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Message from the President of the
Sri Lanka College of Psychiatrists

It gives me great pleasure in sending this brief message to this priceless
booklet of education and advice to healthcare frontline workers battling
the COVID-19 pandemic. The Sri Lanka College of Psychiatrists along with
“The Asia Foundation” has managed to compile this booklet at the peak of
the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic hitting Sri Lanka. The healthcare
workers who are in the frontline dealing with COVID positive patients are
faced with enormous number of hardships due to the ever increasing
number of patients, high mortality of patients, lack of adequate number of
personal protective equipment and long hours of duty with at times
inadequate facilities. It is evident that the frontline workers are getting
increasingly burnt out and feel their efforts go unappreciated and may even
perceive that theyare “not being looked after” by others.

This booklet is meant for the doctors, nurses, attendants, health care
assistants, paramedical personnel and social workers having direct contact
with COVID positive patients. It gives a clear description of challenges of
living with COVID and positive patients, how to identify when you get
stressed with overload of work and how to deal with work stress and also
gives advice with eye catching illustrations on how to maintain your
wellbeing while working with all this stress. This book also educates the
healthcare workers on how to relax when you are overwhelmed with stress
with deep breathing and muscle relaxation techniques and mindfulness.
Unfortunately quite a lot of stigma is attached to being positive with COVID
and this book will help you to overcome it and help you to make your
patients overcome the stigma with a positive outlook. It will be briefly
looking at common mental health issues like depression and anxiety that
the frontline workers may experience when working under severe stress
and harsh conditions and explain about their symptoms and how to deal
withthem.



Most importantly by reading this booklet the healthcare workers will be
able to boost up their self-esteem as they have been identified as the
bravest category who accept the challenge of healing the infected patients
with confidence and kind concern. The front liners have come forward
sacrificing their lives at the time of need to safeguard the nation and should
be proud of them. If not for them the unfortunate infected patients would
be allowed to suffer in isolation and their healing efforts will be deeply
appreciated by all of us.

The Sri Lanka College of Psychiatrists sincerely hopes that this booklet will
give the frontline health care workers a lot of hope, education and a helping
hand to get over the stress and anxiety when dealing with the sick during a
global pandemic. | would like to take this opportunity in expressing our
sincere gratitude to all the psychiatrists who took a lot of trouble in
compiling this booklet in an attractive manner and “The Asia Foundation”
for supporting us.

Thank you.

Dr. Gihan Abeywardena
President
Sri Lanka College of Psychiatrists



Message from the Country Representative
of The Asia Foundation

The Asia Foundation has been investing in efforts to integrate a psychosocial
approach to development in Sri Lanka for many years. While the mental health
impacts of the pandemic are profound; frontline workers remain especially
vulnerable. They struggle with the fear of them or their families being infected;
the stress of working with new and frequently changing protocols; the need to
adjust to wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) and caring for patients
who are sick and deteriorating. As such, supporting the mental health of
healthcare workers is a crucial part of the national public health response to
Covid-19.

The Foundation’s Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS) team has
worked across multiple settings to bring forth a myriad of initiatives to
systematically conduct research and enhance the existing knowledge base in Sri
Lanka. These initiatives have focused on insights to upskill psychosocial workers,
counsellors, doctors, nurses and psychiatric social workers and to facilitate long
standing dialogue and partnerships between governmental and non-
governmental stakeholders.

Building on over a decade of experience working with victims of conflict and
trauma in Sri Lanka, The Asia Foundation launched a new initiative in 2020 in
partnership with Global Communities under the Social Cohesion and
Reconciliation (SCORE) Program. In collaboration with the Mental Health
Directorate of the Ministry of Health, the Foundation introduced a series of self-
care messages for frontline staff that respond to the psychosocial needs of the
pandemic whilst maintaining physical distancing protocols. A series of trilingual
self-care messages were designed and developed by the MHPSS team to be
shared with frontline response staff. These have included messages about
understanding emotions, the nature of the symptoms, fear of being socially
excluded, fear of losing employment, feelings that come with isolation, reliving



past experiences, caregiver worry, fear of being separated from loved ones during
guarantine, and fear of falling ill and dying. These messages have been shared
through social media and telecommunication platforms such as Facebook,
Whatsapp and Viber, through nurses’, doctors’, and support staff groups, and
disseminated across all 25 districts through the district mental health focal points.
These messages are a reminder to frontline staff that their efforts are appreciated
andthat they need to take care of themselves too.

Building on this work, the Foundation, in partnership with the Sri Lanka College of
Psychiatrist (SLCOP) sought to better understand the psychological impact of the
Covid-19 pandemicon health workers. Therefore, this publication was developed
to provide an insight into improving the psychological well-being of health
workers at this critical time. While it reflects on the challenges that frontline staff
face, it also provides support with stress management, burn out and coping
during Covid-19.

