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	[bookmark: _Toc38545105]1. How to respond effectively to the Corona crisis by Dr Russ Harris, author of The Happiness Trap

	Document Summary:
	‘FACE COVID’ is a set of practical steps for responding effectively to the Corona crisis, using the principles of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). Here’s a quick summary of the key steps, and in the pages that follow we’ll explore them all in more depth:

Focus on what’s in your control 
Acknowledge your thoughts & feelings 
Come back into your body 
Engage in what you’re doing 

Committed action
Opening up
Values
Identify resources
Disinfect & distance

Document goes into detail on each of the above steps to help support staff.

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545106]2. The psychological needs of healthcare staff as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic

	Document Summary:
	Guide for leaders and managers of healthcare services who will need to consider the wellbeing needs of all healthcare staff (clinical and non-clinical) as a result of the Coronavirus outbreak. It offers practical recommendations for how to respond at individual, management and organisational level

· Remember – this situation is unprecedented; it is okay to not be okay.
· Experiencing symptoms of stress doesn’t mean you aren’t up to the job, it means you’re human.
· Give staff permission to step back and ensure breaks and rest.
· Allow psychological support to be available in different ways


	Full Document:
	






	[bookmark: _Toc38545107]3. Living with worry and anxiety amidst global uncertainty

	Document Summary:
	Worry and anxiety are common problems at the best of times, and when it takes over it can become all-encompassing. 

The guide provides tools to help you to manage your worry and anxiety in these uncertain times.

The document initially describes worry and anxiety, and potential triggers for them.  On Page 4 onwards it describes methods that can be adopted to manage any anxiety and worry you are experiencing. Some of these methods are:
· Maintain balance in your life: living a life with a balance of activities that give you feelings of pleasure, achievement, and closeness.  It recommends developing an Activity Menu – a list of activities you can do to keep occupied and maintain a balance in your life. Activities can include:
· Being creative – drawing, sewing, taking photos.
· Listening to music and singing
· Trying something new, e.g. read a new genre of book
· Connect with people – we are social beings after all
· Practise identifying whether your worry is 'real problem' worry, or 'hypothetical worry' – is the problem something you have control over, and take action on? If so – write down the steps and take action. If no, focus your attention on things you can control
· Speak to yourself with compassion. Practise responding to your anxious or worrying thoughts with kindness and compassion.
· Practice mindfulness. Learning and practicing mindfulness can help us to let go of worries and bring ourselves back to the present moment.  A good approach is the step by process:
5 Things you can see
4 things you can feel
3 things you can hear
2 things you can smell
1 thing you can taste

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545108]4. Looking after your mental wellbeing – Poster

	Document Summary:
	Summaries 8 strategies that you can adopt to look after your mental well-being:
1. Limit time spent on social media/news websites
2. Stay active
3. Take regular breaks from your work
4. Prioritise sleep
5. Eat a balanced diet and keep hydrated
6. Make time for hobbies and other non-work activities
7. Stay in touch with family and friends
8. Giving to others

The poster is attached for staff to print and display in their workplace.

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545109]5. New national NHS helpline for staff

	Document Summary:
	The NHS and the Samaritans, working in partnership, have launched a free confidential support service for NHS workers and volunteers. 

You can access confidential support and specialist advice from trained professionals including coaching, bereavement care, mental health and financial help.

The telephone number is 0300 131 7000
Open 7.00am – 11.00pm seven days a week

Or

Text FRONTLINE to 85258
Open 24/7

	Full Document:
	Website: Click here



	[bookmark: _Toc38545110]6. Take the lead – talk about your emotional wellbeing

	Document Summary:
	If you feel you are struggling and are not sure how to start talking about it, the document provides a step-by-step process on how to raise the topic.  Steps include:
· Plan for the conversation
· What do you want to get across?
· Do you need help with something specific?
· Having the conversation
· Clarify the purpose of the conversation
· Explore your thoughts and feelings
· Ensure you are listened to
· Commit to actions

If you begin to feel emotional or overwhelmed you can use the following technique to take a moment and get back on track:
Pause – stop, breathe
Acknowledge – acknowledgement of what was said
Clarify – talk through and clarify what was said
Respond – continue the conversation

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545111]7. British Medical Association - Your wellbeing

	Document Summary:
	The BMA have a number of wellbeing services and information (free of charge) available: https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/your-wellbeing

They have a range of services and information to help support you. Our counselling service is open 24/7 to all doctors and medical students. It’s confidential and free of charge.


	Full Document:
	Website: Click here






	[bookmark: _Toc38545112]8. Psychological Self-Help Apps for all NHS Staff:

	Document Summary:
	A number of apps are available to help look after your physical and emotional well-being:
· Headspace (Headspace is a science-backed app in mindfulness and meditation, providing unique tools and resources to help reduce stress, build resilience, and aid better sleep. They are offering free access to all NHS staff with an NHS email address until 31 December 2020

· Sleepio is an evidenced-based sleep improvement programme that is fully automated and highly personalised, using cognitive behavioural techniques to help improve poor sleep. 
· Enter redeem code NHS2020

· Daylight is a smartphone-based app that provides help to people experiencing symptoms of worry and anxiety, using evidence-based cognitive behavioural techniques, voice and animation.

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545113]9. Psychological resilience through the pandemic

	Document Summary:
	This document aims to provide evidence-based, self-help information and tips for getting through the coronavirus pandemic, based on psychology, neuroscience, resilience research and Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT).

It covers areas such as:
· Developing Psychological Resilience
· Looking after ourselves
· Managing Other Issues
· Managing Kids at Home
· Making the Most of the Situation

	Full Document:
	




	[bookmark: _Toc38545114]10.  Top Ten Messages for Supporting Healthcare Staff during the Covid-19 Pandemic

	Document Summary:
	1. Be Kind to Yourself and One Another
2. Enable staff to Discuss their Concerns
3. Encourage Staff to Sustain Their Social Connections
4. Remember to Eat, Drink, Rest
5. Share positive news
6. Continue Supervision and Relevant Training
7. Challenge Incipient Loneliness
8. Support for Frontline Staff Should be Visible
9. Follow Assessment and Treatment Protocols
10. Be Aware of the Current Guidance from the WHO and UK Authorities

	Full Document:
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‘FACE COVID’ 
How to respond effectively to the Corona crisis  
by Dr Russ Harris, author of The Happiness Trap  
‘FACE COVID’ is a set of practical steps for responding effectively to the Corona crisis, using 
the principles of acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT). Here’s a quick summary of the 
key steps, and in the pages that follow we’ll explore them all in more depth: 


F = Focus on what’s in your control 
A = Acknowledge your thoughts & feelings 
C = Come back into your body 
E = Engage in what you’re doing 
 
C = Committed action 
O = Opening up  
V = Values 
I = Identify resources 
D = Disinfect & distance  
 


Let’s now explore these, one by one 


 


F = Focus on what’s in your control 


The Corona crisis can affect us in many different ways: physically, emotionally, 
economically, socially, and psychologically. All of us are (or  soon will be) dealing with the 
very real challenges of widespread serious illness and the inabilities of healthcare systems to 
cope with it, social and community disruption, economic fallout and financial problems , 
obstacles and interruptions to many aspects of life … and the list goes on.  


And when we are facing a crisis of any sort, fear and anxiety are inevitable; they are normal, 
natural responses to challenging situations infused with danger and uncertainty. It’s all too 
easy to get lost in worrying and ruminating about all sorts of things that are out of your 
control: what might happen in the future; how the virus might affect you or your loved ones 
or your community or your country or the world – and what will happen then - and so on. 
And while it’s completely natural for us to get lost in such worries, it’s not useful or helpful. 
Indeed the more we focus on what’s not in our control, the more hopeless or anxious we’re 
likely to feel.  
So the single most useful thing anyone can do in any type of crisis – Corona-related or 
otherwise -  is to: focus on what’s in your control. 


You can’t control what happens in the future. You can’t control Corona virus itself or the 
world economy or how your government manages this whole sordid mess. And you can’t 
magically control your feelings, eliminating all that perfectly natural fear and anxiety. But 
you can control what you do - here and now. And that matters. 


Because what you do - here and now - can make a huge difference to yourself, and anyone 
living with you, and a significant difference to the community around you. 
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The reality is, we all have far more control over our behaviour, than we do over our 
thoughts and feelings. So our number one aim is to take control of our behaviour - right 
here and now - to respond effectively to this crisis.  


This involves both dealing with our inner world – all our difficult thoughts and feelings - and 
our outer world – all the real problems we are facing. How do we do this? Well, when a big 
storm blows up, the boats in the harbour drop anchor – because if they don’t, they’ll get 
swept out to sea. And of course, dropping anchor doesn’t make the storm go away (anchors 
can’t control the weather) - but it can hold a boat steady in the harbour, until the storm 
passes in its own good time. 


Similarly, in an ongoing crisis, we’re all going to experience ‘emotional storms’: unhelpful 
thoughts spinning inside our head, and painful feelings whirling around our body. And if 
we’re swept away by that storm inside us, there’s nothing effective we can do. So the first 
practical step is to ‘drop anchor’, using the simple ACE formula: 
 


A = Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings 


C = Come back into your body 


E = Engage in what you’re doing 


 


Let’s explore these one by one: 


 


A = Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings 


Silently and kindly acknowledge whatever is ‘showing up’ inside you: thoughts, feelings, 
emotions, memories, sensation, urges. Take the stance of a curious scientist, observing 
what’s going on in your inner world. 


And while continuing to acknowledge your thoughts and feelings, also .... 


 


C = Come back into your body 


Come back into and connect with your physical body. Find your own way of doing this. You 
could try some or all of the following, or find your own methods: 


• Slowly pushing your feet hard into the floor. 


• Slowly straightening up your back and spine; if sitting, sitting upright and forward in your 
chair. 


• Slowly pressing your fingertips together 


• Slowly stretching your arms or neck, shrugging your shoulders. 


• Slowly breathing 



http://www.thehappinesstrap.com/
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Note: you are not trying to turn away from, escape, avoid or distract yourself from what is 
happening in your inner world. The aim is to remain aware of your thoughts and feelings, 
continue to acknowledge their presence .... and at the same time, come back into and 
connect with your body, and actively move it. Why? So you can gain as much control as 
possible over your physical actions, even though you can’t control your feelings. 
(Remember, F = Focus on what’s in your control) 


And as you acknowledge your thoughts & feelings, and come back into your body, also .... 


 


E = Engage in what you’re doing 


Get a sense of where you are and refocus your attention on the activity you are doing. 


Find your own way of doing this. You could try some or all of the following suggestions, or 
find your own methods: 


• Look around the room and notice 5 things you can see. 


• Notice 3 or 4 things you can hear. 


• Notice what you can smell or taste or sense in your nose and mouth 


• Notice what you are doing 


• End the exercise by giving your full attention to the task or activity at hand. (And if you 
don’t have any meaningful activity to do, see the next 3 steps.) 


Ideally, run through the ACE cycle slowly 3 or 4 times, to turn it into a 2- 3 minute exercise. 


If you wish, to help you get the hang of this, you can download some free audio recordings 
of ‘dropping anchor’ exercises, varying from 1 minute to 11 minutes in length. You can listen 
to these and use them as a guide to help you develop this skill. You can download or stream 
them from the left hand box on this webpage: https://www.actmindfully.com.au/free-
stuff/free-audio/ 


NOTE: please don’t skip the A of ACE; it’s so important to keep acknowledging the thoughts 
and feelings present, especially if they are difficult or uncomfortable. If you skip the A, this 
exercise will turn into a distraction technique – which it’s not supposed to be. 


Dropping anchor is a very useful skill. You can use it for handling difficult thoughts, feelings, 
emotions, memories, urges and sensations more effectively; switching off auto-pilot and 
engaging in life; grounding and steadying yourself in difficult situations; disrupting 
rumination, obsessing and worrying; and focusing your attention on the task or activity you 
are doing. The better you anchor yourself in the here and now, the more control you have 
over your actions – which makes it a lot easier to do the next steps: COVID 
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C = Committed Action 
 
Committed action means effective action, guided by your core values; action you take 
because it’s truly important to you; action you take even if it brings up difficult thoughts and 
feelings. Once you have dropped anchor, using the ACE formula, you will have a lot of 
control over your actions – so this makes it easier to do the things that truly matter.  
Now obviously that includes all those protective measures against Corona – frequent 
handwashing, social distancing, and so on. But in addition to those fundamentals of 
effective action, consider: 
What are simple ways to look after yourself, those you live with, and those you can 
realistically help? What kind, caring, supportive deeds you can do?  
Can you say some kind words to someone in distress – in person or via a phone call or text 
message?  
Can you help someone out with a task or a chore, or cook a meal, or hold someone’s hand, 
or play a game with a young child?  
Can you comfort and soothe someone who is sick? Or in the most serious of cases, nurse 
them and access whatever medical assistance is available?  


