Health Psychology & COVID-19 - what have we learned about how best to cope during

uncertain times?
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As an academic who has been researching in the field of health psychology for
almost twenty years, | have lead a number of research studies where the research has
focused upon understanding people’s responses to health-related anxiety and uncertainty,
and importantly, identifying how best to support people through such situations. As the
researcher, | was often able to explore these issues through a very human but also fairly
objective lens — “What theories explain that person’s behaviour? Why is person X struggling
to cope more that person Y? Why are people reluctant to seek help? How do people
manage their fears —indeed — what is the “best way” of helping people manage their
fears?” And how should we, as health psychologists and health researchers, offer solutions
to these difficulties? It always felt important, worthwhile, and solution-focused — research
projects explored unique issues, offered practical suggestions, and were time-bound.
Psychological theories and studies clearly informed our understanding, we knew how best
to measure what people were experiencing, and we (mostly) knew how to judge the
“success” of an outcome. More importantly, | always felt hugely humbled to be allowed to
become part of the lifeworld of my research “participants” who so willingly shared their

emotional stories with me in order to benefit others.....

So | am reflecting on this today, half way through the 21-day initial Covid-19
lockdown (temporarily ignoring the “good advice” | give my colleagues about having
structure to your day when working from home by typing this whilst sitting in bed sipping
my green tea and listening to the early morning birdsong) and am wondering: can any of
this learning be applied to what we are all now going through? To understand what | myself

am going through —no longer a researcher on the periphery looking in and trying to



understand other people’s experiences — but ultimately trying to understand my own
experience... and what my friends are going through, and my family, and my colleagues...
and even my beloved horse who | have convinced myself must be wondering what he’s

done wrong as he sees so little of me these days....

| don’t have the answers. None of us know what the future holds for us right now,
and yet | can see every single one of us (including my horse) just “doing our best”, just
“getting on with it” and just “trying to find the positives” in each day. So | thought | would
share some of the things | have learned through these years of research, from my own
research and also of those that have inspired me - not in the hope that it provides magical
solutions but perhaps because | hope it will remind us all of how we are all just trying to
cope in our own ways, with our own unique fears and anxieties. Sometimes we get it right
and sometimes we get it wrong, but its working through each day the best we can that
ultimately makes us human, and makes us “us”, in a time when perhaps all we can truly do

is “be”.
How do we cope with uncertainty?

The answer is — generally badly! As human beings we want to exist in an internal
state of equilibrium or homeostasis. We like to feel good about ourselves and we like to
feel we have control over our lives. The experience of stress, anxiety or worry happens
when we are thrown off kilter — when we find ourselves feeling threatened and unsafe by
events we see as outside of our control. We don’t like feeling this way, and we want to fix
it somehow. If there is an easy solution we will try and find it, and if can’t resolve the
problem easily then we struggle psychologically and emotionally. In health psychology, we
know that we all choose to cope in different ways, and with different things, and we know
that coping with ongoing stress and uncertainty is not only hard but can lead to physical
health problems. So we have a huge challenge ahead of us— how we try and “cope

effectively” with an ongoing, uncertain, chronic situation that we have never seen before.

We know, for example, that in the field of genetic testing we can say that people
generally feel better once they know the outcome of their genetic test result, and that the
waiting period is often the most stressful. Why? Because with knowledge comes facts,

treatments, and actions...things that give us some sort of control back. But how does this



apply to our Covid-19 situation...I'm not sure it does! We simply don’t have answers,
certainty and the success of treatment currently is highly uncertain for various reasons. So,
we can’t solve or tackle this problem head on — does this mean we are doomed to months
of anxiety and low mood? Certainly not... Because we also know that, when we can’t
actively change our situation, we can become very good at managing how we feel about
that situation — taking control of our emotions and our thoughts.... Not always easy, but we

can certainly try... and sometimes this can be easier than we think...

