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Mitigating Potential Bias

• The information presented in this CME program is based on 
recent information that is explicitly ‘‘evidence-based’’

• This CME Program and its material is peer reviewed and all the 
recommendations involving clinical medicine are based on 
evidence that is accepted within the profession; and all 
scientific research referred to, reported, or used in the 
CME/CPD activity in support or justification of patient care 
recommendations conforms to the generally accepted 
standards



Objectives

• Discuss anxiety and stress in the context of 
COVID-19

• Describe some concepts relevant to our  
understanding of anxiety and stress 

• Discuss resources to enhance coping



Angus Reid Survey, April 2020





Healthcare Providers

• In terms of mental health, do you think 
healthcare providers (HCP) are faring the 
same, better or worse than the general 
public?

• What about HCP working in LTC?



The Mental Health Impact of COVID-19

• 1257 frontline healthcare workers from 34 
hospitals in China

• Outcome measures: PHQ-9, GAD scale, ISI, IES-R 
50.4% - symptoms of depression

44.6% - anxiety

34.0% - insomnia

71.5% - general distress

J Lai et al, JAMA Network Open, 2020 



The Mental Health Impact of COVID-19

• 64% were age 26-40 years
• 76% were female
• 60% were nurses and 39% were MDs

• Does age or gender or profession affect impact?

J Lai et al, JAMA Network Open, 2020



CAMH ECHO Mental Health Survey

• N=129 participants: MDs, nurses, social 
workers/counsellors

• I feel more stress at work 

• I am afraid I will pass COVID-19 to others

• I am afraid of falling ill with COVID-19



CAMH ECHO Mental Health Survey

• N=129 participants: MDs, nurses, social 
workers/counsellors

• I feel more stress at work - 84.5%

• I’m afraid I’ll pass COVID-19 to others -75.2%

• I am afraid of falling ill with COVID-19 - 70.5%



Who is Vulnerable?

• Higher anxiety and depressive symptoms found among 
nurses vs. physicians 

• Single physicians were at greater risk than married nurses 
for developing psychiatric symptoms (SARS experience)

• COVID-19 vs. SARS
global connectedness
social media
“daily exposure to everyday news facts makes people 

feel bad, especially when they consider the news to be 
personally relevant”

MS Spoorthy, Asian Journal of Psychiatry, 2020; Ho CS et al, Ann Acad Med Singapore 2020; Chan AO , Huak CY, 
Occup Med (Lond) 2014; 54(3) 190-6; N de Hoog, P Verboon Br J Psychol 2020 May; 111(2): 157–173.



Sources of Stress

• Fear of running out of PPE
• Lack of training 
• Contact with confirmed or suspected cases* 
• Worries about keeping clients safe
• Worries about colleagues; absent colleagues
• Worries about bringing illness home

Spoorthy MS, 2020; Kang et al, 2020; Cai et al, 2020; Mohindra et al, 2020; Z Li et al, 
Vicarious traumatization in the general public, members, and non-members of 
medical teams aiding in COVID-19 control, Brain, Behav and Immun, 2020*.



Sources of Stress

• Unpredictability

• Uncertainty

• Financial stress

• Pre-existing mental health issues

• Being quarantined







Factors that Support Mental Health

• Feeling one’s family is safe (H Cai et al, 2020)

• Having a strong social support network 
reduced stress and anxiety and increased 
feelings of self-efficacy (H Xiao et al, 2020)

• Validation and appreciation (Mohindra et al, 2020)

• Access to psychological help (L Kang et al, 2020) 

• Clear communication (PE Wu et al, 2020)



Factors that Support Mental Health

• Exercise

• Healthy eating

• Getting enough sleep

• Following a routine

• Staying socially connected

• Spirituality

• Humour



Grief

• There are many losses associated with COVID-19 

• Watching residents die

• Not being able to visit a loved one in a LTC

• Witnessing suffering of a loved one

• Sudden, unexpected loss

• Rituals and mourning affected by social 
distancing
 Increased vulnerability to complicated grief and 

bereavement-related depression



Adaptation to Loss



Gratitude

“Gratitude is the appreciation of what is 
valuable and meaningful to oneself; it is a 
general state of thankfulness and/or 
appreciation” 

RA Sansone, LA Sansone Psychiatry. 2010 Nov; 7(11): 18–22; 
https://positivepsychology.com/gratitude-appreciation/



Gratitude

• Neuroanatomical correlates includes medial 
prefrontal cortex

• Neuropeptide oxytocin mediates effect

• Associated with better physical and mental 
health outcomes

• Gratitude Questionnaire-6 item (GQ-6)

Á Tala, Rev Med Chil 2019 Jun;147(6):755-761. 



