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Why?
Prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, life appeared in every sense normal, but it was not healthy; tensions, 
burnout, stress, and anxiety were significant issues in the workplace and society, according to Forbes1. 

For those in caretaker roles and/or in helping professions, caring for the most vulnerable population while keeping 
themselves and their loved ones healthy became a heavy burden. Worries increased around staying employed, 
having enough sick leave, obtaining personal protective equipment or PPE failing, and wondering if they are going to 
make it through the mandatory health screenings required to enter the workplace. Interpersonal relationships felt a 
new strain with protective equipment blocking much of the nonverbal facial expressions we use to communicate every 
day. Senses became isolated from the natural cues we utilize to interpret our physical environment, thus affecting 
how we relate to the world. These factors and more have impacted our emotional, mental, and physical wellness 
during this period of time.



What’s the Purpose?
Prior to the pandemic, studies have shown that 1 in 5 adults in the U.S. experience mental illness2. We all have mental health which 
can be affected by a variety of factors at any given time. Having a mental illness is common and should be cared for without 
shame, just as one would care for their physical illnesses. However, studies have also shown that the average delay between 
symptom onset and treatment for a mental illness is 11 years3. Imagine letting physical symptoms persist that long before seeking 
help; most people would seek treatment for a persistent physical ailment before that timeframe. But for some reason, our mental 
health gets put on the back burner as something we just have to “get over” or “push through”. Your mental health matters and is 
worth caring for regularly and preventatively.

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, a survey was taken by the American Psychological Association to determine the effects 
of this season on the stress levels of adults in the US. On a 10pt scale, 1 representing no stress and 10 representing high stress, 
US adults reported an average rating of 5.9 in terms of stress related to the COVID-19 pandemic, and an average rating of 5.4 in
terms of general stress during this time. This is significantly higher than last year’s average rating of 4.9. Breaking it down by 
various demographics, we see greater disparities amongst groups with a significant increase in average rating for parents of 
children under 18 and for people of color4. We all experience stress at some point in life, and most of the time we can cope with 
and tolerate our varying stress levels. However, not all stress is the same, and it’s important to look at what kind of stress we’re 
experiencing and if it’s causing harm to our mental and physical health.



What Is Stress?
When we experience a stressful event, our autonomic nervous system kicks in, which triggers our fight-flight-freeze response. During 
that time, our adrenal gland secretes certain hormones, one of which is Cortisol. Cortisol is helpful in many ways, including increased 
focus, increased immunity, and allowing our brain to use stored up sugars so we can think quickly on our feet. When we experience 
fight-flight-freeze, we need our bodies to naturally do these things in order to maximize performance and survival.

Unfortunately, too much of a good thing can be a bad thing and there’s a tipping point to this. Constant exposure to cortisol in the 
body without periods of full rest where the body and brain can return to homeostasis can change our brain and bodies. Toxic 
prolonged stress can lead to impaired cognitive functioning, decreased immune functioning, higher blood pressure, a greater 
susceptibility to chronic illness, and habitual maladaptive coping.

Prolonged stress within your work environment can have negative consequences on your mental health as it relates to your work, 
especially if healthy boundaries, adaptive coping skills, and rejuvenating rest are not or cannot be utilized regularly. Some people who 
exhaust their energy levels by caring for the high needs of others, without the balance of caring for their own needs or having their 
needs regularly met in some way may experience compassion fatigue. People who frequently work with the suffering and pain of 
others may also experience vicarious trauma which could lead to Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Both compassion fatigue and 
vicarious trauma permeate an individual’s mental, emotional, physical, and sometimes spiritual wellbeing. 



Burnout can be the result of any of these symptoms. In the 1970s, Herbert Freudenberger first coined the term “burnout” to group 
the resulting symptoms of combined high stress and high ideals within helping professions5. 

