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COVID-19 OUTBREAK
A novel coronavirus discovered in 2019 results in an infectious disease known as the COronaVIrus Disease 
(COVID-19). COVID-19 is easily transmitted via person to person contact and has caused a global pandemic.
Given its high transmittance and mortality rates, there have been drastic changes in people’s day-to-day lives 
aimed at slowing the spread of COVID-19, consistent with public health recommendations.
This resource list was developed to contextualize stress that young adults may experience as they make life 
adjustment during the COVID-19 outbreak and provide suggestions on evidence-based coping. 

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON YOUNG ADULTS
• COVID-19 and current changes to daily lives present immense challenges to 

young adults.
• According to a poll, many young people are concerned with isolation, their 

family’s health, school closures, and losing their routine and social connections. 
One third of young adults (age 18 to 34) reported moderate to severe 
depression symptoms (Active Minds, 2020).

• Among college students, 77% young adults complained that distance learning 
was more challenging than in-person classes (Beschloss, 2020).

CHALLENGES SPECIFIC TO FINANCIAL 
SECURITY AND JOB PROSPECTS
• Unemployment is linked to mental health problems including increased psychological distress, anxiety and 

depression symptoms, and substance misuse, and lowered self-esteem (Batic-Mujanovic et al, 2017).
• Every 7th working adult indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic was the most 

stressful time in their professional career (Chidambaram et al., 2020). 
• Data from the Kaiser Family Foundation showed recent increases in new 

prescriptions for anti-anxiety, anti-depressant, and sleep medications.
• According to The Resolution Foundation, about 25% to 35% of young adult 

workers (age 18 to 24) became underemployed or unemployed since the 
COVID-19 outbreak (Elliott, 2020). Other young adults reported that their 
employment or internships had been moved to remote work, delayed, or 
canceled. Every 9th young adult indicated concerns about the economy and 
job prospects (Beschloss, 2020).



Stress is defined as any circumstances that threaten—
or are perceived to threaten—one’s well-being, and 

thereby tax one’s coping abilities.
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• Emerging data showed compelling evidence for ethnic and racial disparities of 
COVID-19 impact (Cunningham et al., 2017): 

• Highest mortality rate was found in African Americans. 
• Death ratio in African Americans and Whites was 10:1 among adults aged 

34 to 45. 
• Black communities in areas with poorer air and water quality, and more 

socially disadvantaged neighborhoods were more vulnerable to COVID-19. 
• African American workers often hold essential jobs (e.g., mail delivery, 

factory work, fast food service); they were more prone to COVID-19 
exposure. 

• By April 2020, more African American workers filed for unemployment 
benefits than White workers. 

DIFFERENTIAL IMPACT ON MINORITY HEALTH

• COVID-19 outbreak brought on a stark increase in anti-Asian discrimination. About 3 in 10 U.S. individuals 
blame China or Chinese people for the COVID-19 pandemic (Jackson et al., 2020).

• According to a recent poll by the Center for Public Integrity, 60% of Asian Americans witnessed fellow Asian 
individuals being harassed or threatened since the pandemic, compared to 9% of them reported being 
discriminated against 4 years ago. A quarter of Asian individuals outside of China experienced discrimination 
amid the COVID-19 outbreak (Jackson et al., 2020).

• During the onset of the COVID-19 outbreak, and when the U.S. President Donald Trump referred to COVID-
19 as the “Chinese virus,” there was an increase in the use of discriminatory slangs or racial slurs toward 
Asian Americans on Twitter and 4chan (Schild et al., 2020). 

UNIQUE CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH 
ANTI-ASIAN DISCRIMINATION

• Statistics on young adults’ concerns about COVID-19, documented 
increases in mental health problems, ethnic/racial disparities in COVID-19’s 
health impact, and racial discrimination targeting Asian Americans highlight 
their critical roles on people’s stress during this challenging time.

• Stress is a part of everyday life. Stress occurs when people feel threatened 
or harmed, and/or experience loss. Humans are hardwired to be on alert 
for potential threats for survival. Stress mobilizes the body for action; this 
process is known as the “fight or flight” response (Cherry, 2019).

• Stressors, such as challenges associated with COVID-19, present a set 
of psychological demands, and can elicit bodily, emotional, and behavioral 
reactions (Weiten et al., 2018).

