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Navigating the COVID-19 Pandemic

as a Healthcare Provider:
Take care of your ‘MEPS’ (Mental, Emotional,
Physical, Social health)

(

ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic is an unprecedented situation. Feelings of isolation, uncertainty, fa-
tigue, and a loss of control have created stress among individuals across the world. Healthcare
providers are in a position where they must balance their personal, familial, and work obliga-
tions during the pandemic. As frontline workers, healthcare providers are particularly vulnerable
to the physical, mental, emotional, and social stressors encountered during crises. This can con-
tribute to burn out, physical illnesses, and dissatisfaction. It is therefore essential that healthcare
providers are supported in acknowledging and normalizing these feelings, and accessing re-
sources to help them cope. To maintain social distancing and provide around-the-clock services,
there are a variety of online resources available to support healthcare providers during this time.
By utilizing various coping skills and seeking support, healthcare providers can protect their
mental, emotional, physical, and social (MEPS) health during the COVID-19 situation.
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he COVID-19 pandemic has certainly taken a toll on our lives. Beyond
I the limitations on social gatherings, we are recognizing just how much
our daily routines are being impacted. Schools have been closed, ceremo-
nies cancelled, conferences postponed, etc. These changes, which feel like they
occurred suddenly, have had major impacts on our well-being. Fears of food and
essential needs becoming scarce have led to stock-piling of hygiene products
in homes, and empty shelves in stores. Not being able to spend holidays and
celebrations with loved ones has individuals feeling isolated. Managing daily
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routines which must now include
working from home—while super-
vising children—has become a
challenge for many.!

The healthcare system has
also taken an unprecedented hit.
Hospitals and offices are dili-

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS CERTAINLY
TAKEN A TOLL ON OUR LIVES. BEYOND THE
LIMITATIONS ON SOCIAL GATHERINGS, WE
ARE RECOGNIZING JUST HOW MUCH OUR
DAILY ROUTINES ARE BEING IMPACTED.

gently screening for symptoms
that may be related to COVID-19.
Virtual visits are being conducted
to limit physical contact. Emer-
gency rooms and hospitals are
clearing the way for the ‘sickest’
patients. Healthcare providers are
being redeployed to critical areas
for service.

As healthcare providers, this
can be very taxing on our men-
tal, emotional, and physical, and
social health (MEPS). Anxiety
around catching COVID-19 while
at work is a real fear—not only
for our own health, but also for
the safety of our patients and our
families.?

Beyond that, healthcare pro-
viders are constantly aware that
there is a shortage of personal
protection equipment (PPE).
How are we to care for patients

and protect ourselves and others
if this is the case? Measures such
as rationing the number of masks
per shift have been implemented,
and companies are working to
provide PPE within a reason-
able timeframe. However, this is
only one concern among many.
Another issue that is raised is
how to navigate around redeploy-
ment—the possibility that one
may be asked to work at a differ-
ent location or unit to assist with
the COVID-19 crisis. How would
we manage our schedules, our
familial responsibilities, etc?

Long shifts, along with the
potential to be exposed to COVID-
19 and ill patients, can distance us
even more socially. Feeling wor-
ried about our work, health, and
families is challenging. Physically,
we may be exhausted, hungry,
endure sleepless nights, and feel
tense in our bodies.

We want to be there for our
patients and family members—but
what happens when we, as health-
care providers, need support?

There has been a positive shift
in recognizing that healthcare
provider wellness is essential. In
the time of the COVID-19 crisis,
this is even more essential. The
CDC has resources dedicated for
healthcare providers, parents,
and the general public that can
aid in coping with this challeng-
ing time.* The WHO has also
published a document outlin-
ing the importance of taking care
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Figure 1: Ottawa Public Health: Mental Health during COVID-19
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Taken from https://www.ottawapublichealth.ca/en/public-health-topics/mental-health-and-covid-19.aspx

of our health during COVID-19.5
Even more general resources for
healthcare providers, such as hot-
lines and services offered by the
CMA?® can be incredibly useful.
Figure 1 depicts an image released
by Ottawa Public Health in an
effort to raise awareness that anxi-
ety, distress, and feeling uneasy
are normal during this time—

and what to do about it. Another
incredibly useful website is Viru-
sAnxiety (https://www.virusanxi-
ety.com), an initiative created by
mental health experts (who also
have an app, called Shine) that is
dedicated to supporting people
through the COVID-19 pandemic.
It contains frequently asked ques-
tions about the virus and isolation,
mental health strategies, coping
tools, free meditations, and more.
In addition, COVID-19 therapists

(https://covidigtherapists.com) is
a free, confidential therapy service
offered to healthcare professionals
during this time. Providers need
not be suffering from a ‘COVID-
19-related crisis’ to utilize this ser-
vice—they can simply reach out if
they want to talk to a professional
about the uncertainty, changes,
and challenges during the pan-
demic—and learn how to support
themselves.