And if you’re spending a lot more time at home, through self-isolation or forced quarantine, 
or social distancing, what are the most effective ways to spend that time?  
You may want to consider physical exercise to stay fit, cooking (as) healthy food (as possible, 
given restrictions), and doing meaningful activities by yourself or with others.  
And if you’re familiar with acceptance and commitment therapy or other mindfulness-based 
approaches, how can you actively practice some of those mindfulness skills?  


Repeatedly throughout the day, ask yourself ‘What can I do right now - no matter how small 
it may be - that improves life for myself or others I live with, or people in my community?’ 
And whatever the answer is – do it, and engage in it fully. 


 


O = Opening up 


Opening up means making room for difficult feelings and being kind to yourself. Difficult 
feelings are guaranteed to keep on showing up as this crisis unfolds: fear, anxiety, anger, 
sadness, guilt, loneliness, frustration, confusion, and many more.  
We can’t stop them from arising; they’re normal reactions. But we can open up and make 
room for them: acknowledge they are normal, allow them to be there (even though they 
hurt), and treat ourselves kindly.  
Remember, self-kindness is essential if you want to cope well with this crisis – especially if 
you are in a caregiver role. If you’ve ever flown on a plane, you’ve heard this message: ‘In 
event of an emergency, put on your own oxygen mask before assisting others.’ Well, self-
kindness is your own oxygen mask; if you need to look after others, you’ll do it a whole lot 
better if you’re also taking good care of yourself.   
So ask yourself, ‘If someone I loved was going through this experience, feeling what I am 
feeling – if I wanted to be kind and caring towards them, how would I treat them? How 
would I behave towards them? What might I say or do?’ Then try treating yourself the same 
way.  
For more on self-kindness, also known as self-compassion, read this eBook: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1__Q3UcT9Q8VuSbiRm7x7-xjaxy5xkrba/view?usp=sharing  



http://www.thehappinesstrap.com/

http://www.imlearningact.com/

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1__Q3UcT9Q8VuSbiRm7x7-xjaxy5xkrba/view?usp=sharing





© Russ Harris, 2020 www.TheHappinessTrap.com  www.ImLearningACT.com  
 


V = Values 


Committed action should be guided by your core values: What do you want to stand for in 
the face of this crisis? What sort of person do you want to be, as you go through this? How 
do you want to treat yourself and others?  
 
Your values might include love, respect, humour, patience, courage, honesty, caring, 
openness, kindness …. or numerous others. Look for ways to ‘sprinkle’ these values into 
your day. Let them guide and motivate your committed action. 
 
Of course, as this crisis unfolds, there will be all sorts of obstacles in your life; goals you can’t 
achieve, things you can’t do, problems for which there are no simple solutions. But you can 
still live your values in a myriad of different ways, even in the face of all those challenges. 
Especially come back to your values of kindness and caring. Consider: 


What are kind, caring ways you can treat yourself as you go through this?  
What are kind words you can say to yourself, kind deeds you can do for yourself?  
What are kind ways you can treat others who are suffering?  
What are kind, caring ways of contributing to the wellbeing of your community? 
What can you say and do that will enable you to look back in years to come and feel proud 
of your response? 
 


 


I = Identify resources  


Identify resources for help, assistance, support, and advice. This includes friends, family, 
neighbours, health professionals, emergency services.  And make sure you know the 
emergency helpline phone numbers, including psychological help if required.  
Also reach out to your social networks. And if you are able to offer support to others, let 
them know; you can be a resource for other people, just as they can for you. 
One very important aspect of this process involves finding a reliable and trustworthy source 
of information for updates on the crisis and guidelines for responding to it. The World 
Health Organisation website is the leading source of such information: 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019 
Also check the website of your country’s government health department.  
Use this information to develop your own resources: action plans to protect yourself and 
others, and to prepare in advance for quarantine or emergency. 
 


D = Disinfect & distance physically 


I’m sure you already know this, but it’s worth repeating: disinfect your hands regularly and 
practice as much social distancing as realistically possible, for the greater good of your 
community. And remember, we’re talking about physical distancing – not cutting off 
emotionally. (If you aren’t quite sure about what this means, read this: 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public ) 
This is an important aspect of committed action, so align it deeply with your values; 
recognise that these are truly caring actions. 



http://www.thehappinesstrap.com/

http://www.imlearningact.com/

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public





© Russ Harris, 2020 www.TheHappinessTrap.com  www.ImLearningACT.com  
 


 


In Summary 


So again and again and again, as problems pile up in the world around you, and emotional 
storms rage in the world within you, come back to the steps of FACE COVID: 


F = Focus on what’s in your control 
A = Acknowledge your thoughts and feelings 
C = Come back into your body 
E = Engage in what you’re doing 
 
C = Committed action 
O = Opening up 
V = Values 
I = Identify resources 
D = Disinfect & distance  


 


****************************************************************** 


Well, I do hope there’s something useful in here for you; and feel free to share this with 
others if you think may find it helpful.  


These are crazy, difficult, scary times, so please do treat yourself kindly. And remember the 
words of Winston Churchill: ‘When you’re going through hell, keep going’. 


All the best, 


Cheers, Russ Harris 
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G U I D A N C E 


The psychological needs of 
healthcare staff as a result of 
the Coronavirus pandemic
British Psychological Society Covid19 Staff Wellbeing Group


This is a guide for leaders and managers of healthcare services who will 
need to consider the wellbeing needs of all healthcare staff (clinical and 
non-clinical) as a result of the Coronavirus outbreak. It offers practical 
recommendations for how to respond at individual, management and 
organisational level involving the appropriate utilisation of expertise 
within their practitioner psychologist and mental health professionals and 
anticipates the psychological reactions over time, and what people may 
need to recovery psychologically from this.


P R I N C I P L E S  O F  R E S P O N D I N G  W E L L  I N  T H E  ‘ A C T I V E ’  P H A S E S 
F O R  S U S T A I N E D  S T A F F  W E L L B E I N G  ( S E E  T A B L E  1 )


Leaders and managers, this is how staff need you to act now, with clear leadership, clear 
information, and physical and psychological resources. 


1	 Visible leadership 


•	 Most importantly be visible, be available, and be supportive.


•	 Where you can, guide staff to the resources they need, however basic  
(e.g. to rest, to speak with family): LOOK-LISTEN-LINK.


•	 You do not need to have all the solutions all the time. 


•	 You will need to tolerate and manage uncertainty for yourself and your staff.


•	 Your wellbeing is important too, be compassionate towards yourself.


•	 You are best-placed to create a protective environment for your staff – 
psychologists can help you to work this out.
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2	 Have a communication strategy


•	 Communicate to staff regularly and frequently in simple clear ways. Use video and 
written means.


•	 Actively encourage expression of concerns and fears. Listen with patience and compassion.


3	 Ensure consistent access to physical safety needs


•	 Adequate PPE (sufficient to permit leaving ‘hot zone’ for breaks), adequate training, 
protected place to rest / relax/cry, 24-hour easy access to food and drink.


•	 Sleep is essential for staff to maintain decision-making abilities.


•	 Set up a centralised hub of simple psychological resources for all staff, examples can be 
found here: www.ics.ac.uk/ICS/Education/Wellbeing/ICS/Wellbeing.aspx


4	 Ensure human connection and methods of pre-existing peer support


•	 Establish explicit peer support mechanisms e.g. daily buddying including explicit 
permission to ‘look out for your buddy’.


•	 Access to protected spaces for staff to be together even for limited periods.


5	 �Providing psychological care to patients and families is key to staff wellbeing


•	 Create systems of communication between (1) relatives/ loved ones and clinical staff; and 
(2) between relatives/ loved ones and the patient (this will require innovation but examples 
already show that a little goes a long way).


•	 Offer guidance/protocols for care in the context of treatment limitations and acknowledge 
organisational responsibility.


•	 Create a way for staff to manage end-of-life care in a dignified manner, with family 
involvement (if desired).


•	 Practitioner psychologists can help you to consider how you and your team can manage 
patient and family fears and concerns.


6	 Normalise psychological responses 


•	 Remember – this situation is unprecedented; it is okay to not be okay. 


•	 Experiencing symptoms of stress doesn’t mean you aren’t up to the job, it means 
you’re human.


•	 Give staff permission to step back and ensure breaks and rest.


•	 Do not mandate direct psychological interventions, these are not helpful to everyone 
in the midst of crisis (e.g. see the top of the pyramid of possible interventions), but 
allow psychological support to be available in different ways – speak to your practitioner 
psychologists.
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7	 Deliver formal psychological care in stepped ways (see Figure 1)


•	 Follow the principles in Figure 1, physical needs, information and peer support, and 
psychological first aid are first line, with psychological interventions being utilised for those 
who require it, and can make effective use of it during crisis periods.


•	 Include your in-house practitioner psychologists and other mental health professionals in 
thinking and planning with teams.


•	 Identify within your current psychological support staff any additional and flexible capacity 
to establish a centrally coordinated professional support line/website for staff using a 
systematic approach such as Psychological First Aid. 


•	 Respond to post-traumatic stress in line with evidence-based guidance  
(e.g. www.traumagroup.org) 


•	 Clear links to crisis services which need to be advertised widely.


•	 Do not forget to support those supporting others.


8	 �Innovate to implement psychological care, but in a coordinated way and consistent with 
organisational policies and principles of compassionate care


9	 �Come back to your core NHS, organisational and professional values in making decisions


10	�Take care of yourself and pace yourself – this is a marathon, not a sprint


Psy intervention


Support /Psy first aid


Information


Basic needs and physical resources


Figure 1: Stepped psychological response
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T A B L E  1 :  P S Y C H O L O G I C A L  R E S P O N S E  P H A S E S


The psychological response of your staff is likely to vary over the phases of the outbreak. These 
stages may not be sequential depending on the course of the outbreak and people may cycle 
rapidly through.


PREPARATION PHASE ACTIVE PHASE RECOVERY PHASE


Anticipatory anxiety Heroics and 
surge to solution


Disillusionment 
and exhaustion


Recovery and long term 
psychological impacts 


Planning may happen at 
a high level in a rapid 
timeframe leading to 
anticipatory anxiety 
about the unknown.


With limited time to plan, 
and limited input into 
the preparation phase, 
many staff may not 
report feeling ‘prepared’ 
for the outbreak.


Many UK Health Trusts 
have now passed 
through this phase.


Increased camaraderie 
as staff cross boundaries 
and work together.


Sense of rising to 
a challenge. 


Staff may respond on 
instinct and are more 
prone to error. They may 
lack the headspace to 
see all options.


Frustrations and role 
confusion as people try 
to adapt quickly within 
current system design.


Staff witnessing things 
they have never seen 
before and feeling 
out of control.


Disagreement 
between groups over 
sense of urgency.


Staff lose usual 
boundaries over working 
hours and breaks and 
start to over-work. 


Work-life tensions 
arise as family life also 
becomes unsettled.


Social norms and 
niceties slip and 
behavioural responses 
may causes difficulties 
for others. 


Focus on ‘getting things 
done’ which may lead to 
poor communication and 
silo working.


The period of highest 
psychological risk.


Staff are in ‘full go 
mode’ with high levels 
of adrenaline and on 
‘automatic pilot’. They 
may then experience 
sudden exhaustion. 


They may neglect 
physical and 
psychological self-
care as they feel it is 
not a priority.


Moral distress and 
injury are a risk as 
healthcare becomes 
limited and people are 
unable to act or respond 
within their own moral 
or ethical code and 
death and dying may 
not be handled in the 
way it usually is (with 
family etc.).


Staff may begin to feel 
emotionally disconnected 
from the work, experience 
compassion fatigue, and 
may engage in avoidant 
or unhelpful coping.