STRESS
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• Stress is people’s internal cognitive appraisal of a host of stressors.

• Stressors are events, experiences, and/or environmental conditions that causes feelings of stress (Alex, 2019).

• Stress takes place when people deem that they do not have the resources to deal with the stressor.

• There are different types of stress depending on the nature of the stressors: 
• Acute stress is short-lived and typically event-specific
• Chronic stress is long term experiences of vague and inescapable, suffering
• Anticipatory stress is anxiety and stress appraisal about an imaginary or upcoming event (Grohol, 2020)

THE PSYCHOLOGY BEHIND STRESS

• The amygdala—the emotional center of the brain—perceives a threat and communicates with the 
hypothalamus. The hypothalamus engages the autonomic nervous system in the fight or flight response. 

• This fight or flight reaction is also known as the General Adaptation Syndrome (Harvard, 2011).

• According to the General Adaptation Syndrome, stress responses can occur in three stages (Higuera, 2017): 
1. Alarm Reaction: immediate physiological arousal brought on by the sympathetic nervous system activity; 

increases the secretion and activity of adrenaline and cortisol and provides a burst of energy 
that prepares the body for action (e.g., pupil dilation, increase in heart rate, rapid and shallow breathing, 
decreased digestion)

2. Resistance: repairs brought on by the parasympathetic nervous system to help the body return to 
the baseline physiological status

3. Exhaustion: chronic stress that results in fatigue and burnout (Higuera, 2017)

HOW STRESS WORKS

Approaching stressful situations such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic in an adaptive manner can 
be beneficial (Mayo Clinic, 2020):
• Reduce risk for depression, anxiety, and 

other health problems, and possibly 
enhance life expectancy.

• Build self-efficacy and resilience to other 
challenges in life.

• Stress management may be particularly 
important for people who are disproportionately 
affected by the COVID-19 outbreak and 
its economic consequences.

SIGNIFICANCE OF STRESS
MANAGEMENT Prolonged stress can cause 

or exacerbate 
negative health problems, 

including chronic fatigue and 
pain, depression, 

diabetes, and obesity, and 
increased risk for heart 

attack or stroke.

• How people adjust to the COVID-19 outbreak and other life stressors depends on their ability to cope.

• Coping is defined as voluntary, controlled, and conscious efforts to master, reduce, or tolerate the demands 
created by stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

COPING WITH STRESS

This resource list was developed in June 2020, amid COVID-19 as a group project by SMU students (Alducin, Gable, Koenig, Le, 
Parikh, Phillips, and Young) in the Psychology and the Challenges of Life course (taught by Dr. Priscilla Lui, Department of Psychology). 
The resource list was revised and expanded by Katedia, Pham, and other members of the Acculturation, Diversity, and 
Psychopathology Team (ADAPT). The ADAPT at SMU is directed by Dr. Priscilla Lui. Research in ADAPT focuses on minority mental
health and health disparities, and aims to yield scientific knowledge about the impact of culture, ethnicity, and race on people’s 
psychological adjustment, psychopathology, and addictive behaviors. For more information on ADAPT: https://people.smu.edu/adapt/

https://people.smu.edu/adapt/


• Coping behaviors include (but are not limited to): 

• Adaptive strategies: constructive behaviors 
that reduce the negative impact of stress: 

• Appraisal-focused:
• Thinking about the stressor and 

personal resources rationally 
• Finding humor in the situation

• Problem-focused:
• Confronting and solving the problems 

directly
• Recognizing and managing harmful 

emotional reactions
• Managing harmful or destructive 

habitual behaviors
• Seeking support from family and friends

• Emotion-focused:
• Distracting self from the situation
• Exercising
• Engaging in mindfulness, meditation, 

and relaxation

• Maladaptive strategies: ineffective or 
destructive behaviors that are attempted to 
manage stress:

• Avoiding or giving up on the problems 
• Indulging in impulsive behaviors such 

as alcohol and drug use
• Blaming the self for the stressor

COPING WITH STRESS (Cont.)
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Research on past pandemics and disease outbreaks 
can inform effective coping for the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• In general, problem-focused coping including 
maintaining personal hygiene and following medical 
and public health guidelines were effective in 
managing health-related stress linked to disease 
outbreaks. Using only emotion-focused coping was 
linked to greater likelihood of anxiety symptoms (Taha 
et al., 2014).