This publication has been written, illustrated, and translated by SLCOP, and we
wish to thank them for a productive and successful partnership. We hope this
handbook will offer frontline staff support with managing their psychological
well-being through a crisis.

The Asia Foundation is privileged to have had the opportunity to work on mental
health and psychosocial programs in Sri Lanka since 2005. Throughout our
engagement we have sought to advance the thinking and theoretical basis for the
delivery of services and promote practical, evidence-based solutions that serve to
improve the quality and consistency of service delivery. We hope that this
publication will provide new perspectives and enable further understanding of
the mental health challenges faced by frontline workers.

Dinesha de Silva Wikramanayake

Country Representative
The Asia Foundation



Living with Covid-19

® We are currently battling a catastrophic health crisis

with the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic.

® I|tis no wonder that you are worried about the
current situation. It will affect you at work, at home,
as well as socially.

® You must be knowing a lot
SN about the physical symptoms
) of Covid-19, how it spreads
" and about the vaccines.
But are you aware about its
mental health impact?
Do you know how best

you can look after your

mental health during

this crisis?

® You must be taking a lot of precautions to protect
yourself from contracting this illness. But, are you
taking enough actions against it’s psychological
impact?



Fighting Covid-19 induced stress

® Fighting Covid-19 can add lots of
additional stress to your life. You
are worried about contracting
the illness. You may be worried about

transmitting it to your family, to your
elderly parents or to children at home.

At the same time, you may be burnt out with work.

You maybe concerned about safety. You maybe wondering
how best to stay safe and keep your

loved ones safe.

® Your job and finances may be affected and you
worry if you can make ends meet.
Your children’s education maybe affected and
this will make you worry about their future.

® You have responsibilities at your work as well as
towards your family. You want to help patients
but are worried about bringing the illness
home. This can add additional stress

to your life.



What is stress?

Stress is a natural reaction of our mind and body to a
real or a perceived threat to our wellbeing. Our mind

reacts to threat by producing anxious thoughts.

When we face a threat, our body reacts by increasing the
activity of the sympathetic nervous system. This is to
prepare our body to face the threat. This activation leads
to increased heart rate, rapid shallow breathing,

increased muscle tension and sweating.

These changes can help you take quick action, feel more

energized and get results.

It can become a problem if your body and mind remain
continuously in a state of stress. Chronic/excessive stress
can lead to many physical and psychological problems.
These include; burnout, anxiety, depression,

hypertension and diabetes mellitus.



B Being stressed is normal and is expected in a
situation like this. But it is important to know when
you are overwhelmed with stress and anxiety.

® Youknow you are stressed when P
you feel: '

o Anxiousandworried
o Impatientand agitated

o Yourthoughtsareracingand
you can’t switch them off

o Irritable and have lost your sense
of humor

O Feelneglectedandalone
o Findit hard to make decisions
o Unableto concentrate and forgetful

o Smoking or drinking alcohol excessively as a way

of coping



General stress management
strategies

® Know that you are feeling different to your
usual self. Ask yourself if you are feeling
different to how you were. If so ask
yourself if you are stressed?

® |f you feel that you are in distressed and that
you can’t function, then maybe you
need to do something about it.

® The good news is, that there are so many simple
ways to manage anxiety and other negative
emotions and remain generally happy in the
face of challenging times like this.

10



Healthy mind in a healthy body;
look after your physical health!

® Choose good food — always try to have a balanced
meal. It is normal to crave for carbs and other
unhealthy foods in excess at times of stress.
Be mindful of that. Keep some healthy snack
options at hand instead of eating unhealthy food.

® Rest your eyes — sleep is the rejuvenator of mind and
body. Stick to a routine and avoid things
that keep you awake (screens before bed,
tea, coffee and alcohol).
7 hours of night sleep will make you ready

to face challenges at day time!

11



T 7 ® \Water your body — take at least

(7 —A 2 litres of liquids per day and
\",-' f—1 make sure most of it is water!
"~\ / I.f'l Your body will immediately

u\_-_'/

thank you by making you
feel comfortable.

Move your frame — exercise has a
powerful mood lifting effect.

It releases chemicals in your brain
that makes you feel good.

What else can beat this regime
that keeps you looking good

and happy at no cost?

Try to fix a daily routine with

at least 30 minutes of exercises

like jogging or playing badminton.

12



Your mind is your greatest power;
take good care of it

® Accept what you can’t change and change what you can.
You can’t change the rain but you can take an umbrella
with you.

® Involve yourself with activities that make you happy:

o Call afriend that
you couldn’t

connect with for a while.

o Read that book you bought last year but never had the
time to open.

o Learn a new skill that you always wanted like playing
the guitar or stitching a blouse.

o Photography —for instance, photography lets you focus
on the positive aspects of life.