Tensions at home and 
within the wider family 
may over-run work life.


Stress has a cumulative 
effect and smaller things 
trigger reactions.


Staff with pre-existing 
vulnerabilities are at 
higher risker of crisis 
and suicidality.


Staff have time to 
start to reflect.


Most staff will feel able 
to cope successfully 
using their own 
preferred style, 
individual resources 
and social support. 
Many may be changed 
in a positive way, 
experiencing personal 
development, and post 
traumatic growth.


Some may experience 
intrusive thinking about 
what they ‘should’ 
have done differently 
and shame or guilt. 
Dissonance with a 
‘heroes’ narrative may 
make this harder to 
disclose problems and 
may exacerbate distress.


Others may feel 
differently about their 
job and experience 
resentment towards 
individuals and towards 
the organisation. 


Individual difficulties 
have wider family 
and social impacts 
which may further 
exacerbate these longer-
term impacts.


Certain staff may 
be at risk of chronic 
psychological difficulties 
(including but not 
limited to burnout and 
post-traumatic stress).
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It is important, when this is over, that we do not return to business as usual without considering 
the long-term psychological needs of our workforce.


1	 Allow space for taking stock, utilising trained practitioner psychologists to facilitate reflection 
and processing of experiences.


2	 Organise active learning events that involve healthcare staff at all levels – feed learning into 
future preparedness plans.


3	 Organise thanks and rewards for everyday going above and beyond.


4	 Needs assessment of staff – what did they find helpful, what ongoing input would they want 
now. If needed, increase your access to in-house Employee Wellbeing Services offering 
evidence-based psychological therapies. 


5	 Provide spaces for ongoing peer support.
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Robert Maunder, Professor of Psychiatry, University of Toronto 


Lisa Monaghan, Head Staff Support, UCLH NHS Trust 


David Murphy, 2019–2020 President, British Psychological Society 


Amra Rao, Psychological Horizons & DCP Leadership & Management Faculty


Katie Scales, Retired Critical Care Nurse Consultant
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About this guide


Our world is changing rapidly at the moment. Given some of the news coverage, it 
would be hard not to worry about what it all means for yourself, and for those you love. 


Worry and anxiety are common problems at the best of times, and when it takes over 
it can become all-encompassing. At Psychology Tools we have put together this free 
guide to help you to manage your worry and anxiety in these uncertain times. 


Once you have read the information, feel free to try the exercises if you think they 
might be helpful to you. It's natural to struggle when times are uncertain, so remember 
to offer care and compassion to yourself, and to those around you.


Wishing you well,


Dr Matthew Whalley & Dr Hardeep Kaur
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What is worry?


Human beings have the amazing ability to think about future events. 'Thinking ahead’ 
means that we can anticipate obstacles or problems, and gives us the opportunity to 
plan solutions. When it helps us to achieve our goals, ‘thinking ahead’ can be helpful. 
For example, hand washing and social distancing are helpful things that we can decide 
to do in order to prevent the spread of the virus. However, worrying is a way of 'thinking 
ahead' that often leaves us feeling anxious or apprehensive. When we worry excessively, 
we often think about worst case scenarios and feel that we won't be able to cope.


What does worry feel like?


When we worry it can feel like a chain of thoughts and images, which can progress in 
increasingly catastrophic and unlikely directions. Some people experience worry as un-
controllable – it seems to take on a life of its own. It is natural that many of us may  have 
recently noticed ourselves thinking about worst-case scenarios. The example below il-
lustrates how worries can escalate quickly even from something relatively minor. Have 
you noticed any thoughts like this? (confession: we both have!)


I have a
headache


What if it is
coronavirus?


Maybe I passed it on
to everyone at
work yesterday


Everyone will
pass it on and
die


Imagining an apocalypse
and losing everyone who
I know and love


worry
chain


Worry isn’t just in our heads. When it becomes excessive we feel it as anxiety in our 
bodies too. Physical symptoms of worry and anxiety include:


•	 Muscle tension or aches and pains.


•	 Restlessness and an inability to relax.


•	 Difficulty concentrating.


•	 Difficulty sleeping.


•	 Feeling easily fatigued.
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What triggers worry and anxiety?


Anything can be a trigger for worry. Even when things go right, you might manage 
to think to yourself "but what if it all falls apart?". There are particular situations where 
worry becomes even more common, though. Strong triggers for worry are situations 
that are:


•	 Ambiguous – open to different interpretations.


•	 Novel and new – so we don’t have any experience to fall back on.


•	 Unpredictable – unclear how things will turn out.


Does any of this sound familiar at the moment? The current worldwide health situation 
ticks all of these boxes, and so it makes sense that people are experiencing a lot of worry. 
It is an unusual situation with much uncertainty, which can naturally lead us to worry 
and feel anxious.


Are there different types of worry?


Worry can be helpful or unhelpful, and psychologists often distinguish between worries 
concerning ‘real problems’  vs. ‘hypothetical problems’.


•	 Real problem worries are about actual problems that need solutions right now. For 
example, given the very real concern about the virus at the moment, there are helpful 
solutions which include regular handwashing, social distancing, and physical isolation 
if you have symptoms.


•	 Hypothetical worries about the current health crisis might include thinking about 
worst-case scenarios (what we might call catastrophising). For example, imagining 
worst case scenarios such as most people dying.


“My children are off
school and I need help


looking after them”


“I don’t have enough food in
the house to last more


than a few days”


“What will I do if I lose
my job and end up


destitute?”


“I’m young and healthy
but what if I end up on a


ventilator?”


Real problem worries
are about actual problems


     that are a�ecting you right now.


Hypothetical worries
are about things that do not currently exist,


but which might happen in the future.
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When does worry become a problem?


Everyone worries to some degree, and some thinking ahead can help us to plan and 
cope. There is no 'right' amount of worry. We say that worry becomes a problem when 
it stops you from living the life you want to live, or if it leaves you feeling demoralised 
and exhausted. 


Normal worry Excessive worry


Helps you to solve problems in
your life


Leaves you feeling demoralised,
upset, or exhausted


Helps you to get what you want


Gets in the way of living the life
you want to lead


What can I do about worry?


It is natural for you to worry at the moment, but if you feel that it's becoming excessive 
and taking over your life – for example if it's making you anxious, or if you're stuggling 
to sleep – then it might be worth trying to find ways to limit the time you spend 
worrying, and taking steps to manage your well-being.  In the next section of this 
guide, we have included a selection of our favourite information handouts, exercises, 
and worksheets for maintaining well-being and managing worry. These can help you to:


•	 Maintain balance in your life. Psychologists think that well-being comes from living 
a life with a balance of activities that give you feelings of pleasure, achievement, and 
closeness. Our information handout Look After Your Wellbeing By Finding Balance 
discusses this in more detail. The Activity Menu on the following page contains sugges-
tions of activities to help you to distract yourself and stay active. Remember that we're 
social animals – we need connections to thrive and flourish. We would recommend 
trying to do at least some activities that are social and involve other people. In times 
like these you might have to find some creative ways to do social things at a distance. 
For example, by keeping  in touch online or by phone.


•	 Practise identifying whether your worry is 'real problem' worry, or 'hypothetical 
worry'. The Worry Decision Tree is a useful tool for helping you to decide what type 
your worry is. If you're experiencing lots of hypothetical worry, then it's important 
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to remind yourself that your mind is not focusing on a problem that you can solve 
right now, and then to find ways to let the worry go and focus on something else. You 
might also use this tool with children if they are struggling to cope.


•	 Practise postponing your worry. Worry is insistent – it can make you feel as though 
you have to engage with it right now. But you can experiment with postponing hy-
pothetical worry, and many people find that this allows them to have a different re-
lationship with their worries. In practice, this means deliberately setting aside time 
each day to let yourself worry (e.g. 30 minutes at the end of each day). It can feel like 
an odd thing to do at first! It also means that for the other 23.5 hours in the day you 
try to let go of the worry until you get to your 'worry time'. Our Worry Postponement 
exercise will guide you through the steps you need to give it a try. 


•	 Speak to yourself with compassion. Worry can come from a place of concern - we 
worry about others when we care for them. A traditional cognitive behavioural therapy 
technique for working with negative, anxious, or upsetting thoughts is to write them 
down and find a different way of responding to them. Using the Challenging Your 
Thoughts With Compassion worksheet you can practise responding to your anxious 
or worrying thoughts with kindness and compassion. We have provided a worked 
example to get you started.


•	 Practice mindfulness. Learning and practicing mindfulness can help us to let go of 
worries and bring ourselves back to the present moment. For example focusing on 
the gentle movement of your breath or the sounds you hear around you, can serve as 
helpful 'anchors' to come back to the present moment and let go of worries.
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Look After Your Wellbeing By Finding Balance
With the current health situation, many of our normal routines and daily activities are changing. Naturally this can
be unsettling, and we can �nd that the things we usually did to look after our well-being have become di�cult.
Whether you are working from home, or in some form of physical isolation or distancing, it can be helpful to 
organise a daily routine that involves a balance between activities that:
• give you a sense of achievement,
• help you feel close and connected with others and 
• activities that you can do just for pleasure. 


Pleasure Achievement


Closeness / Connection


Wellbeing


When we are struggling with anxiety and


worry, we can lose touch with things that


used to give us pleasure. Plan to do some


activities each day that are pleasurable


and make you feel joyful. For example,


reading a good book, watching a comedy, 


dancing or singing to your favourite songs, 


taking a relaxing bath, or eating your


favourite food. 


We feel good when we have achieved or


accomplished something, so it’s helpful to 


include activities each day that give you a


sense of achievement. For example, doing


some housework, decorating,  gardening, a


work task, cooking a new recipe, completing


an exercise routine, or completing ‘life


admin’ such as paying a bill. 


We are social animals, so we need and naturally crave closeness and connection


with other people. With the current health crisis many of us may be physically isolated


or distant from others, so it’s important that we consider creative ways to connect in order


that we don’t become socially isolated and lonely. How can you continue to connect with


family  and friends and have social time in a virtual way? Perhaps using social media, phone


and video calls you could set up shared online activities e.g. a virtual book or film club.


You could also explore local online neighbourhood groups, and see if there are ways to be


involved in helping your local community.


An imbalance of pleasure, achievement, and closeness can a�ect our mood. For example if you spend most of
your time working with no time for pleasure or socialising, then you may start to feel low and isolated. Conversely,
if you spend most of your time relaxing for pleasure and not doing other things that are important to you then
this can  also impact your mood. 


At the end of each day could you check in with yourself and re�ect on ‘what did I do today that gave me a sense of
achievement? Pleasure? Closeness with others?’ Did I get a good balance, or what can I do di�erently tomorrow?
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Animals
Pet an animal


Walk a dog
Listen to the birds


Expression
Laugh


Cry
Sing


Shout
Scream


Kindness
Help a friend / neighbour / stranger


Make a gift for someone
Try a random act of kindness


Do someone a favour
Teach somebody a skill


Do something nice for someone
Plan a surprise for someone


Make a list of your good points
Make a list of things or people you


are grateful for


Watch
Watch a movie


Watch a TV show
Watch a YouTube video


Cook
Cook a meal for yourself


Cook a meal for someone else
Bake a cake / cookies
Roast marshmallows


Find a new recipe


Connect with people
Contact a friend


Join a new group
Join a political party


Join a dating website
Send a message to a friend


Write a letter to a friend
Reconnect with an old friend


Clean
Clean the house
Clean the yard


Clean the bathroom
Clean the toilet


Clean your bedroom
Clean the fridge
Clean the oven


Clean your shoes
Do the washing up


Fill / empty the dishwasher
Do laundry


Do some chores
Organise your workspace


Clean a cupboard


Be active
Go for a walk
Go for a run


Go for a swim
Go cycling


Use an exercise video at home


Create
Draw a picture
Paint a portrait


Take a photograph
Doodle / sketch


Organise photographs
Make a photograph album


Start a scrapbook
Finish a project


Do some sewing / knitting


Music
Listen to music you like


Find some new music to listen to
Turn on the radio
Make some music


Sing a song
Play an instrument
Listen to a podcast


Mind
Daydream
Meditate


Pray
Re�ect
Think


Try relaxation exercises
Practise yoga


Learn
Learn something new


Learn a new skill
Learn a new fact


Watch a tutorial video


Nature
Try some gardening


Plant something
Do some pruning


Mow the lawn
Pick �owers
Buy �owers


Go for a walk in nature
Sit in the sun


Plan
Set a goal


Create a budget
Make a 5 year plan
Make a ‘to do’ list


Make a ‘bucket list’
Make a shopping list


Read
Read a favourite book


Read a new book
Read the newspaper


Read your favourite website


Schedule
Get up extra early


Stay up late
Sleep in late


Tick something o� your ‘to do’ list


Self care
Take a bath


Take a shower
Wash your hair


Give yourself a facial
Trim your nails


Sunbathe (wear sunscreen!)
Take a nap


Try something new
Try a new food


Listen to some new music
Watch a new TV show or movie


Wear some new clothes
Read a new book


Do something spontaneous
Express yourself


Write
Write a letter with compliments
Write a letter to your politician


Write an angry letter
Write a grateful letter


Write a ‘thank you’ card
Write a journal / diary


Write your CV
Start writing a book


Mend
Repair something in the house
Repair your bike / car / scooter


Make something new
Change a lightbulb


Decorate a room


Use An Activity Menu To Give You Some Ideas To Stay Occupied
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What am I worrying about?