In helping professions or during periods of time within one’s profession when work-life balance seems antithetical to work 
expectations and culture, many individuals find themselves beyond the point of compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma, and/or 
burnout before receiving help. However, it’s usually well before these resulting symptoms sink in that we start to see signs that are 
affecting our work, wellness, and livelihoods. Regularly caring for our mental health proactively in during this time of uncertainty may 
be one of the keys needed to increase resiliency and prevent such symptoms and prolonged negative consequences from occurring. 

Another key that could help promote resiliency and wellness during times of stress is your environment. Architecture, landscapes, 
and the built environment we live in can transform the way we view the world. Spaces can wisp you away to a state of focus and 
calm, subtle cues can distill a sense of reflection, while others can promote learning and excitement. Although form, location and 
scale have the greatest impact on our perception of space, small elements and changes can also have a big impact. 

What Is Stress?



Adjusting Your 
Physical Environment



The physical environment plays an important role in your health. According to the study on “The impact of improved air quality on 
productivity and health in the workplace”6, simply paying special attention to air quality alone resulted in significant physiological 
reductions from 14% reduced blood pressure to 39% reduction in fatigue. These improvements in the environment also resulted in 
a 30% reduction is staff turnover. In addition to the air quality there are numerous environmental changes that can be 
implemented to reduce stress and improve mental health in the workplace. Implementation ideas include: 

• Install an ionization system within your current HVAC systems. Ionization systems, simply put, add natural ions to the air 
systems and distribute it throughout the spaces. These ions then attach themselves to contaminants within the air and 
neutralize the bad particles. 

• Create an employee haven. Upfit a current break room or a room you have within your buildings. The ideal space includes 
windows and lots of natural light with the goal to create a space for decompression without adding to stress. To achieve a 
calmer setting, limit outside influences like televisions and news reports, include a sound machine or soft music playing. Provide 
small seating areas with flexible arrangements.  

• Bring the outdoors in. Provide natural elements and live plants at entry lobbies, gathering areas and within the employee haven. 
According to the American Institute of Stress7, indoor plants will not only help with purifying the air, but some will also absorb 
toxins and increase humidity helping with respiratory health. 

• Light. When natural light is not readily available or harder to bring within large buildings, implement systems to tune your lights 
to the natural cycles of the sun to boost productivity, mental health and better sleep. In an article by Rensselaer, “lightings 
effects on sleep, mood and behavior in older adults with ADRD”8 research shows significant results in reduced agitation, 
increased mood and quality of sleep by providing the right type of light throughout the day. There are many manufacturers of 
circadian tuned lighting systems available and this can be achieved at many scales from a few light bulbs in fixtures to computer 
tuned systems throughout a building. 

• Provide employees ample seating outdoors with flexibility and shade. This allows for a mental and physical break form the work 
environment, natural mood boosting light and the flexibility of choice for absorbing some sun rays or enjoying the breeze from 
the shade while listening to the birds chirp.  



Encourage exercise. On campuses or within your buildings, create a safe route for a walking, or provide a treadmill and stationary 
bike. The Mayo Clinic9 released an article, “Exercise and Stress: Get Moving to Manage Stress”, which noted regular exercise can lower 
symptoms associated with mild depression and anxiety. 

Create a succulent wall. Install simple wall shelving, which can be purchased at any hardware store, in key areas in your buildings and 
provide a random variation of small and medium succulents and encourage caring for the plants. Contact with nature throughout the 
day has been linked with fewer sick call visits and is “credited with reducing stress and enhancing work performance” according to the 
“The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective”10. 

At Home
• At home self-quarantining can be stressful and increase depression. Several no cost tasks can help reduce stress and help mitigate 

the spread of diseases. According to the CDC, in addition to disinfecting and separation, increased airflow and ventilation is 
essential11. This can be achieved by opening windows in the home where multiple family members congregate, like the living room 
and kitchen, and having the HVAC system fan turned on. The CDC also recommends eating in separate rooms, avoiding sharing 
personal items and wearing protective gear when caring for sick loved ones12. 

• Open window curtains to let in natural light as much as possible.   

• Installing a higher MERV rating air filter within your home HVAC system will filter more contaminants out of the air. It is suggested to 
install a filter with a MERV rating of eight or higher. 