13



o Organize your day; prepare a checklist each morning.

o Nature heals our mind; engage in activities
that let you spend time outdoors,

like gardening and jogging.

o Helping others can be a great stress buster.
You will feel better, more in control and will also
distract you from unnecessary worrying.

14



Specific relaxation techniques

Breathing to relax

a.

Find a time and a place that you won’t get
interrupted. This maybe the time you go to bed and
soon after waking up.

Get in to a comfortable position.
Take slow, deep breaths.

Focus on breathing, while breathing in through your
nose and breathing out through your mouth.

Feel the cold air entering your nose and then
filling up your lungs, feel the warm air leaving
your nostrils.

Imagine all the tension entering your lungs and

then leaving it when you exhale.

Your mind may wander away while you do this,
but try to bring it back to the focus of breathing.

. You can do this as long as you feel comfortable,

but even 5 minutes of this activity can help you relax.

Doing this regularly will bring your level of
tension down through the day.

15



Mindfulness

Our minds have an innate tendency to wander either to past or
future and getting hooked on to negative events like worries,
regrets and grudges.

Present

A
| Your body is here... But Where is your mind? |

Can you recall the five minutes before you started reading
this booklet?

Where was your body? It was in the present moment.

Where were your thoughts? most probably they were either
ruminating about the past or worrying about the future.

Especially these days, we as health workers fighting the
pandemic, our minds are most of the times stuck in the
future, getting anxious about the possible threats that can
unfold. You may find yourself more tensed than usual, more

irritable and forgetful as a result.

16



Mindfulness is about being in the present. You use all your

senses (vision, hearing, touch, smell and taste)
to be aware of the present moment. Immerse yourself

completely in the current experience.

When you are practicing mindfulness, you maintain your
mind in the current activity. Therefore, it cannot

escape to its negative ruminations.

This, understandably reduces the level of stress

and also improves the outcome of whatever

we are doing due to the undivided attention

to the task at hand.

17



You can practice mindfulness in any situation.

E.g., Mindfulness while walking — bring your mind to
the act of walking. Observe the process of walking in
detail mindfully. See the scenery you pass by,

hear the sounds around you (the birds, crunch of the
gravel under your slipper), smell the scent of

flowers drifting in the air, feel the cold wind

brushing past your face.

Mindfulness can make you a more effective and
a safe health worker too. For example,
by practicing mindfulness, you’re less likely to

make mistakes

18



Grounding

This is a simple technique that you can

do when everything seems out of control;

including your mind.

(®)

Sit back in a chair, with your back well supported

and feet flat on the ground.

Feel your body being supported by the chair and
feet supported by ground.

Take a few slow, deep breaths.

Name five things you see, four things you hear
and three things you feel.

Take another few deep breaths.

Come back to the task at hand.

19



Be aware about depression
and anxiety

® Excessive stress can lead to a variety of psychological
consequences like depression and anxiety.

® Some of us are more vulnerable to stress.

Do you know how to identify depression and
anxiety?

Depression
o Feeling sad, tired and unable enjoy things as before

o Low self-esteem, feelings of helplessness and
hopelessness and guilt

o Poor sleep and appetite
o Thoughts of suicide or self-harm

These symptoms would have to persist for at least

for 2 weeks or more.

20



Anxiety

o Worrying for no apparent reason

o Panic attacks; sudden episodes of extreme
anxiety associated with racing heart, sweating
and fear of dying

o Constantly worrying about things that didn’t bother
you in the past

o Avoiding people/situations that were comfortable
and familiar to you before

o Getting recurrent thoughts that you can’t switch off

Please speak to a doctor at the nearest psychiatry clinic

if you think that you have above symptoms.

21



Stigma and Covid-19

® You may have to deal with stigma associated with
health care staff and the Covid-19.

® The persons infected with Covid-19 are not
spreading the virus on purpose, they are victims
of the virus.

® Stigma could lead to reluctance to seek treatment
or testing and quarantine which would be more
serious for everyone.

® There is nothing shameful about contracting the virus.

What can | do to challenge the stigma towards Covid-19?

o Speak out against negative behaviors and
comments

o Show compassion and support for those who
are affected

22



Fake news and Covid-19

® Fake news can lead to:

o Distress

o Stigma

o Mistrust in proven treatments
o

Refusal of vaccine

® How can we prevent false information?