Is this a problem I can
do something about?


No


Yes


Work out what you could do.
List your options.


Do it now.


Yes
Plan what you could do and


when you will do it.


No


Is there anything I
can do right now?


Then let the worry go, and
focus on something else that is


important to you right now.


Let the worry go, and
focus on something else that is


important to you right now.


Then let the worry go, and
focus on something else that is


important to you right now.


Use This Decision Tree To Help You Notice ‘Real Problem’ Vs. ‘Hypothetical Worry’
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Psychologists think that there are two types of worry:
1. Real problem worries are about actual problems a�ecting you right now and which you can act on now.
     “My hands are dirty from gardening, I need to wash them”, “I need to call my friend or she will think I have forgotten her birthday”
     “I can’t �nd my keys”, “I can’t a�ord to pay this electricity bill”, “My boyfriend isn’t speaking to me”.
2. Hypothetical worries are about things that do not currently exist, but which might happen in the future.
     “What if I die?”, “What if everyone I know dies?”, “Maybe this worrying is making me crazy”
 


People who are bothered by worry often experience it as uncontrollable, time consuming, and sometimes believe
that it is bene�cial to engage in worry when it occurs. Experimenting with postponing your worries – deliberately
setting aside some time in your day to do nothing but worry and limiting the time you spend worrying – is a
helpful way of exploring your relationship with worry. Follow the steps below for at least one week.


Worry Postponement For Uncertain Times


Step 1: Preparation
Decide when your worry time will be, and for how long it will be for.


Step 2: Worry postponement


Step 3: Worry time
Use your dedicated worry time for worrying. Consider writing down any of the hypothetical worries that you
remember having had throughout the day. How concerning are they to you now? Are any of them the kinds of
worries that can lead you to take practical actions?


• ‘Worry time’ is time you set aside every day for the speci�c purpose of worrying.
• What time of day do you think you will be in the best frame of mind to attend to your worries?
• When are you unlikely to be disturbed?
• If you are unsure, 15 to 30 minutes every day at 7:00pm is often a good starting point.


Is this a real problem worry
I can do something
about right now?


Yes


Take action now. Postpone thinking about it
until worry time.


No


Redirect your attention to the present by
becoming mindful of the present moment:
• Use your senses (sight, sound, touch, smell, taste).


• Try to focus your attention externally rather than internally.
• Say to yourself “I’m not going to engage in this worry now,


I will engage in this worry later”.


During the day, decide whether worries that surface are ‘real problem’ worries you can act on now, or whether
they are hypothetical worries that need to be postponed.


• Try to use all of your allocated worry time, even if you do not feel that you have much to worry about, or even if worries do not
  seem as pressing at this time.
• Re�ect upon your worries now – do they give you the same emotional ‘kick’ when you think about them now as they did when you
  �rst thought of them?
• Can any of your worries be converted into a practical problem to which you can look for a solution?
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Challenging Your Thoughts Com
passionately D


uring A
 G


lobal H
ealth Crisis


Situation
W


ho w
ere you w


ith?  W
hat w


ere you doing?
 W


here w
ere you? W


hen did it happen?


Em
otions &


 body sensations
W


hat did you feel?
(Rate intensity 0–100%


)


A
utom


atic thought
W


hat  w
ent through your m


ind?
(Thoughts, im


ages, or m
em


ories)


Com
passionate response


W
hat w


ould a truly self-com
passionate


response be to your negative thought?


Try to respond to yourself w
ith the com


passionate
qualities of w


isdom
, strength, w


arm
th, kindness,


and non-judgem
ent.


• W
hat w


ould m
y best friend say to m


e?
• W


hat w
ould a truly com


passionate being say
  to m


e?
• W


hat tone of voice w
ould I need to be talked to


  in order to feel reassured?
If you had an im


age or m
em


ory, w
hat did it m


ean
to you?


W
atching the new


s for the second


hour in a
 row


.


T
his is terrible. So m


a
ny people


could die. W
hat’s going to ha


ppen


to m
e a


nd m
y fa


m
ily?


Feelings of a
nxiety a


nd a
n


increa
sing sensation of pa


nic.


It’s understa
nda


ble that you’re


w
orried - it w


ould be unusua
l


not to be. W
hat’s the best thing


that you ca
n do for yourself to


feel better right now
? M


a
ybe you


could w
atch a


 com
edy instea


d of


the new
s, or get up a


nd do


som
ething else.







Living with worry and anxiety amidst global uncertainty


11 © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited
This resource is free to share


Challenging Your Thoughts Com
passionately D


uring A
 G


lobal H
ealth Crisis


Situation
W


ho w
ere you w


ith?  W
hat w


ere you doing?
 W


here w
ere you? W


hen did it happen?


Em
otions &


 body sensations
W


hat did you feel?
(Rate intensity 0–100%


)


A
utom


atic thought
W


hat  w
ent through your m


ind?
(Thoughts, im


ages, or m
em


ories)


Com
passionate response


W
hat w


ould a truly self-com
passionate


response be to your negative thought?


Try to respond to yourself w
ith the com


passionate
qualities of w


isdom
, strength, w


arm
th, kindness,


and non-judgem
ent.


• W
hat w


ould m
y best friend say to m


e?
• W


hat w
ould a truly com


passionate being say
  to m


e?
• W


hat tone of voice w
ould I need to be talked to


  in order to feel reassured?
If you had an im


age or m
em


ory, w
hat did it m


ean
to you?







Living with worry and anxiety amidst global uncertainty


12 © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited
This resource is free to share


Some final tips


•	 Set a routine. If you are spending more time at home it is important 
to continue with a regular routine. Maintain a regular time for 
waking up and going to bed, eating at regular times, and getting 
ready and dressed each morning. You could use a timetable to 
give structure to your day. 


•	 Stay mentally and physically active. When you plan your 
daily timetable, have a go at including activities that keep both 
your mind and body active. For example, you could try learning 
something new with an online course, or challenge yourself to 
learn a new language. It’s also important to keep physically active. 
For example doing rigorous housework for 30 minutes, or an 
online exercise video. 


•	 Practice gratitude. At times of uncertainty, developing a gratitude 
practice can help you to connect with moments of joy, aliveness, 
and pleasure. At the end of each day, take time to reflect on what 
you are thankful for today. Try and be specific and notice new 
things each day, for example ‘I am grateful that it was sunny at 
lunchtime so I could sit in the garden’. You could start a gratitude 
journal, or keep notes in a gratitude jar. Encourage other people in 
your home to get involved too. 


•	 Notice and limit worry triggers. As the health situation develops 
it can feel like we need to constantly follow the news or check social 
media for updates. However, you might notice this also triggers 
your worry and anxiety. Try to notice what triggers your worry. 
For example, is it watching the news for more than 30 minutes? 
Checking social media every hour? Try to limit the time that you 
are exposed to worry triggers each day. You might choose to listen 
to the news at a set time each day, or you could limit the amount 
of time you spend on social media for news checking. 


•	 Rely on reputable news sources. It can also help to be mindful 
of where you are obtaining news and information. Be careful 
to choose reputable sources. The World Health Organization 
provides excellent information here:  
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/ 
novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public







Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional 
medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering from any mental health issues we recommend that 
you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. If you are a mental health professional you should work 
within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and knowledge, and therefore the resources 
should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.
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COVID-19: Looking after your
mental wellbeing
Feeling anxious and stressed in this exceptional situation is normal 
but there are lots of things we can do to help promote positive 
wellbeing and manage any stress or anxiety we are feeling.
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Take the lead –
talk about your
emotional wellbeing


Consider what you want to achieve from the 
meeting
As part of your preparation for the meeting, you 
should consider what you want to achieve from it – 
having a clear sense of purpose for the conversation 
is important. 


This will help you maintain focus on what it is you 
want to achieve and becomes a great steer if you 
find things going off track. Ask yourself, what is the 
ideal outcome for the conversation?


Planning the meeting
Your thinking
Think about the changes you may have noticed in 
yourself:


Your work performance – has your output 
reduced, have you been missing deadlines, do 
you find yourself making more errors than 
normal, have you found more difficulty in 
making decisions, have you struggled to plan 
and organise effectively?


Your work relationships – have you noticed 
more tension and conflict in your work 
relationships, have you noticed changes in your 
behaviour and attitude towards others, have 
you found yourself less sociable or withdrawn, 
have you found yourself louder or more 
disruptive than before?


Your attitudes and behaviours – have you found 
yourself less motivated, have you been working 
fewer hours, has your absence increased, have 
your energy levels changed, have you become 
more problem-focused, do you find you are 
complaining more?


Your general health – have you suffered with 
more headaches, aches and pains, general 
tiredness than usual?


-


Consider your message and the structure you use. 
You may use that structure to focus your preparation 
by using the ‘preparing for a meeting about 
managing our pressures’ worksheet that will 
provide a useful basis.


-


-


-


Do you need specific input or help?
Is this help practical or support based?
Identify roles you each play in supporting your 
wellbeing.


-
-
-


Having the conversation
Initially clarifying the purpose of the conversation 
Being prepared to discuss the purpose of the 
conversation and clarify the aims on both sides and 
think about why you are here and what you want to 
achieve together. 


Exploring your thinking, thoughts and feeling 
supported by the facts
Presenting your thoughts and feelings about what 
is going on for you at the moment. It is important 
to make use of facts and concrete examples that 
will help to clarify your points and really let your 
manager know what has happened or is happening 
in order for you to work towards solutions.







You can use the PACR technique if you are feeling 
upset or overwhelmed by your emotions, it will 
help you to take a moment and make sure that 
the conversation remains on the right track.


After you have discussed the things that are 
happening, discuss your actions and solutions 
with the aim of rebalancing your wellbeing.


Committing to actions 
You are likely to have lots of thoughts about 
different solutions for the issues you have raised 
but take this time to explore what ideas will best 
help at this moment. Following this, it will be 
useful to think about what exactly you will do to 
achieve this, what help you may need from others 
and what it is that may be a barrier to you in 
arriving at that point.


Ensure your solutions are heard
If you have used the ‘planning for a meeting’ 
worksheet part of your preparation it will have 
involved identifying challenging areas using the six 
essentials framework and noting down some areas 
for action based on these. 


By being specific and solution focused you and your 
manager will be more likely to understand the issue 
and see how they can work with you to address it.


As you are in the discussion, it is worth remembering 
that your manager is probably nervous about the 
discussion as well, this could lead to them rushing 
to reassure you without understanding or making 
concrete actions, or it could feel like they are trying 
to dismiss your concerns. This is particularly true 
if they are feeling under pressure themselves
If this happens, remember to stay calm.


Pause


Acknowledge


Clarify


Respond


Stop, breathe.


Show your acknowledgement of 
what has been said.


-


-


Talk through and clarify what
was said.


Once you have taken time
to stop, show your 
acknowledgement of what
has been said and clarify it -
you will be in a much
better position to respond.


-


-


© NHS Confederation 2015
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New Psychological Self-Help Apps for all NHS Staff – Available Now! 
 
NHS England and NHS Improvement are pleased to announce the first in a series of psychological support for all NHS 
staff during the COVID19 outbreak, as we recognise it is really important to look after your own health and 
wellbeing, whilst supporting patients and your family.  As such, we are pleased to offer the following wellbeing apps 
to all NHS staff for free.  Additional self-help apps and support will be available over the next few weeks.  
 