Gratitude Exercise

• There are gratitude exercises

– writing a gratitude letter

– keeping a gratitude journal

• What are you grateful for?



Stress and Resilience

• Activation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis 
with exposure to stress

• Within 30 minutes, serum cortisol peaks, followed by a 
quick recovery over the next hour 

• Prolonged exposure to stressful events (i.e., over 
weeks) can lead to chronic stress 

• There are individual differences in adaptation to 
stressful situations

• Overactive stress response increases adverse outcomes

C Faye et al, 2018



Resilience Factors 

• Positive emotions and optimism
• Cognitive flexibility
• Religion and spirituality
• Life meaning
• Social support 

These factors moderate the impact of stress on 
symptoms of anxiety and depression

C Faye et al, Curr Neuropharmacol 2018 Mar; 16(3): 234–270. Southwick SM et al, Annu Rev Clin Psychol. 2005; 
:255-91; CT Gloria et al Relationships Among Positive Emotions, Coping, Resilience and Mental Health. Stress 
Health. 2016 Apr; 32(2):145-56; https://www.ryerson.ca/thriveru/about/



Stress, Distress & Trauma

• Dr. Bruce Perry’s Video series includes:
How patterns of stress determine risk & resilience

 Understanding state-dependent functioning

Emotional contagion (“the importance of calm, 
regulated leadership in a time of stress and distress”)

https://www.neurosequential.com/covid-19-resources



Post-traumatic Growth

• In the process of struggling through a loss or 
trauma, personal growth can occur in: 
self-perception, relationships, priorities

• Influenced by:
coping strategies, social support, religion 

time since loss

Waugh A et al. Eur J Psychotraumatol. 2018; 9(1); Michael C et al, Counselling 
Psychology Review. 2013; 28(4)



Tools and Resources



Coping with Stress & Anxiety

Problem = dealing with things you can control
• being trained in the use of PPE
• having clear communication in general and about policies
• being educated about COVID-19 

Emotion = feeling better about things you can’t control
• maintaining your sense of humour
• exercising, healthy eating
• supporting others, seeking help when needed 

S Folkman and S Greer. Psychooncology. 2000 Jan-Feb;9(1):11-9; 
J Hunter and B Maunder, 3 Steps to Coping with Anything (including COVID-19) https://youtu.be/Rkz7vJOZ2HU



Coping with Stress & Anxiety

Meaning = the need to live with suffering
• finding value in your work
• reflecting on purpose

S Folkman and S Greer. Psychooncology. 2000 Jan-Feb;9(1):11-9; J Hunter and B Maunder, 3 Steps to 
Coping with Anything (including COVID-19) https://youtu.be/Rkz7vJOZ2HU



Coping with Anxiety

• Anxiety is a normal response to threat

• It triggers the fight or flight reflex

https://www.camh.ca/-/media/files/guides-and-publications/anxiety-guide-
en.pdf



Box Breathing



Breathing Practices

Dr. Richard Brown’s videos: 
1. Breath with movement
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CngH49c4zgo
2. HA breath
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PwvGdYjrF38
3. 4462 calming breath
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KCvOHlNsr5c
4. Coherent breathing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZyPHWARoa
1A



Mindfulness Resources

• https://www.mindful.org/

• http://oxfordmindfulness.org/

• Free Mindfulness Apps:

 Insight Timer

 Smiling Mind

 Stop, Breathe & Think

 UCLA Mindful

https://youtu.be/ooJ4RBl1dVw
http://oxfordmindfulness.org/


International Psychogeriatric 
Association

• https://www.ipa-online.org/news-and-issues/covid-19-
resources

• Alzheimer's Disease International (ADI) position paper 
on COVID-19 and dementia

• International Long Term Care Policy Network: 
Supporting people living with dementia and their 
carers in low- and middle-income countries during 
COVID-19

• Lancet Psychiatry/ Mental Health Innovation Network/ 
United for Global Mental Health: Webinar series

• World Psychiatric Association (WPA): 
https://www.wpanet.org/covid-19-resources

https://www.ipa-online.org/news-and-issues/covid-19-resources


Thank you!