• During the 2002-2003 severe acute respiratory 
syndrome (SARS) outbreak, research with Hong Kong 
young adults showed that personal hygiene 
measures and social distancing strategies were 
commonly used problem-focused coping strategies 
(Law et al., 2020). 

• A Strength-Focused and Meaning-Oriented Approach 
to Resilience and Transformation (SMART) approach 
to managing SARS-related trauma demonstrated 
efficacy. The holistic and strength-oriented coping 
included yoga, meditation, Eastern spirituality, and 
psychoeducation (Chan et al., 2006). 

• Higher levels of problem-focused coping and learning 
to tolerate uncertainty related to the 2009 swine flu 
outbreak were linked to lower levels of anxiety. People 
who showed greater tolerance for uncertainty were 
less likely to see the disease outbreak as 
personally threatening (Taha et al., 2014). 

• During the avian influenza outbreaks in early 2010s, 
research showed that blaming outgroups was 
likely during times of increased uncertainty. Yet, this 
form of othering did not produce adaptive coping 
strategies against the outbreaks (Gilles et al., 2013). 

COPING MECHANISMS USED IN 
PAST DISEASE OUTBREAKS

• According to the American Psychological Association, health-promoting behaviors include:

• Engaging in self-care: take regular breaks at work and at home, maintain a consistent structure while 
juggling working and studying from home and being with other family members 

• Giving the self permission to be flexible

• Maintaining health-promoting habits: eat healthily, get sufficient sleep

• Seeking social support using physically distanced methods (e.g., virtual get-togethers)

• Exercising (Mayo Clinic, 2018)

• The National Institutes of Health suggest: 
• > 150 minutes/week of moderate aerobic activity (e.g., brisk walking or swimming), or 
• > 75 minutes/week of vigorous aerobic activity (e.g., running)
• > 2 days/week muscle of strengthening activities (e.g., weightlifting) (NIH, 2020)

• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) offers additional advice on coping with stress 
associated with COVID-19:

• Be vigilant about one’s health and consult with a trained health professional if symptoms of illness emerge

• Avoid excessive and hazardous alcohol and drug use (CDC, 2020)

RESOURCES FOR EFFECTIVE COPING 
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PROFESSIONAL 
PSYCHOLOGICAL HELP
Evidence-based mental health services can include:
• Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT): helps people identify, challenge, and change irrational thinking and/or 

maladaptive behavioral patterns, and gain a better understanding of emotions
• Mindfulness-based interventions: aim to help people focus attention on the present experiences in a non-

judgmental manner to reduce suffering
• Psychodynamic therapy: aims to help people develop self-awareness and understanding about how past 

experiences and interpersonal dynamics can influence present behavior and mental health problems
• Counseling: counselors can provide guidance and support, and teach people effective coping skills
• Case management: coordinates community-based services to provide daily life supports and mental 

health services 
Mental health services can be accessed at SMU and/or other places:
qSMU Health Center Counseling Services: offers SMU students short-term individual counseling sessions, 

group counseling sessions, substance use treatments, and psychiatric services
qSMU Psychology Clinic: offers evidence-based individual assessment and psychotherapy services to 

children, adolescents, and adults; currently open via telehealth and offers a sliding scale pay schedule; 
services provided by clinical psychology Ph.D. students and are supervised by licensed psychologists

qSMU Family Counseling Center: offers individual and family counseling; currently open for telehealth and 
offers a sliding scale pay schedule; services provided by masters-level students in counseling 

qPsychology Today: search for therapists based on location, areas of expertise, and insurance provider
qNational Alliance on Mental Illness: provides information about mental health conditions, suggestions for 

coping, and referrals to treatment services
qAmerican Psychological Association Psychologist Locator: search for a licensed psychologist 

by location, areas of expertise, and insurance provider

• Apple COVID-19 App: People can obtain up-to-date 
information about the disease. Screening is available 
in case people are infected by the novel coronavirus.
• HEALTHLYNKED COVID-10 Tracker App: People 

can provide self-reported symptoms associated with 
a positive test of COVID-19. The application 
tracks the number of World Health Organization  
confirmed cases, self-reported cases, and the 
number of deaths in the world.
• Insight Timer App: A free application with 

crowdsourced meditation and relaxation routines and 
soundtracks for sleep, anxiety, and stress.
• MyLife Meditation App: Formerly known as Stop, 

Breathe & Think; an application that provides 
guided meditation and mindfulness, and suggestions 
on checking in with emotions.
• Sanvello: Anxiety and Depression App: A free 

application that provides clinically-validated 
techniques and skills coaching for managing 
symptoms of anxiety, depression, and stress.