To see how to access these apps, please see below or visit the NHS Employers website.  
 
You can also watch a video by Prerana Issar on the importance of looking after yourself.  
 
Unmind: 
Unmind is a mental health platform that empowers staff to proactively improve their mental wellbeing. Using 
scientifically-backed assessments, tools and training you can measure and manage your personal mental health 
needs, including digital programmes designed to help with stress, sleep, coping, connection, fulfilment and nutrition. 
They are offering free access to NHS staff until the end of December 2020, active now.  
  
How NHS staff can get access 


1. Go to nhs.unmind.com/signup 
2. Sign up with your NHS email address 
3. Download the Unmind app from your appstore - your organisation name is NHS.   


 
Headspace: 
Headspace is a science-backed app in mindfulness and meditation, providing unique tools and resources to help 
reduce stress, build resilience, and aid better sleep.  
They are offering free access to all NHS staff with an NHS email address until 31 December, active now.  
 
How NHS staff can get access 


1. Go to https://www.headspace.com/nhs and select clinical or non-clinical staff to start enrolling 
2. You will need to use your NHS email address to sign up 


 
Sleepio and Daylight (developed by Big Health): 
Sleepio is a clinically-evidenced sleep improvement programme that is fully automated and highly personalised, 
using cognitive behavioural techniques to help improve poor sleep.  
Free access to Sleepio for all NHS staff is active now until 31 December. 
 
Daylight is a smartphone-based app that provides help to people experiencing symptoms of worry and anxiety, using 
evidence-based cognitive behavioural techniques, voice and animation. 
Free access to Daylight is active now until 31 December. 
 


How NHS staff can get access 


How to access Sleepio 
1.     Visit sleepio.com/redeem on your laptop or desktop computer 
2.     Enter redeem code NHS2020 and sign up for an account using your name and email address 
3.     Complete the sleep test  
4.     Get started!  


 
How to access Daylight 


1.     Click on the following link: daylight.com/NHSaccess 
2.     Answer a few short questions to tailor the programme to you 
3.     Sign up for an account using your name and email address 
4.     Download the Daylight smartphone app (search 'Daylight - Worry Less') 
5.     Get started! 



https://www.nhsemployers.org/news/2020/03/free-access-to-wellbeing-apps-for-all-nhs-staff

https://www.nhsemployers.org/news/2020/03/free-access-to-wellbeing-apps-for-all-nhs-staff

https://twitter.com/prerana_issar/status/1243213370431594499?s=12

https://twitter.com/prerana_issar/status/1243213370431594499?s=12

http://nhs.unmind.com/signup

http://nhs.unmind.com/signup

https://www.headspace.com/nhs

https://www.headspace.com/nhs

https://app.salesforceiq.com/r?target=5e7b63a64cedfd0077a7ac7b&t=AFwhZf37tZsx5yylsfhRJqwwvUvT4z1bj7sjgEw2RxcFyIA1Kj1h3OXWrZSTPn7Uci57d6brLAYuggWK--RLOUM1GuKm-iK-zgX5-zTt1IFbUYz89BdLkthCgCMnm-au8y7u6UU-EkYG&url=http%3A%2F%2Fsleepio.com%2Fredeem

https://app.salesforceiq.com/r?target=5e7b63a64cedfd0077a7ac7b&t=AFwhZf37tZsx5yylsfhRJqwwvUvT4z1bj7sjgEw2RxcFyIA1Kj1h3OXWrZSTPn7Uci57d6brLAYuggWK--RLOUM1GuKm-iK-zgX5-zTt1IFbUYz89BdLkthCgCMnm-au8y7u6UU-EkYG&url=http%3A%2F%2Fsleepio.com%2Fredeem

https://app.salesforceiq.com/r?target=5e7b6e2d4cedfd0077aba87c&t=AFwhZf1QeVWmtVNqgzQ2lbPCUqgEbMsVkFHKG_EunE6KkpbRkKHNmyjkZMnaIUHpmqoln1rOSXAKXaoqofI0f542XM4ZPTk-ruiYOh53Xo9S7Iv2C99wZR7QHIqHgA-nNV3--xmNDUKH&url=https%3A%2F%2Fonboarding.trydaylight.com%2Fdaylight%2Faccess%2F72%231%2F1%3Futm_campaign%3DC19_FreeAccess%26utm_medium%3DEmployers%26utm_source%3DNHSE_Daylight

https://app.salesforceiq.com/r?target=5e7b6e2d4cedfd0077aba87c&t=AFwhZf1QeVWmtVNqgzQ2lbPCUqgEbMsVkFHKG_EunE6KkpbRkKHNmyjkZMnaIUHpmqoln1rOSXAKXaoqofI0f542XM4ZPTk-ruiYOh53Xo9S7Iv2C99wZR7QHIqHgA-nNV3--xmNDUKH&url=https%3A%2F%2Fonboarding.trydaylight.com%2Fdaylight%2Faccess%2F72%231%2F1%3Futm_campaign%3DC19_FreeAccess%26utm_medium%3DEmployers%26utm_source%3DNHSE_Daylight
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This document aims to provide evidence-based, self-help information and 


tips for getting through the coronavirus pandemic, based on psychology, 


neuroscience, resilience research and Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT). 
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Developing psychological resilience 


Research into resilience has established the following key factors for 


managing in difficult circumstances: 


• Learning realistic optimism  


o Using our strengths 


o Developing gratitude 


• Accepting what we can’t change 


• Facing fears 


• Asking for support 


• Taking responsibility for looking after ourselves 


A metanalysis assessing 60 studies found that those with higher levels of 


resilience had less depression; less anxiety; a more positive outlook and 


more life satisfaction. 


The following sections apply resilience research, and other psychological 


approaches, to managing the challenges facing us as a result of the 


coronavirus pandemic. 


Tolerating uncertainty and managing worry 


It is normal to feel unsettled when big changes happen.  We need to give 


ourselves time to adjust to the current, changing circumstances.  There 


are lots of unknowns which may be troubling you, for example: 


• Will I get coronavirus? will my family / friends? 


• If I do get coronavirus, how badly ill will I get?  


• How will the pandemic effect my job / income / finances? 


• How will I manage home-schooling my kids? whilst working? 


At this point, we don’t know the answers to most of these questions. 


Unfortunately, no amount of worrying / questioning others / reading the 


news / hearing experts can give us answers now.  We therefore need to 


tolerate the uncertainty.  We just need to wait and see what happens.  


Uncertainty doesn’t feel nice, but it will pass.  When the time comes, we’ll 


handle it as best we can. 


However, it’s understandable to get sucked into worrying about these 


issues.  Thinking about them, going around in circles, is exhausting.  Has 


worrying solved the problem yet?  If not, maybe worrying isn’t helping.  


Maybe worrying is triggering more anxiety. 


It’s normal to feel unsettled in uncertain times, but we can choose not to 


make it worse by worrying:   
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• Notice when you are worrying 


• Remind yourself “worrying doesn’t help” 


• Focus your attention on the present moment 


The worries may be back soon, but each time you catch yourself 


worrying, gently (without self-criticism) refocus your attention on what 


you want to be doing NOW.  There is a wealth of resources on 


mindfulness which can help train your mind to step back from the thought 


stream and be present. 


Problem solving 


It is useful to distinguish between worrying and problem solving.  Ask 


yourself – is this a problem I can solve?  If so, brainstorm solutions, pick 


the best idea and give it a try.  If it doesn’t work, try Plan B. 


If there is nothing you can do to solve the problem, then let it go and 


focus on something more useful instead. 


Building resilience 


Think about specific challenges you have been through in the past. 


• How did you get through it? 


• What did you do? 


• What did you say to yourself? 


• Who was supportive or helpful at the time? 


• What resources did you use?  Places, things, skills, organisations… 


• What useful advice did you get from others? 


• What did you learn about how to cope with challenges? 


• Which of these could be useful again now? 


Realistic optimism 


Some people are more pessimistic and tend to focus on the worst-case 


scenario.  This can be useful to prepare for the worst, particularly for 


lawyers!  However, some find this escalates into worrying that can feel 


uncontrollable and anxiety provoking. 


Fortunately, we can all learn to change our thinking and be more 


optimistic.  Positive thinking does not mean ignoring the negatives and 


assuming everything is always going to be brilliant.  Positive psychology 


suggests actively looking for the positives, to balance out the negatives 


and develop a more realistic, helpful perspective. 


Notice when you are focusing on the worst possibilities and ask yourself: 


• What would be so bad about that? 
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• How realistic is that outcome? 


• What alternative outcomes might there be? 


• What is the most likely outcome? 


• What would I say to a friend? 


• What could I do / say to myself which would help? 


Use your strengths  


Consider what your strengths are and how you could use them to make 


the most out of your current circumstances.  Complete the VIA Survey of 


Character Strengths at www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu for help 


identifying your strengths. 


Gratitude and kindness 


There are evolutionary reasons for focusing on problems / danger / 


uncomfortable feelings: it helps to keep us safe.  However, it is easy for 


that negative focus to escalate into worry / rumination / dwelling on 


things which doesn’t solve the problem and makes us feel worse. 


Research found completing a gratitude diary everyday resulted in a 20% 


long term improvement in wellbeing and better sleep.  Try writing down 3 


things that happened today that went well / made you feel good / gave 


you a sense of achievement. 


There is also extensive research that helping others is good for everyone’s 


mental health.  Making others feel bad doesn’t help us feel better, it 


makes everyone feel worse. Acts of kindness give everyone a boost of 


neurochemicals which make us feel happy!  What could you do that would 


help your friends / family / neighbours / community / others who may be 


struggling? 
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Looking after ourselves 


These are the things we all know we should be doing, but really need to 


be prioritised when life gets challenging: 


• Eat healthy: lots of vegetables, protein and water.  Minimise 


sugar, caffeine and alcohol to regulate your mood and energy level. 


• Exercise regularly: there are lots of online tutorials to try fitness, 


yoga, pilates, different styles of dance… for different ages / abilities 


• Sleep (see details below for help) 


• Stay connected with others 


Research into resilience found the fundamental factor that all participants 


had, was taking responsibility for looking after themselves.  Now is the 


time to think about what you need and start putting those ideas into 


regular practice. 


Connecting with others 


It is important to stay in touch with friends / family / colleagues / 


communities.  When we are not able to go out, or need to keep a physical 


distance, consider how else you could stay in contact e.g. by phone, 


messaging, social media, video calls, group calls, writing letters, notes 


through neighbours’ doors, homemade presents / food delivered to 


friends doorsteps…  You could arrange a time to have coffee / tea / a 


meal and video call. 


Managing media influence 


Whilst it is important to stay informed and connected, the rolling news 


coverage and social media streams can become overwhelming, time 


consuming and trigger anxiety.  Consider which sources of news you find 


useful and factual.  Set time limits on how often you want to check news / 


social media and for how long.  Try and stick to it! 


Consider which social groups you find supportive / informative / fun / 


encouraging and which trigger worry / anxiety / anger.  You can chose to 


disengage from those you find unhelpful or draining, by muting 


notifications, only checking periodically or leaving the group. 


Working from home 


Set up a space for working, with all the things you need, ideally in a 


separate space from distractions / others / where you are going to relax.  


Get organised, in your own way! 


Consider how working from home will affect your job:   


• What are the challenges and how could you manage them? 


• What is the best way of staying in contact with colleagues / sharing 


documents? 
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• What opportunities does working from home provide? 


• How can you organise your day to make the most of being at 


home? 


Routine and structure 


We all need some level of routine and structure.  They are particularly 


helpful for feeling more settled and being productive.  Consider what 


works best for you: 


• What is the best time to get up / eat meals / go to bed? 


• What time of day are you most productive? 


• When would be a good time to exercise? 


• When would be a good time to rest? 


• When is it easiest to get in touch with others? 


• How do these answers work alongside those you are living with? 


• Can you co-ordinate / negotiate what will work best for everyone at 


home? 
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Managing other issues 


We all have the ability to overcome or manage mental health issues.  