It is important that during this
time, healthcare providers take
care of themselves. We cannot care
for others if we are not well. Per-
haps the most important thing to
remember is that we are not alone
in feeling anxious or stressed dur-
ing the COVID-19 crisis. Normal-
izing these feelings is essential.
When we acknowledge that our
emotions are ‘okay’ and can accept
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Figure 2: Tips for Coping with Stress
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Taken from https://blog.mission-health.org/2020/03/18/covid-19-tips-coping-stress-infographic/
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Figure 3: Coping Skill Toolbox

TYPES OF COPING SKILLS

Self- Soothing

{Comforting yourself through : . 1g your i 1.

your five senzses)

1. Something to touch

[exy stuffed animal, stress hall)
2. Something to hear

(ex: music, meditation guldes)
3. Something 1o soe

(ex: snowglobe, happy plctures)
4, Something to taste

[exi mints; tea, sour candy)
5, Something to smell

(ex: lotion, candles, perfume)

Opposite Action

(Doing something the
opposite of your impulse
that's consistent with a
more positive emotion)

1. Affirmations and Inspiration
(ex: looking at or drawing
motivational statements or
images)

2. Something funny or cheering
(ex: funny movies /| TV / books)

Emotional  Mindfulness
AWATCIIESS o o e
(Tools for identifying and present moment)
expressing your feelings) R

Examples:
A list or chart of

emotions, a journal,
writing supplies,
drawing / art supplies

Meditation or relaxation
recordings, grounding
objects (like a rock or

paperweight), yoga mat,
breathing exercises.

Taken from https://thrivetreatment.com/blog/2018/10/24/coping-skills-in-recovery/

them, we feel safe to express our
concerns and thoughts. Reaching
out to sources of support—includ-
ing coworkers, family members or
friends, support groups, etc.—is
critical. Although we may be physi-
cally distant from one another, we
need not be socially and emotion-
ally distant. Figure 2 is an example
of tips offered to help us cope with
this crisis.

Creative ideas to seek support
can mean using phone or video

chats to speak with others. Utiliz-
ing services such as grocery deliv-
ery to our homes can save time in
long line ups, or help us when we

cannot make it in time to shop for
our needs.

Tapping into our creative abili-
ties is also important. We must find
ways to cope with our stress. Strat-
egies such as journaling, draw-
ing, reading, knitting, baking, etc.
can be incredible outlets for us. Of
course, ensuring that we are eat-
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— u SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS w

The COVID-19 pandemic has created a level of uncertainty,
fear, and distress across the world. Feelings of isolation,
anxiety, and stress are normal during this time.

Healthcare providers are, in particular, are faced with difficult
decisions and situations in the COVID-19 crisis. Balancing personal,
familial, and work obligations can be extremely challenging.

Mental, emotional, physical, and social health (MEPS) are
equally important. As healthcare providers, we cannot take
care of others if we do not care for ourselves first.

Various resources are available to help healthcare providers
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Developing and utilizing a
range of coping tools can promote MEPS health.

J

ing, sleeping, and being physically
active is of the upmost importance
as well. Figure 3 contains cat-
egories of coping tools; the most
important factor when determining
how we will cope during stressful
times is to find strategies that work
for us.

In summary, although the
COVID-19 pandemic presents as
a challenging time for the entire
world, we are not helpless or
hopeless. Social distancing has
made an impact on limiting the
spread of the illness, and the brav-
ery and commitment of health-
care providers during this time
is admirable. Nonetheless, is it
critical that as healthcare provid-
ers, we acknowledge the stress
and burdens we feel at this time.
Reflecting and being honest about
our worries, fears, and exhaustion
during the COVID-19 crisis allows
us to understand that we are not
alone. Seeking support from oth-
ers, keeping ourselves safe, and

using creative outlets to man-
age our stress can help us cope.
Finally, maintaining a sense of
hope is crucial—we have all been
through extremely difficult times
before, and we have survived. We
will survive this, too.
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