SUGGESTIONS ON RELEVANT
MOBILE APPLICATIONS FOR
COPING WITH COVID-19

RESOURCES FOR INTERNSHIP 
AND JOB OPPORTUNITIES
For many young adults, searching for internship 
and jobs can be extremely difficult amid the COVID-19 
pandemic. Although some companies may have halted 
hiring, some sectors have had major increases in 
productivity and business opportunities. Below are some 
resources that young adults may use to navigate the 
internship and employment markets.

Appropriate for selective fields:
• Dream Careers Internships: Business, marketing, 

theatre, photography, music, architecture, 
accounting, fashion, film, interior design, 
public relations, real estate, finance, graphic design 
government, international trade

Appropriate for all:
• LinkedIn
• Indeed

• Mission of Hope Internships: Business, 
medicine/health care, construction, video, project 
management

• Public Health and Medical Virtual 
Internships: Medicine/health care, public health

• Jobs2Career
• Micro-Internships

https://www.smu.edu/StudentAffairs/DrBobSmithHealthCenter/Counseling-Services
https://www.smu.edu/Dedman/Academics/Departments/Psychology/SMU-Psychology-Clinic/About
https://www.smu.edu/Simmons/Community/Family-Counseling
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists
https://www.nami.org/Your-Journey/Individuals-with-Mental-Illness/Finding-a-Mental-Health-Professional
https://locator.apa.org/?_ga=2.2294256.1121310219.1593391496-1750288404.1535745110
https://www.summerinternships.com/internships
https://www.linkedin.com/
https://www.indeed.com/
https://missionofhope.com/internships
https://www.cfhi.org/virtual-internships-courses?gclid=CjwKCAjw5vz2BRAtEiwAbcVIL26Vhf2HnbsZwKo8X-0mbFuIVrJ50FB2rP1Z_9vh7tDS-WHKJqfKYRoCHzgQAvD_BwE
https://www.indeed.com/cmp/Jobs2careers


Stress and Coping Amid COVID-19: Resources 6
CITED REFERENCES
1. Active Minds. (n.d.) COVID-19 impact on college student mental health. https://www.activeminds.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/04/Student-Survey-Infographic.pdf
2. Alex, B. (2019, November 15). What science says about why you're stressed and how to cope. 

https://www.discovermagazine.com/mind/what-science-says-about-why-youre-stressed-and-how-to-cope
3. Batic-Mujanovic, O., Poric, S., Pranjic, N., Ramic, E., Alibasic, E., & Karic, E. (2017, June). Influence of unemployment on 

mental health of the working age population. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5544462/
4. Beschloss, C. (2020, May 12). Most students jobs have been canceled, delayed, or digitized by 

coronavirus. https://www.collegereaction.com/post/most-student-jobs-have-been-canceled-delayed-or-digitized-by-
coronavirus

5. Center for Disease Control and Prevention. (2020, February 11). Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-
19). https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html

6. Chan, C. L. W., Chan, T. H. Y., & Ng, S. M. (2006). The Strength-Focused and Meaning-Oriented Approach to Resilience 
and Transformation (SMART): A body-mind-spirit approach to trauma management. Social Work in Health Care, 43(2-3), 9-
36.

7. Cherry, K. (2019, August 18). The fight-or-flight response prepares your body to take action. 
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-the-fight-or-flight-response-2795194

8. Chidambaram, P., Kamal, R., Orgera, K., Cox, C., Garfield, R., Hamel, L., Munana, C., & Chidambaram, P. (2020, April 21). 
The implications of COVID-19 for mental health and substance use. https://www.kff.org/coronavirus-covid-19/issue-brief/the-
implications-of-covid-19-for-mental-health-and-substance-use/

9. Cunningham, T., Croft, J., Liu, Y., Lu, H., Eke, P., & Giles, W. (2017, August 1). Vital signs: Racial disparities in age-specific 
mortality among Blacks or African Americans--United States, 1999–2015. 
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/66/wr/mm6617e1.htm

10. Elliott, L. (2020, May 18). Young workers most likely to have lost jobs during Covid-19 crisis. 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/ 2020/may/19/young-workers-jobs-covid-19-crisis-resolution-foundation-economic-
fallout

11. Gilles, I., Bangerter, A., Clémence, A., Green, E. G. T., Krings, F., Mouton, A., Rigaud, D., Staerklé, C., & Wagner, E. P. 
(2013). Collective symbolic coping with disease threat and othering: A case study of avian influenza. British Journal of 
Social Psychology, 52(1), 83–102.