There is a wealth of free resources which can help and unfortunately a 


range of misleading guidance too.  I would recommend the following 


websites, which provide evidence-based self-help information and advice 


on an extensive range of problems: 


• NHS https://web.ntw.nhs.uk/selfhelp/ 


• CBT self-help www.get.gg 


• www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourself 


It is also OK to ask for help.  Rather than feeling burdened, others are 


often glad to support loved ones and to know specifically what they can 


do to help.  How do you feel when friends and family come to you for 


advice or support?  Could you give them the opportunity to feel the same 


way? 


Managing a mental health crisis 


If you are feeling overwhelmed or considering harming yourself or others, 


it is important to get help.  The following services are available: 


• Samaritans are available 24/7, Freephone 116 123 email 


jo@samaritans.org or text 07725 909090 www.samaritans.org 


• MIND are open Monday to Friday 9am-6pm, call 0300 123 3393 


email info@mind.org.uk or text 86463  


www.mind.org.uk/need-urgent-help  


• Contact your GP they may be able to refer you to local services 


Managing anxiety  


It is normal to feel anxious at stressful times.  Anxiety can trigger lots of 


physical symptoms including palpitations; breathlessness; “butterflies” in 


the stomach; shaking and hypervigilance.  These are all normal 


symptoms of anxiety; they are not dangerous, and they will pass.  The 


physical symptoms are our body’s automatic response to danger: so that 


we are ready to fight / run / freeze. This is ideal if there is a physical 


danger, but not if the trigger is worries going around our head! 


The following website has useful further information on this: 


www.get.gg/anxiety.htm 


Neuropsychological research has found that the prefrontal cortex, 


responsible for rational thinking and decision making, is inhibited when 


the amygdala is activated.  This means when we are anxious, or angry, 


we can’t think clearly or make decisions. 
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Taking a few deep breaths can help calm the body down.  Try to breath 


slowly, in through your nose, right down to your stomach.  If it helps, 


count to 7 breathing in and count to 11 breathing out. 


Focusing attention on worries or physical symptoms of anxiety makes us 


feel more anxious.  Try to focus on the task at hand.  If you are too 


overwhelmed to continue what you were doing, take some time out, take 


a break, distract yourself.  When you are feeling calmer, return to the 


trigger and try doing practical problem solving, as described above. 


Managing conflict 


If you are living with others and self-isolating, you are likely to spend 


more time together, in close proximity, than you usually would.  It is 


understandable that people might get frustrated with each other at times. 


If you have enough rooms available, try to take time out to be alone as 


often as you need to.   


If you are getting cross with others, take a deep breath and if possible, 


take time out in another room.  Try not to dwell on it or rant to others but 


try to calm yourself down or distract yourself.  When you are feeling 


calmer, consider specifically what you found difficult and what you would 


like to be different.  It can be useful to discuss relationship issues with 


someone else, but try to keep the conversation considerate, kind and 


constructive. 


If others feel criticised, they are likely to get anxious / defensive / angry.  


There is neuroscientific evidence that fear / anger make it more difficult 


to listen and learn.  Try to keep the conversation calm and constructive. 


Explain how you feel using “I” statements, rather than “you” accusations.  


For example, “when x happened, I felt y.  I would really appreciate it if 


we could try to do z instead.  What do you think?” 


If you feel criticised by others, take a deep breath and try to calm 


yourself so that you don’t get anxious / defensive / angry.  Try to 


concentrate on listening to what is being said.  Ask questions, try to 


understand what has upset the other person and what they would like to 


be different.   


Try not to take criticism personally but clarify what would help resolve the 


situation.  Check that you have understood correctly, by summarising 


back what you have heard.  If you feel too overwhelmed to listen, ask to 


take time out and discuss it when you are both feeling calmer. 


Once you have calmly discussed the problem and identified what you can 


both do to help, try to move on. Focus your attention on something else 


or do something nice together, to help rebuild your relationship. 
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Managing sleep problems  


No screens in bed or an hour before bed!  The blue light from phones, 


tablets… simulates daylight, which wakes us up.  Often the content also 


keeps us awake by triggering excitement / anxiety / anger / adrenaline. 


Establish a bedtime routine, to relax and get ready for bed.  Bed should 


only be for sleep and sex! If possible, ensure your room is comfortable, 


quiet, dark and the right temperature for you. 


If you can’t get to sleep within 20 minutes, get up and do something 


relaxing somewhere else: read a book / magazine, colouring, listen to 


calm music… when you start feeling sleepy, go to bed and try to sleep 


again. 


If you catch yourself worrying, postpone worries until after breakfast.  


The middle of the night is not the best time to solve anything!  So, decide 


to deal with the worry in the morning.  If it helps write it down, to get it 


out of your head.  Then focus your attention on something, anything else: 


• Focus on the breath, slow gentle breaths down towards your 


stomach 


• 7/11 breathing: count to 7 as you breath in and count to 11 as you 


breath out  


• Listen to the sounds you can hear in the room & outside 


• Focus on the details of something relaxing:  


o Song lyrics / music 


o Route of a walk / cycle ride / journey 


o Activities on holiday… 


Managing loss and low mood 


Many of us have lost things as a result of coronavirus, from routine; 


future plans; final days at school; jobs and, most tragically, loved ones. 


In these circumstances, it is normal to feel sad / tearful / angry / numb / 


lost.  These emotions may come and go at different times.  Try to give 


yourself permission to feel however you feel, safe in the knowledge that it 


will pass. 


We can’t stop these emotions from being there, but we can stop ourselves 


making it worse by dwelling / ruminating on the past.  Focusing on what 


has gone wrong / been lost, is likely to make us feel worse.  Try to focus 


on how best to adapt to the new circumstances.  What opportunities does 


is bring?  Try to focus on what you have to be grateful for: a home / room 


/ garden / friends / family / job / savings / skills / hobbies / pet… 


Being unable to get out and do the things we enjoy for a long period of 


time is likely to make many people feel low.  Focus on what you can still 


do – other ways of staying in touch / keeping fit / active / productive and 


having fun.    
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Managing kids at home 


The British Psychological Society (BPS) published the following advice for 


parents in dealing with school closures: 


• Stress and anxiety in such an unusual and unpredictable situation is 


normal. 


• Children can sometimes believe that they are responsible for events 


that are beyond their control – reassure them that it is the adults’ 


job to keep them safe. 


• Friendships are key to maintaining resilience for children, so help 


them to maintain these relationships through phone calls, online 


communication, and writing letters. 


• Having a routine and structure helps children to feel secure in 


uncertain times. 


• Restrict access to rolling news coverage. 


• Play is fundamental to the wellbeing and development of children of 


all ages, and a great way to reduce stress in adults. 


I would also add that kids tend to pick up on the mood of adults around 


them.  Try to manage your own moods when the kids are around.  Limit 


the conversations and news coverage the kids overhear, so that they 


don’t feel confused or anxious. 


Dr Dan Siegel writes that for children to thrive, they need to feel: 


• Seen: feeling noticed and understood 


• Safe: avoid frightening or hurting children, even unintentionally.  


See other sections in this guide or www.get.gg for help managing 


your own emotions, so they don’t impact on your children. 


• Soothed: helping children to notice, label and manage their 


emotions e.g. “I can see you are feeling quite cross / sad / worried 


at the moment. Can you explain what the problem is? What can we 


do to help you feel better?” 


• Secure: providing a secure base and attachment to others, to 


enable children to feel safe to explore the world around them 


Extensive psychological research has found that kids respond to 


reinforcement.  This means you can encourage good behaviour with 


attention / praise / treats / star charts / affection / encouragement.  


Naughty behaviour can be discouraged with less attention / time out / 


withdrawing treats or privileges.  If kids are generally not allowed 


something, but this changes if they hassle / have a tantrum / are in a 


different context, then this encourages kids to repeat that behaviour to 


get what they want. 


Clear, consistent boundaries are important in clarifying what behaviour is 


acceptable and providing security.  If the rules change unpredictably, then 
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kids will keep pushing boundaries to see if they can get away with it this 


time. 


When telling kids off, try to label the behaviour, rather than the child.  For 


example, rather than “you are naughty / mean…”, “that was a naughty / 


mean thing to do / say”.  If possible, discuss the consequences of that 


behaviour: why it is unacceptable.  Calmly explain what you would like 


them to do differently next time. 


No one is perfect; all parents have moments when things go wrong, or 


they lose their temper.  When this happens, if possible leave the room, 


calm yourself down and clarify what the problem is.  Show how to take 


responsibility for your actions, by returning to say “sorry” and calmly 


explain why you got cross and what you would like to be different next 


time.  Then move on.  Provide reassurance, affection and cuddles to help 


the child feel safe and secure again. 


Home schooling kids 


As stated by the BPS, routine and structure are important for kids and 


they are used to a high level of structure at school.  In establishing a 


timetable for home schooling, ask your child what happens during their 


school day and consider how to adapt it to suit your family.  For example, 


sticking to the primary school timetable of English then Maths in the 


morning, followed by more creative projects in the afternoon. 


It may help to establish a clear structure and rules early on, and then 


adjust them as you learn what works for your family.  It is much easier to 


start “strict” and become more flexible once order is established, than 


trying to bring order when the kids are used to chaos! 


You could get kids buy in by negotiating deals e.g. “school needs you to 


complete x, but once that is done, that you can do y afterwards”.  


Consider how you could incorporate your children’s skills and interests 


into educational activities e.g. cooking tea; illustrating stories; puzzles; 


board games; sewing; outdoor learning where possible…  What are your 


strengths / skills / interests which could develop as shared activities, to 


make it more fun for you?! 


Research suggests that helping others is good for everyone’s’ mental 


health.  Is there a project the kids could do to help your community? E.g.  


• phone older relatives to learn about family history: where your 


family have lived and what it was like then / there 


• write stories / draw pictures for siblings / neighbours’ kids 


• decorate windows for others to see when they walk past (see 


www.windowwanderland.com for ideas) 


• put a note through neighbours’ doors to see if anyone needs help / 


groceries / errands 
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Making the most of the situation 


Focus on what you can do, despite the current restrictions: 


• What can you do that:  


o you enjoy? 


o you find relaxing? 


o gives you a sense of achievement? 


o helps you feel connected to others?   


• What have you been meaning to do, at home, but haven’t got 


around to doing? 


• What did you enjoy doing, that you haven’t had a chance to do for 


ages? 


Do something creative, musical, practical, educational, vocational, 


political, environmental, sporty, relaxing… or get comfy and read a book. 


Set SMART goals: 


Specific 


Measurable 


Achievable 


Realistic 


Time limited 


Keep an eye out for unrealistic expectations and perfectionistic 


tendencies!  Break goals into manageable chunks, try doing just the first 


step and see how it goes. 


If you have a tendency to procrastinate, see the following website for 


ideas to overcome this: www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-


After-Yourself/Procrastination 


Final thoughts 


This is not intended to be the answer to everything!  Different people will 


find different things work for them.  This document provides a range of 


evidence-based information, techniques and ideas which I hope you find 


useful at this challenging time.  


A positive consequence of this pandemic might be encouraging society to 


become more resilient, kinder and more deeply connected with others and 


the environment we live in. 


Please feel free to share this document with anyone may find it helpful. 


With kind regards,  


Dr Kate Castle  


BPS Chartered & HCPC Registered Counselling Psychologist  


BABCP Accredited Cognitive Behavioural Therapist 



http://www.cbtbristol.net/

mailto:Kate@CBTbristol.net

http://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourself/Procrastination

http://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourself/Procrastination




image8.emf
THE TOP TEN  MESSAGES FOR SUPPORTING HEALTHCARE STAFF DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  Williams et al 2020.pdf


THE TOP TEN MESSAGES FOR SUPPORTING HEALTHCARE STAFF DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  Williams et al 2020.pdf


 


 
© Williams R, Murray E, Neal A & Kemp V. 2020 


1 


THE TOP TEN MESSAGES FOR SUPPORTING HEALTHCARE STAFF DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  
 
This is page summarises the Ten Core Messages that appear in more detail in the document attached. The 
authors’ intentions are to aid NHS leaders and clinical and general managers to create an agenda for discussion 
with staff in team meetings or at Schwartz rounds, for example, with a view to working out how they might 
respond to the needs of staff and provide them with support. 
 
Message 1: Be Kind to Yourself and One Another 
Encourage staff to be kind to themselves and then be kind to others.  