What do we know about helping people cope with anxiety and uncertainty?

For those experiencing significant distress or severe mental health problems (Covid-
19 related or otherwise) access to expert psychological support and counselling is key. Even
this however has become transformed in the new world of social distancing. Luckily, we
know that offering psychological support through online counselling can be effective,

although it needs to be delivered by experts to avoid the many potential pitfalls.

However, we also know that for many of us dealing with a whole range of daily

I”

worries or concerns, learning a little bit about what we mean by “coping well” can be really
helpful. We know for example that that the provision of some simple self-help tips can help
people cope better with their worries and anxieties. In my early research | was delighted to
find that a simple written self-help coping leaflet (then turned into a digital story) was found
to reduce distress in some women undergoing genetic risk assessment — just a simple list of
possible techniques (thinking of a calm and favourite place, talking to people about positive
things, writing about your worries for a short period each day, doing something you enjoy
each day), and an acknowledgement that feeling anxious was a normal response — seems to

help. Surely some of these suggestions may be useful right now as we face our daily COVID-

19 anxieties?
The outdoors and our health

We see more and more information telling us about the positive psychological
benefits of being out in nature, of green spaces, green prescribing, social forestry, to name

but a few. How on earth (excuse the pun) does this help us in our current allocated



“exercise from home” routine? Some of us of course are lucky — | for example have a
wonderful view of farmland from my front window, and seeing the buzzards flying overhead
moves my soul. But what about those who cannot access such green space? Research has
shown that we can gain psychological benefit from trying to somehow capture the
wonderful elements of nature and the outdoors within our home —in a project with ladies
with breast cancer we found that daily engagement with an indoor garden bowl, decorated
with personally meaningful items, led to a number of positive emotions and a little sense of
control — the biggest difficulty was encouraging people to give it a go — but now, with a little
more time on our hands — this could be a really positive daily activity. If this is not possible,
engaging with “virtual nature” can also reduce anxiety and lead to a sense of calm in

troubled times...

The importance of switching off from our worries

My final point of reflection is one that often seems most controversial — and this is
the fact that we have learned through our research that, sometimes, simply avoiding reality
can be a good thing! With a huge caveat....the word “sometimes”.... The stereotypical image
of an ostrich with his or her head in the sand typifies the typical “avoider” and is often seen
as a negative way of coping. Certainly in relation to avoiding the behaviours that the
government are expecting us to engage in this would be completely morally inappropriate.
However, it is perhaps the very fact that so many of us are trying so hard to engage in these
behaviours that brings with it huge anxieties, frustrations, and low mood. | would argue
that the careful selection of “avoidant strategies” can provide us with a massively important
“psychological breather” that actually sustains our coping efforts during these difficult
times. This doesn’t mean | am encouraging you to completely avoid reality or to engage in
maladaptive coping behaviours (yes that bottle of wine in the evening may stop you from
worrying for a while, but will probably only make things worse the next day) but to think
about choosing specific times each day where you choose to “actively distract” for a short
while from not only your worries, but also from the news, and importantly, from the
negative threads we see in social media. Ultimately we need to be mindful to use the
opportunities provided by our internet-based world wisely to make a positive rather than

negative difference to our daily lives in ways that are meaningful to us.



What does all this mean right now?

And so these meanderings bring me back full swing, to the start of my PhD in 2001,
and the wonderful mentoring of my supervisor, Professor of Clinical & Health Psychology,
Paul Bennett. Back then, we essentially encouraged people facing uncertainty and anxiety
to try and recognise and break their own “worry habits” and to try and learn ways of being
in better control of their worries, rather than their worries control them. Is this appropriate
advice in the current crisis? | would like to think it may help - a little at least — because at
the end of each day right now all we can do is reflect upon how we have tried out best —
behaviourally, psychologically, and emotionally — and as long as we can accept that we have

tried then we should all, in my opinion, consider that a personal daily triumph.
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