o Make sure the information is from a reliable
source

o Know that you will be accountable for the news
you spread

o Fact check before sharing

23



Your child and Covid-19

Just like you, your child is also vulnerable to the

stress caused by Covid-19 pandemic. Their lives are

affected by new adjustments caused by the pandemic

such as:

o

o

Closure of schools

Lack of their routines e.g., Meeting up with

friends/ sport practices

Lack of physical exercise and outdoor activities

Prolonged separation from the parents due to their

long working hours or in case parents are
guarantined

Exposure to gruesome pictures of disease and

death in media

Parents’ anxiety about the pandemic

24



What are the signs to look for in your child to
know that they are psychologically affected?
o Increased irritability / aggressive behaviour
o Withdrawn behaviour
o Tearfulness
o Clinginess
o Excessive fear

o Sleep disturbances /
excessive sleepiness

o Poor attention
o Poor motivation for school work/ hobbies

o Somatic complaints e.g., headache, abdominal
pain

o Overuse of smartphone/ computers/ internet

25



What can we do as parents at this time of stress?

o Closely monitor children for any signs of change in
behavior.

o Listen, understand, reassure children and make them
feel loved and safe.

o Tell them that some worries are normal in this
situation.

o Limit the exposure to social media.
o Structure their day with a time table.
o Reward their positive behaviour.

o Limit the usage of digital screen.

o Encourage them to do physical activity and help
them in their hobbies.

o Spend quality time with them.

o Seek professional help if concerned.

o Make sure that you stay physically and mentally
healthy
— Continue to take your regular medications.
— Engage in exercise at least 3-4 times per week.
— These actions will help you to optimize your
general wellbeing. This will make you more
relaxed. Observing your calm demeanor will

help your child to stay free from anxiety.

26



Old age and Covid-19

In this challenging time, we all feel, think and act differently.

No matter what our age group is, we all need to face this
pandemic together.

The following preparations will help the senior citizens face

the challenge with more confidence:

o Familiarize with delivery services
(eg: food, medication)

«k,?y, ?r_,}) \
o Maintain social contactedness while N &4}? /

K kj"!‘J“
maintaining physical distance g_;r::;
I ST~
o Familiarize with new technologies }_‘é& .o
1= iy _;. "__"_-"'.
o Be aware of the feelings of loneliness 'J & \
and isolation and intervene ;\ B 2\
accordingly gt Wy

o Stock medications, know the contact numbers
of clinics and labs

o Maintain regular health checks

o If needed, try Tele medicine to remote access
your healthcare professional.
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Stay positive:
o Establish a daily routine; routine gives a sense of
purpose. Losing it will cause you distress.

o Keep yourself busy so there is little time to
let the mind wander

e Have a time for your hobbies

o Take up new roles to feel a sense of control and
contribution;

e Engage in household activities

o Share your experiences and expertise that you have
gained over the years to help others.

o Connect with others

28



Practice healthy aging:

o

(o)

o

Maintain functional abilities like cooking,
shopping, etc.

Engage in regular physical exercises by allocating a
regular time of the day.

Get regular and adequate sleep.
Practice a relaxation technique regularly.

Eat healthy with a balanced diet.

Get exposed to sunlight at least

30 minutes daily.

Smoking and excessive alcohol consumption are the
worst coping strategies. Stay away from these all the

time.

29



Keep the brain active:

o Learn new skills and hobbies (Drawing,
photography, yoga, carpentry, painting,
enroll in online courses and familiarize with digital
applications is a few among many)

o Solve puzzles and engage in challenging games
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Thank you!

You may be struggling to cope with the

this pandemic that seems to be going on

forever. You may have days that you wonder

how long you can go on like this.

But remember, you are much stronger than you think.
Think of the hardships you have overcome in your life,
be it in your family and relationships, during exams or

at work.

Sadly, our little island nation had gone through a lot of
disasters over time. We Sri Lankans as a nation and as
a health service have faced many challenges. These
experiences have only made us stronger and a more
resilient set of health workers. We are experienced in
managing crisis situations in a confident manner using
our knowledge, skills and ability to pull together as a

team.
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Let us soldier on through this crisis, so that once we are
out of this difficult period (yes, its going to end one
day), we can recall with pride, how we gave our best

during the worst of times!

Our success may not be rewarded monetarily or
sometimes appear to be not even appreciated, but it
can be measured in the smile of every patient that gets
better and when the nation heals as one and moves on
from this pandemic. So, let’s keep giving our best.

Mother Lanka needs you now more than ever!
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Useful help lines

Mental health help lines

Hotline for frontline healthcare workers by the Sri Lanka College of Psychiatrists
0712578578

National Mental Health helpline
1926 e,

ey
2T

National Council for Mental Health (Sahanaya)
0112685960 / 0112685950 S

Sri Lanka Sumithrayo
0112682535 / 0112682570 / 0112674436 / 0767520620

Shanthimargam
0761356526 / 0112665126 / 0717639898

CCC line; trilingual, toll free, 24 hour
1333

General help lines
Suwasariya Ambulance Services - 1990

Health Promotion Bureau - 1999
(24 Hours Trilingual Health Hotline - Answers to your health needs on COVID-19)

Police Emergency Call Center - 119
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Use the following link for further information regarding the
content of this booklet

78-624-5
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624511882
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