Message 2: Assist staff to Manage their Concerns 
Enable staff to acknowledge and discuss their real concerns so that they can be supported in meeting them. Concerns 
might include anxiety about contamination and the greater levels of risk some staff might face and about what access 
there will be to psychosocial support from within their teams.  


Message 3: Encourage Staff to Sustain Their Social Connections 
Encourage staff to sustain their social connections and maintain contact with families, friends and colleagues who they 
regard as sources of social support whether they are at work or away from work because of illness or exclusion following 
the self-isolation requirements.  Connect often and by any means and share positive news.   


Message 4: Moral Distress and Ethical Considerations 
Effective leaders should recognise the potential impacts of the pandemic on the standards of care and that staff face moral 
strain and distress as they are unable, or feel unable, to do everything possible for all patients. Managers should agree a 
local process for developing an ethical framework for staff to work within. 


Message 5:  Remember to Eat, Drink, Rest and Sustain Contacts with Friends and Take Breaks Within the 
Requirements on Social Distancing 
Remember to eat, drink and to sustain contacts with friends. All staff must be encouraged to take breaks, to make sure 
they get enough to eat and drink, to take exercise and to make any social connections that they require. 


Message 6: Continue Supervision and Relevant Training 


At least maintain existing levels of clinical supervision and relevant training. Ensure that opportunities for informal peer 
support are valued and continue during a pandemic. More formal peer-based support should be available that enables 
reflection on practice e.g. through virtual Schwartz Rounds. 


Message 7: Challenge Incipient Loneliness 
Challenge incipient loneliness that comes from being very busy on the frontline and remind staff that they need to keep 
in contact with families and friends, using whatever means are available and appropriate. Encourage staff to keep up-to-
date with academic and research developments relating to the pandemic.  


Message 8: Support for Frontline Staff Should be Visible 
Plan and enact a good public risk communication and advisory strategy involving staff, the public and the media, which 
provides timely and credible information and advice. Senior general and clinical managers should be visible to staff on the 
frontline and seen to share the risks, as is appropriate. 


Message 9: Follow Assessment and Treatment Protocols 


Encourage staff to adhere to assessment and treatment protocols and ensure staff are aware of any necessary 
changes from protocols that were used pre-COVID-19. Staff need to be well-informed, consulted and involved in the 
plans. Employers should be aware of, and endeavour to prevent staff from developing distress, plan to assist staff to 
mitigate the stress that they are likely to experience, and have protocols in place for fast-track referrals for staff who 
might be developing more serious psychosocial problems and mental disorders. 


Message 10: Be Aware of the Document from the World Health Organization on Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Considerations During COVID-19 Outbreak and Monitor Updated Guidance from the WHO, 
NICE and Other Authoritative Sources as it Emerges 
Be aware of the contents of the current guidance from authoritative sources including the WHO and the UK authorities.  







 


 
© Williams R, Murray E, Neal A & Kemp V. 2020 


2 


 
 
 
 
 
 
A DISCUSSION DOCUMENT 
 
 
 
 


TOP TEN MESSAGES FOR SUPPORTING HEALTHCARE STAFF 
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professor Richard Williams 
Emeritus Professor of Mental Health Strategy, University of South Wales 
Lead Adviser on Disaster Management to the President of the Royal College of Psychiatrists 
 
Dr Esther Murray  
Senior Lecturer in Health Psychology, Barts and The London School of Medicine & Dentistry, Queen 
Mary University of London 
 
Dr Adrian Neal 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist / Head of Employee Wellbeing Service / Seicolegydd Clinigol 
Ymgynghorol / Pennaeth y Gwasanaeth Lles Gweithwyr 
Aneurin Bevan University Health Board / Bwrdd Iechyd Prifysgol Aneurin Bevan 
 
Ms Verity Kemp 
Independent Health Emergency Planning Consultant, Sheffield, England  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  







 


 
© Williams R, Murray E, Neal A & Kemp V. 2020 


3 


BACKGROUND  
 
The NHS has a long history of responding effectively to emergencies and major incidents and staff are renowned 
for their resilience and resourcefulness under pressure. In a pandemic, the expectation is that the service and 
staff will respond in this way, but everyone involved is likely to require support. This discussion document 
summarises ten core messages on page 5. Their intentions are to aid managers and staff to consider how they 
might reduce the numbers of staff who may require additional assistance. Table 1 presents a phased approach 
to understanding the needs of staff and what might be required to support them. It illustrates the problems 
that staff face that arise from the viral threat, the risks they perceive and concerns about their circumstances.  
 
Table 1: An Outline Plan for Staff Care to Mitigate Against the Psychosocial Impacts of COVID-19  


Potential 
Timeline 


Primary & Secondary 
stressors faced by staff 


Suggested plan to mitigate identified stressors / 
demands  


Actions needed to 
support the plan 


Throughout the 
Crisis 


Physical fatigue and exhaustion 
Hunger 


Dehydration 


Personal hygiene 


Moral distress 


At all times throughout this crisis, organisations should 
ensure that staff have regular breaks, can rest, eat, and are 
hydrated – especially those who habitually wear PPE. 


Rotas, annual leave and pre-existing physical health needs of 
each member of staff must be carefully considered by 
managers.   


Workforce to support 
managers in identifying 
and addressing these 
ongoing needs.  


 


Build-up Phase 1. Anxiety (worry about not 
knowing what is to come & 
increased work demands) 


2. Anxiety (worry about risk to 
self and others) 


3. Stress related to preparation 
& planning 


4. Distress linked to exposure 
to social media and public 
anxiety 


In addition to existing support offered to staff by their 
employers all members of staff require good and effective 
communications, a flow of timely and accurate information 
that is hosted on a trusted intranet site and unique to 
COVID-19 – with its own icon. This site should host: 


• Basic 1-page advice on wellbeing that is based on WHO 
advice 


• Weekly short videos offering specific advice 
• A wellbeing-related FAQ section. 
• Direct consultation with managers / clinical leads to help 


their preparation & assist them in managing their anxiety 
(Critical Care Focus initially).    


• Promote specific ways in which employers can support 
staff during the crisis. 


• Continue to offer staff one-to-one support, when 
possible, by using telephones / virtual means e.g. Skype 
if possible. 


• Offer staff access to an Employee Assistance Programme 
for phone-based support.   


This requires: 


a. Identified support to 
manage the Intranet 
site. 


b. Additional mobile 
phones. 


c. Lockable cases for 
storing clinical notes 
for staff who are 
working from home. 


 


Acute Phase All the above and also: 


1. Increased exposure to the 
distress of other people. 


2. Increased exposure to public 
& peer hostility. 


3. Increased exposure to 
experiences that create 
moral / ethical distress 
(threats to purpose or over 
identification with patients).   


4. Stress related to concerns 
about personal safety & 
safety of loved ones. 


In addition to the above: 


• Coordinate an Action Group to identify and monitor the 
developing physical & psychosocial needs of frontline 
and supporting staff.   


• Provide support for managers with OD colleagues. 
• Offer staff drop in sessions (the aim is to offer support 


and a space to decompress and feel  heard). 
• Promote peer support networks. 
• Facilitate access to a wider network of support from 


colleagues in mental healthcare.  


a. Create an Action 
Group involving 
representatives from 
HR and occupational 
health services. 


b. Link with HR services 
and facilities.  


c. Link with medical and 
clinical directors to 
coordinate referrals 
and hospital-based 
support. 


Post-Acute - Cool 
Off Phase 


All the above and also: 


1. Exhaustion and exposure to 
feeling overwhelmed. 


2. Teams may fragment as the 
pressure eases. 


3. Increased friction between 
members of staff.   


In addition to the above:  


Use a Schwartz Rounds framework to facilitate recognising 
COVID-19-related themes in all hospitals and for 
community-based staff and enable a plan to meet the needs 
of staff who are likely to be exhausted and over-stretched 


Link with organisers of 
Schwartz Rounds to plan 
& populate. 


Return to 
Business as Usual 
Phase 


Unknown  In addition to the above  


Create an Action Group to evaluate the needs of staff.  
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The healthcare systems in the UK are well-advanced into the preparatory build-up phase and many, particularly 
in London, have now reached the acute phase. Many staff are likely to have concerns and some of them may 
become distressed at intervals. But, we should take into account the possibility that, some staff may be so 
adversely affected that they require more intensive support and assessment by specialists, if it is possible that 
they are developing a mental disorder. 
 
PRIMARY AND SECONDARY STRESSORS AND PSYCHOSOCIAL RESILIENCE 
 
In a pandemic, healthcare staff are called on to cope with stressors that are inherent in the ways in which a 
widespread disease intersects with their jobs. Stress and anxiety for the people who are directly involved, their 
relatives, friends and colleagues and the practitioners and staff who intervene are inherent in all emergencies 
and disasters. The worries stem directly from the events. These sources of stress, worry and anxiety are primary 
stressors. They include:  


• Exposure to the disease 
• Exposure to on-site dangers  
• Exposure to survivors’ suffering and their relatives’ stories  
• Feelings of powerlessness - feelings about inability to provide help at the level and at the time that it is 


needed. 
 
Secondary stressors are, by contrast, circumstances, events or policies that are indirectly related to events or 
are not inherent in them. All too often, secondary stressors, such as failure of countries to deal effectively with 
people losing their homes, livelihoods or their financial stability, may persist after the events have subsided and 
their impact may be long term and devastating. Depending on the circumstances and the effectiveness of 
responses, their effects may be as great as or greater than the disaster itself. Secondary stressors include:  


• Lack of skills or training needed to do the job 
• Lack of materials (supplies, equipment) needed to do the job 
• Poor role definitions and unclear expectations  
• Poor organisation of work  
• Lack of support at work  
• Unnecessary policies and practices 
• Unnecessarily poor working conditions 
• Poor scheduling of work (long hours, few breaks, lack of leave time)  
• Lack of opportunities for recreation 
• Arbitrary leadership and/or management practices 
• Conflict and mistrust within and between teams 
• Poor communications (within teams, agencies and with families).  
• Stigma from family or members of the public due to their work roles and fears of contagion 
 
In these circumstances, people often use the term resilience though that construct is often misused. The 
authors prefer the term psychosocial resilience and adapt Norris’s definition. She describes it as being a multi-
dimensional process ‘… linking a set of adaptive capacities to a positive trajectory of functioning and adaptation 
after a disturbance …’1. There are two important components within it; personal and collective psychosocial 
resilience. 
 
Personal psychosocial resilience describes ‘a person’s capacity for adapting psychologically, emotionally and 
physically reasonably well and without lasting detriment to self, relationships or personal development in the 
face of adversity, threat or challenge’2 
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Collective psychosocial resilience refers to the way in which groups of people and crowds of people ‘express 
and expect solidarity and cohesion, and thereby coordinate and draw upon collective sources of support and 
other practical resources adaptively to deal with adversity’3. 
 
Both aspects of psychosocial resilience are important for healthcare staff who are faced with coping with a 
pandemic. Psychosocial resilience is not about avoiding short-term distress. It is about recognising:  


• How people adapt to, and recover from adverse events and/or circumstances in a realistic manner 
• The abilities of people to accept and use social support, and its availability, are important and key features 


of resilience 
• There is evidence that adequate support reduces the effects of exposure to challenging events and 


emergencies.  
 
Plans for sustaining the resilience of staff during the course of events should be based on:  


• Reducing inherent stressors so far as that is possible 
• Planning to recognise and intervene to mitigate secondary stressors 
• Providing training and social support. 
 
A CORE PRINCIPLE 
 
A core principle is understanding how people, including healthcare staff, can sustain their social connectedness 
and their access to social support. There is evidence about the strong links between these two social processes, 
and longevity and health. As the Ebola outbreaks have shown, this is no different in circumstances in which staff 
are working with very ill patients, wearing PPE, with its attendant restrictions on communication, or in lock 
down or self-isolation. Social distancing is essentially concerned with physical rather than social separation. 
Some ingenuity is required by staff and their employers to sustain social connectedness and accrue the benefits 
of social support without putting measures to create physical separation at risk. 
 
THE CONTEXT: AN APPROACH TO CARING FOR STAFF OF HEALTHCARE ORGANISATIONS 
 
The background to creating a coherent approach to supporting healthcare staff during the pandemic is 
understanding the wider as well as the more usual needs of staff. 
 
