic abuse cases. 

Men who access men-only support groups are sometimes struggling with relationships with 

their wives and close family and with social isolation. 

Recovering addicts have relapsed in some cases. Some people in urgent need of drug and 

alcohol rehabilitation have not always been able to access it. 

The deaf community continues to experience barriers when accessing health care 

generally due to a lack of accessible information and interpreting. 

People who receive end-of-life support and their families are anxious about not seeing 

loved ones before they die. 

People with eating disorders have found it harder to access support from their GP, which 

in turn has affected their mental health. 

People with cancer diagnoses are struggling with social isolation and the new financial 

procedures they have to navigate. 

The challenge for our city: 

How do we target communities so that the inequalities gap doesn’t widen? 

How do we adapt our offer so that everyone is supported, no matter what means of 

communication works best for them? 