• Quarantining within your home can be hard, if your able to designate a back area or lower level of your home to stay in and make
your family feel safer, several readily available products can reduce the spread of air and keep you connected. Clear Zip wall door 
kits or Clear Magnetic thermal insulated door curtains available on leading internet retail sites, can be installed in doorways to 
prevent airflow and allow visibility to stay connected with loved ones. It’s important to keep windows cracked to allow contaminated 
air to be pushed out. 

• Other no cost ideas include aromatherapy, decluttering and reducing stress inducing stimulus such as TVs and news broadcast.



Self-Care and Wellness 
Strategies



Quick Stress Reducing Techniques
Breathing squares. When you’re feeling anxious and your mind is overwhelmed, it’s important to 
take time to breathe. When we take deep breaths, our mind can slow back down which allows for 
more clarity of thought. This exercise can be done anywhere and at any time.
1. Identify a square or rectangular shape anywhere around you. 
2. Bring your gaze to the lower left corner of the square or rectangle.
3. Take a deep inhale as your eyes scan up to the top left corner nice and slow (about 4 seconds).
4. Hold as your eyes scan across the top edge to the top right corner.
5. Exhale as your eyes scan down to the bottom right corner (about 4 seconds).
6. Keep your breath neutral as your eyes scan across the bottom edge.
7. Repeat 2-3 times.

Soothing Senses Mindfulness. Worry and anxiety occur because our minds are sitting in the future 
or the past. If we find our minds in those spaces, one way we can help ease our anxiety and worry 
is to ground ourselves in the present through our senses. There are two ways we can do this. One 
way is a little more proactive and takes preparation. Create a list of items that you find soothing 
and calming and be sure to keep those things accessible to you throughout your day. Identify at 
least one item that can engage each of your five senses. When you engage with that item, make 
sure your mind is staying focused on the sensation. Examples could include:
• Sight: A scenic picture, details in nature
• Sound: Birds chirping, rain sounds, instrumental music
• Taste: Hot tea, rich tasting chocolate
• Touch: Silky/velvet materials, cushion/squeezable item, warm mug, smooth stone
• Smell: Candle, essential oils
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5, 4, 3, 2, 1: Mindfulness. Another way to practice mindfulness using your senses is more immediate when anxiety or panic quickly 
appears. Close your eyes or zone into the present. Name five things you see and really notice them. Name four things you feel
and really notice them. Name three things you hear, two things you smell, and one thing you can taste, really noticing each. 
Noticing each of these brings you back into the present and slows down your mind. Do this exercise with deep breaths and this can 
help you regulate your anxiety in the moment so you can move forward.

Please note, these are coping skills and techniques to help you get through a stressful or anxiety-producing event. This should not 
replace any mental health therapy which could help you get to the root of your worries and anxieties. 

Setting Boundaries
Determine your non-negotiables and set healthy boundaries around those. If you need help thinking through how to go about 
doing this, utilize the following steps as a guide. 

Consider your needs, values, and priorities when determining your non-negotiables. Be clear about what your non-negotiables are 
in this season. These could differ from non-negotiables in other seasons in your life. Choosing these also does not mean that your 
more “negotiable” areas of life fall by the wayside, but that there is wiggle room for doing or not doing these. 

Example of a potential non-negotiable – Taking your water and food break when you’re designated to rather than working through 
these. 

Example of a potential negotiable – Stepping in for a co-worker if they need time off. 

Remember, these are subjective to your needs, values, and priorities. Communicate non-negotiables and boundaries so others can 
be clear about these as well. Maintain your non-negotiables and boundaries. Respect the boundaries and non-negotiables of 
others. Reconsider your non-negotiables and boundaries when your needs, values, and/or priorities change. Maybe some stay the 
same, maybe some need to change given your change in season.