Figure 2 is reproduced from the report of the Stevenson-Farmer review of mental health and employers3. While 
that report concerns work in all organisations, it is particularly relevant to staff of organisations that deliver 
care for other people as their main function. 
 
Figure 2: Three goals for improving people’s experience in work (Stevenson 2017: p. 16). (© Crown copyright 2017: 
reproduced under the Open Government Licence v3.0.)  
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In effect, the report frames three challenges for employers:  


1. Assisting employees to thrive at work 
2. Supporting staff who are struggling 
3. Enabling people who are ill to recover and return to work.   
 
The orientation of the messages in this document is that of sustaining staff who are thriving in the work in 
healthcare organisations. However, these messages should be set in a wider context, which is that some staff 
were already struggling before the COVID-19 threat arose, and a smaller number have problems that amount 
to their being ill. We reference one such framework4. Some staff may come to struggle as a result of their 
experiences in the pandemic. More substantial services to assist them and healthcare staff who are ill are also 
required.  
 
This document summarises actions and activities that are intended to reduce the numbers of staff who may 
require additional assistance. We offer ten core messages. 
 
THE TOP TEN MESSAGES 
 
The Top Ten Messages are summarised in Table 2. They are intended to assist staff to recognise and respond 
to their concerns and anxieties about the principle primary stressors: a. concerns about their patients and the 
decisions that staff may have to make about their care; and b. their own exposure to the real risks of the viral 
illness. The messages are also intended to recognise the ordinary and extraordinary secondary stressors that 
staff face. 
 
Table 2: The Top Ten Messages for Supporting Healthcare Staff 


Tip 


1 Be Kind to Yourself and One-another 


2 Assist Staff to Recognise and Manage Their Concerns 


3 Encourage Staff to Sustain Their Social Connections 


4 Deal Actively with Moral Distress and Ethical Considerations 


5 Remember to Eat, Drink and Sustain Contacts with Friends (within the requirements on social distancing) 


6 Continue Supervision and Relevant Training 


7 Challenge Incipient Loneliness  


8 Ensure Support for Frontline Staff 


9 Follow Assessment and Treatment Protocols 


10 Be Aware of the Document from the World Health Organization on Mental Health and Psychosocial Considerations During 
COVID-19 Outbreak and Monitor Updated Guidance from the WHO, NICE and Other Authoritative Sources as it Emerges  


 
These messages are aimed at. sustaining the psychosocial resilience of the staff. The messages are evidence-
informed and values-based. They take the psychosocial resilience of persons and the collective psychosocial 
resilience of staff as the anticipated responses, but not as inevitable. 
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EXPANDING THE TOP TEN MESSAGES 
 
Message 1: Be Kind to Yourself and One Another 
 
1. It is important to encourage staff to be kind to themselves, colleagues and everyone else. This involves being 


aware of the limitations in human communications and care that are imposed by social distancing and PPE 
etc.  


2. Be kind to yourself first and then be kind to others. In a pandemic, there will be high levels of anxiety even 
among those not working in healthcare. 


 
Message 2: Assist Staff to Manage their Concerns 
  
It is important that staff members recognise and are allowed to discuss their real concerns so that they can be 
supported in meeting them. This means: 


1. Acknowledging the anxiety of staff about contamination and personal and family impacts and outcomes. 


2. Being aware that some staff face greater levels of risk than do others and endeavour to make policies for 
sending people home and into isolation transparent and similar across departments. 


3. Reassuring all staff that psychosocial support is available now and will continue to be available in the coming 
months, but only if that is true.  


 
Message 3: Encourage Staff to Sustain Their Social Connections 
  
1. Encourage staff to sustain their social connections and maintain contact with people who they regard as 


sources of social support whether they are at work or away from work because of illness or exclusion 
following the self-isolation requirements.   


2. Healthcare staff are also family members, and, during a pandemic, they have to balance their professional 
values and obligations with the needs of their families and with advice given to the public to stay away from 
work if they have the signs of infection. Decisions in these situations can be challenging. However, there is 
experience from these kinds of scenario that absenteeism and presenteeism are lowered if clinical and 
general managers recognise and respond effectively to the professional, psychosocial and leadership needs 
of staff.  


 
This means: 


a. Connecting often. 


b. Connecting face-to-face (when and if that is feasible and consistent with government advice). Connecting 
virtually either when face-to-face is not possible or as an additional means of communication.  


c. Reaching out to, and supporting others in your staff teams. 


d. Remembering to share positive news in your life when you do connect. This includes having conversations 
with others about shared interests, including nostalgia for shared positive experiences in the past and 
continuing to participate in social media groups around common interests (sport, music, film, television 
etc.). 


e. Looking after colleagues who may be more vulnerable. 


f. Looking after all your group memberships (not just some).  


i. This includes joining or forming support groups to help colleagues who are self-isolating because that 
can enhance self-efficacy and self-esteem as well as being practical. 


ii. Nominating members of staff in senior or supervisory roles to maintain continuing contact with staff 
who are sent into isolation in order to ensure they experience recognisable care. These contacts 
should aim to provide support and facilitate staff returning to work when their isolation has elapsed.  
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Message 4: Moral Distress and Ethical Considerations 
 
1. Moral distress and moral injury are constructs that were first used in the military and they are now being 


applied to healthcare5. It is likely that clinicians involved in treating patients who have COVID-19 will face 
difficult decisions that raise substantial moral concerns and the possibility of moral distress and the potential 
for moral injury. It is important to acknowledge facing the moral strain and distress that staff suffer now and 
later when they are unable to do everything possible for all patients. This includes advising staff not to fill 
gaps by heroic actions that place them at greater moral and physical risk and not to raise their expectations 
of what should be done for patients.  


2. It is necessary to develop clarity about practical and professional expectations of staff and realistic standards 
for practice and practitioners during a pandemic. This requires effective leadership, recognition of the 
potential impacts of the pandemic on the standards of care and negotiation of mechanisms for decision-
making when services are under pressure.  


3. Before the influenza HINI pandemic of 2009-10, the Department of Health and the Cabinet Office established 
the Committee on the Ethical Aspects of Pandemic Influenza (CEAPI)6. It produced an ethical framework for 
pandemic flu based on public health ethics. It was well-evaluated by the subsequent Hine Review7. Much of 
that framework is, arguably, relevant to the COVID-19 pandemic. 


4. Managers should agree a local process for developing an ethical framework for staff to work within. 
Professional and general managers should be clear about support that may be required to enable staff to 
work within their competency but in areas that are not part of their current role.  


5. In addition, NHS employers should consider convening rapid review ethics committees in order to support 
staff in clinical decision-making, where relevant. 


 
Message 5:  Remember to Eat, Drink, Rest and Sustain Contacts with Friends and Take Breaks 
Within the Requirements on Social Distancing 


 
1. Remember to eat, drink and to sustain contacts with friends. This includes having your meals with colleagues 


if that is compatible with government advice and senior clinical and general managers should model this 
activity whenever possible. 


2. Whenever possible, staff (particularly senior staff with substantial responsibilities) must be enabled to take 
rest and work to realistic rotas to avoid them becoming overtired. All staff must be encouraged to take 
breaks, to make sure they get enough to eat and drink, to take exercise and to make any social connections 
that they require. 


 
Message 6: Continue Supervision and Relevant Training 
 
1. Continue supervision and relevant training and, if anything, increase these activities while services are 


adapting and before pressure reaches its peak and sustain them as pressure rises.  


2. Ensuring the psychosocial welfare of all people involved directly with delivering any response to the 
pandemic is a key part of that response. Risks to psychosocial wellbeing can be minimised by planning and 
implementing good management procedures and by ensuring that staff have adequate supervision and 
access to advice.  


3. Staff should have continuing access to clinical supervision; this is likely to become more rather than less vital 
in stressful situations when critical and sometimes controversial decisions may have to be made. There 
needs to be as much provision of real-time supervision and support for staff during the response as can be 
achieved.  


4. Less formal discussion about clinical experiences ordinarily occurs in workplaces. In challenging 
circumstances, the support that comes from having access to team members, peers and others for 
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discussion and advice and to share challenges and frustrations is invaluable. It is important to ensure that 
opportunities for informal peer support are valued and continue during a pandemic. More formal peer-
based support should be available that enables reflection on practice. Clinical managers might consider how 
they might implement virtual Schwartz Rounds. 


 
Message 7: Challenge Incipient Loneliness 
  
1. Challenge incipient loneliness that comes from being very busy on the frontline and remind staff of the need 


to keep in contact with their families and friends.  


2. This is another reason for recommending that staff should: 


i. Connect virtually and connect often and if at all possible, connect face-to-face, either in person or using 
technology.  


ii. See people face-to-face if that fits the public health protocol. It is important as it can make for stronger 
connections than can reaching out via technology.  


iii. Develop means of keeping up-to-date with academic and research developments relating to matters such 
as novel interventions, creating vaccines etc and how they might be applied locally.  


 
Message 8: Support for Frontline Staff Should be Visible 
  
1. Plan and enact a good public risk communication and advisory strategy that involves staff, the public and 


the media, which provides timely and credible information and advice that will also support staff confidence 
and psychosocial resilience.  


2. Senior general and clinical managers should be visible to staff on the frontline and seen to share the risks, 
as is appropriate. 


 
Message 9: Follow Assessment and Treatment Protocols 
 
1. Staff should be reminded that adhering to assessment and treatment protocols is likely to produce the best 


services that can be offered in all the circumstances. This means ensuring that all staff are aware of latest 
treatment protocols and the rationale behind them, especially where these differ from protocols pre-COVID-
19. 


2. Staff must have confidence in the plans for day-to-day service delivery that are made, and this requires that 
they are fully informed about them and their anticipated roles. The feeling of being ill informed is a factor 
that can most erode trust and psychosocial resilience. Conversely, if staff are well-informed, consulted and 
involved, their confidence in the plans and their equipment is enhanced, their uncertainties are reduced, 
and their psychosocial resilience is augmented.  


3. Reciprocally, the recovery phase is likely to be swifter for staff and services if staff feel supported and are 
confident about the overall plans that are in place to manage the pandemic. Employers should be aware of, 
and endeavour to prevent staff from developing distress and mental disorders and plan to assist staff to 
mitigate the stress that they are likely to experience. 


 
Message 10: Be Aware of the Document from the World Health Organization on Mental Health 
and Psychosocial Considerations During COVID-19 Outbreak and Monitor Updated Guidance from 
the WHO, NICE and Other Authoritative Sources as it Emerges 
 
1. Be aware of the contents of the current guidance from the WHO and other authoritative sources. This 


includes ensuring that everyone who has responsibility for supervising or managing staff are aware of 
appropriate referral pathways when psychological distress becomes severe. A copy of the guidance is 
annexed to this document. 
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PREPARING FOR SELF-ISOLATION 
 
Preparations for self-isolation fall into three main domains. They are: 


1. The first is making plans to remain physically fit.  This includes understanding the public health advice and 
observing the requirements in order to minimise the risk of infection, eating well and remaining hydrated. 
It also means taking steps to sustain physical fitness through activities. 


2. Second is attending to people’s psychosocial needs. Prime in this domain are planning to sustain one’s social 
connectedness and access to social support. There is evidence about the strong links between these two 
social processes, longevity and health. This is no different in lock down/self-isolation. Indeed, there may be 
gains for some people. There is evidence showing that making one new and sustained group membership 
after retirement can add as much as 5 years to life. What is important is being on the receiving end of 
altruism. Some people may emerge knowing a great many more people. 


3. Third is creating a forward-looking and optimistic purpose for one’s time during the isolation period. This 
might include projects in self-education as well as recreational activities etc, etc. It is all the better if one can 
create collaborative projects that involve being socially connected with other people through the wonders 
of technology. 


  
Overall, the authors think that the second, the psychosocial, domain holds the key to success in the other two 
domains. 
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DISCLAIMER 
 
This document provides general information and discussions about health and related subjects. The information and other content 
provided in this document, or in any linked materials, are not intended and should not be construed as medical advice, nor is the 
information a substitute for professional medical expertise or treatment. 
 
If you or any other person has a medical concern, you should consult with your healthcare provider or seek other professional medical 
treatment. Never disregard professional medical advice or delay in seeking it because of something that you have read in this document 
or in any linked materials. If you think you may have an emergency, call an appropriate source of help and support such as your doctor 
or emergency services immediately. 
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