12. Grohol, J. P. M. (2020, www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/understanding-the-stress-response January 14). The 
impact of stress. https://psychcentral.com/lib/the-impact-of-stress/

13. Harvard (2011, March). Understanding the stress response. https://
14. Higuera, V. (2018, March 19). General adaptation syndrome: Your body's response to stress. 

https://www.healthline.com/health/ general-adaptation-syndrome
15. Jackson, C., Berg, J., & Yi, J. (2020, April 28). New Center for Public Integrity/Ipsos poll finds most Americans say the 

coronavirus pandemic is a natural disaster. https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/center-for-public-integrity-poll-2020
16. Law, S., Leung, A. W., & Xu, C. (2020). Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) and coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-

19): From causes to preventions in Hong Kong. International Journal of Infectious Diseases, 94, 156–163. 
17. Lazarus, R. S., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress,appraisal, and coping. Springer. 
18. Mayo Clinic. (2018, March 8). Exercise and stress: Get moving to manage stress. https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-

lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/exercise-and-stress/art-20044469
19. Mayo Clinic. (2020, January 21). Positive thinking: Stop negative self-talk to reduce stress. 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/positive-thinking/art-20043950
20. NIH (2020, April). Four types of exercise can improve your health and physical ability. https://www.nia.nih.gov/health/four-

types-exercise-can-improve-your-health-and-physical-ability
21. Schild, L., Ling, C., Blackburn, J., Stringhini, G., Zhang, Y., & Zannettou, S. (2020). “Go eat a bat, Chang!”: An early look on 

the emergence of sinophobic behavior on web communities in the face of COVID-19. Unpublished manuscript. 
22. Taha, S., Matheson, K., Cronin, T., & Anisman, H. (2014). Intolerance of uncertainty, appraisals, coping, and anxiety: The 

case of the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. British Journal of Health Psychology, 19(3), 592–605.
23. Weiten, W., Dunn, D. S., & Hammer, E. Y. (2018). Psychology Applied to Modern Life Adjustment in the 21st Century (12th 

ed.). Cengage Learning.



Stress and Coping Amid COVID-19: 
Resources for Young Adults 7
BOTTOM LINE
• Stress during these challenging times is common 
• Coping effectively can reduce mental health and health problems

• Accept the current challenge as is, and recognize some aspects for 
which you have control (appraisal-focused coping)

• Follow health guidelines to protect yourself and others (problem-
focused coping)

• Engage in health-promoting behaviors, including exercise, healthful 
diet, sleep, practice relaxation and mindfulness (emotion-focused 
coping) 

• Use self-help tools including mobile apps to check in about your 
emotions and manage stress 

• Use and provide social support, while maintaining physical/social 
distancing 

• Seek medical guidance when feeling sick 
• Seek and use professional psychological help when appropriate 
• Provide instrumental and emotional support to people who may be 

socially disadvantaged (e.g., poor living conditions, essential 
workers, victims of discrimination)

1. Use safe social/physical distancing (> 6 feet) 
2. Wear face mask/cloth covering in public 
3. Wash hands regularly (> 20 seconds)
4. Stay in whenever possible 
5. Monitor health closely

Authored by Alducin, Gable, Koenig, Katedia, Le, Lui, Parikh, Pham, Phillips, and Young.  Alducin, Katedia, Le, & Parikh were 
responsible for the stress sections. Gable, Koenig, Pham, Phillips, & Young were responsible for the coping sections. Katedia, Parikh, & 
Lui provided revisions and contributed to the artistic design of this resource sheet. Lui supervised the project. Contact: adapt@smu.edu. 

mailto:adapt@smu.edu?subject=COVID-19%20Resource%20List

