
Heath care workers will unavoidably feel stress and pressure during the COVID-19 pandemic. Managing the 
body’s stress response becomes just as important as caring for your physical health, in part because stress has 
such a significant impact on the body’s immune system and ability to fight infection. The following are some 
ideas for how to manage stress this in the coming weeks and months.

REGULATING THE FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT 
RESPONSE
If you notice yourself becoming highly anxious (e.g., 
heart pounding, breathing quickly, sweating, feeling 
dizzy, etc.), an effective strategy is to focus on calming 
your breathing. Take slow, deep breaths in which you 
slowly fill your lungs on a count to 4, hold for 2 sec-
onds, and exhale fully while counting to 4, holding for 
2 seconds at the end of the exhalation. It may take 5-10 
minutes of this slow, intentional breathing to calm the 
nervous system. You can also use this as a preventative 
strategy in situations that might cause heightened anx-
iety (e.g., on your way to 911 call).

MANAGING HEIGHTENED 
FRUSTRATION ON CALLS 
At the best of times, it can be frustrating to deal with 
“frequent fliers” or calls involving minor complaints. 
When every interaction with a member of the public 
carries some risk of exposure to COVID-19 and you’re 
living with anxiety about bringing infection home to 
loved ones, you can expect to feel even more frustra-
tion on low-acuity calls. Recognizing and managing 
this agitation before it spikes into “fight/flight” territory 
or spills over into angry interactions with callers or col-
leagues will be a key challenge in upcoming months. 
Consciously drawing on skills you’ve already developed 
to meet frustrations with compassion and professional-
ism will be particularly important at this time. 

LIMITING THE CONSUMPTION OF MEDIA COVERAGE FOR COVID-19
In the face of a threat, like COVID-19, it is a normal human response to feel anxious. Our brains are motivated to 
seek information from our environment in order to continuously monitor the threat level. One way we do this is 
by checking for updates in the media, by compulsively checking twitter, news stations/apps, and social media. 
However, in doing so, we further heighten our stress levels and the body’s fight-or-flight response. This impacts 
our sense of being overwhelmed, alert, or anxious, as well as physiological signs of anxiety including increased 
respiration rate, heart rate and blood pressure.

To manage these reactions, we recommend that you be selective about the type of media you consume, as well 
as the timing and amount. Read news from reputable sources (WHO, local health authorities) and avoid exposure 
to hype and misinformation, which can be especially prevalent on social media. Consider limiting yourself to in-
formation updates at specific times during the day, once or twice. Try to avoid reading COVID-19 media updates 
before bed, to minimize sleep disruption.
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ACCESS SUPPORTS
Some first responders may unfortunately experience 
avoidance by their family or community due to stigma 
or fear of exposure. This can make an already challeng-
ing situation far more difficult. If possible, stay con-
nected with your loved ones, if necessary via phone/
text. Reach out to someone you trust to talk. Consider 
reaching out to a peer support team member, or even 
a therapist for help with talking through your thoughts 
and feelings.

PRACTICE SELF-CARE
Because every person reacts differently to stress, 
notice what your body and emotions are telling you. 
Pay attention to your emotions, noticing any anxiety, 
sadness, anger, or detachment. Listen to your body, 
noticing any change in your breathing, muscle tension, 
aches and pains, etc. Use this information to decide 
what you need in order to care for yourself.

PLAN TO COPE DURING ISOLATION
Given the higher rates of COVID-19 exposure for first 
responders and health care workers, it is more likely 
that you will be asked to isolate or quarantine at some 
point. If this occurs, make a plan to stay connected and 
maintain your social networks. Even when isolated, try 
as much as possible to keep your personal daily rou-
tines or create new routines.

REMAIN HOPEFUL
In the face of the unprecedented challenge we are fac-
ing, it can be difficult to hold out hope for the future. 
Yet, to keep us moving forward, hope is essential. How 
can we cultivate this hope for ourselves and our loved 
ones?
• Focus on what you can accomplish or control.
• Consider the current circumstances as a challenge 

to be met, one that will allow you to grow in your 
ability to respond effectively and creatively. 

• Look for opportunities to practice being more pa-
tient or kind with yourself.

• Celebrate even small successes and accomplish-
ments.

• Write down three things you feel genuinely grate-
ful for in the moment. Practicing gratitude is a 
powerful activity to incorporate on a daily basis.

• Develop a menu of small activities you enjoy that 
you can reference when you feel stressed or over-
whelmed. These actions can be short, making it 
easier to incorporate on a regular basis.

• Ensuring sufficient rest and respite during work or 
between shifts.

• Eat sufficient and healthy food. 
• Engage in physical activity. 
• Stay in contact with family and friends. 
• Avoid using unhelpful coping strategies such as 

tobacco/vaping, alcohol or other drugs. In the long 
term, these can worsen your mental and physical 
wellbeing.

• Any other activities that might be calming for you 
(yoga, exercise, music, keeping the mind occupied).

“Those who can truly be accounted brave are 
those who best know the meaning of what is 
sweet in life and what is terrible, and then go 

out, undeterred, to meet what is to come.” 
- Pericles