• National Alliance of Mental Illness (NAMI) - https://nami.org/Find-Support/NAMI-HelpLine/COVID-19-Information-and-Resources
• Mental Health America (MHA) – https://mhanational.org/covid19
• Black Mental Wellness – https://www.blackmentalwellness.com
• Warm and Hotlines 
• NAMI Directory - https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/BlogImageArchive/2020/NAMI-National-HelpLine-WarmLine-Directory-
3-11-20.pdf
• Mental Health America (MHA) - https://screening.mhanational.org/content/need-talk-someone-warmlines
• Take a simple online mental health screening or the work health survey - https://screening.mhanational.org/screening-tools

Meditation apps
• Headspace (free for healthcare workers for the remainder of the year) - https://www.headspace.com/
• Liberate – https://liberatemeditation.com/
• Insight Timer - https://insighttimer.com/
• Calm App - https://www.calm.com/

Telehealth or In-Person Counseling – Contact your local provider to get connected to a mental health professional or utilize online databases 
such as:
• Good Counsel (local to Roanoke, VA) – https://www.wearegoodcounsel.com/
• Psychology Today - https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
• Virtual Counseling
• Talkspace - https://lp.talkspace.com/try
• Betterhelp - https://www.betterhelp.com/

Informational Websites and Apps

https://nami.org/Find-Support/NAMI-HelpLine/COVID-19-Information-and-Resources
https://mhanational.org/covid19
https://www.blackmentalwellness.com/
https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/BlogImageArchive/2020/NAMI-National-HelpLine-WarmLine-Directory-3-11-20.pdf
https://screening.mhanational.org/content/need-talk-someone-warmlines
https://screening.mhanational.org/screening-tools
https://www.headspace.com/
https://liberatemeditation.com/
https://insighttimer.com/
https://www.calm.com/
https://www.wearegoodcounsel.com/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us
https://lp.talkspace.com/try
https://www.betterhelp.com/


Nutrition and Wellness 
Strategies



While there is no ‘magic’ food that will heal all illness or make us healthy, daily eating habits largely impact our overall health. Here 
are a few tips to maintain optimal nutrition which, in turn, can help the immune system function at its best.

Stay hydrated: Avoiding public restrooms during a time when we want to limit contact with germs sounds ideal, but that in turn 
means avoiding drinking enough water. Water plays a role in some of the body’s most vital functions, including supporting the
immune system, and depending on your age, makes up 55 to 75% of your body composition. Instead of skipping the water bottle, 
aim to drink at least 64 ounces per day to support good health. 

Focus on fruits and vegetables: Fruits and vegetables are chock full of vitamins, minerals, water, and fiber, all which help the body by 
supporting the immune system and other bodily processes. Aim to include fruits and/or vegetables in every meal and choose them 
as part of a balanced snack, rather than grabbing the chips or sweets. Try an apple with peanut butter or carrots with hummus for a 
balanced snack that will provide you with energy to push through the busy workday. 

Consider a multivitamin: If you feel you are missing certain vitamins or minerals in your current diet, a multivitamin can act as a 
supplement to provide you with vital nutrients to support your body’s needs. Multivitamins are by no means essential to healthy 
living, but act as an additional source if certain nutrients are hard to get. At a time when we are aiming to support optimal health, 
they may provide some benefit. 

Pack lunch for work: Workday lunches are often squeezed between meetings and important tasks. Rather than participating in the 
office takeout order, consider packing your own lunch. Ever ordered a not-so-nutritious meal because you were starving when you 
ordered? Packing a balanced meal and having it ready to eat is motivation to spend less money, but also eat a healthier lunch.  
Pack up a chicken salad, or a sandwich, veggie sticks and hummus, and fresh fruit. Add a small piece of dark chocolate as a sweet 
treat if you would like! 

Nutrition Resources and Apps

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/
https://fruitsandveggies.org/

For Tracking Water Intake:

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/daily-water-drink-reminder/id466387763
or https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.vgfit.waterbalance&hl=en_US

https://www.choosemyplate.gov/
https://fruitsandveggies.org/
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/daily-water-drink-reminder/id466387763
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.vgfit.waterbalance&hl=en_US
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