
The outbreak of COVID-19 has caused unprecedented
changes to our way of life, with the impacts continuing
to change every day. Freedoms we took for granted have
shifted in a matter of weeks. Individuals and families are
self-isolating to shield themselves from risk of infection,
workplaces are encouraging people to work from home,
and vulnerable groups are dealing with very real fears
about their physical health. 

Understandably, the world’s anxieties are running high.
Regardless of nationality, background, or location, we are
united in fears of what the future will bring for us.
Therefore, we at Acacia are sending out our
psychologist’s top tips to help you manage the
inevitable anxiety over the next few months.

What is Anxiety?
Anxiety is a sense of fear, worry, unease, or dread that
something terrible is going to happen in the context of a
perceived threat. Everyone feels a certain level of
anxiety in their lives; it is vital for our survival, keeps us
safe, and can make us alert in times of stress. However,
too much anxiety can begin to overwhelm and even
paralyse you.

Anxiety usually takes place when we feel out of control
or feel uncertain about the future, with a defining feature
being worrying about the future or worst-case scenarios.  
Anxiety during this outbreak is inevitable and normal. If
we don’t know how to manage this anxiety effectively, it
can be debilitating and paralysing.

Signs of Anxiety
Anxiety has both physiological and psychological
symptoms that arise in response to a perceived threat
or stressor. When you feel anxious, the body releases
chemicals into the body to put you on ‘high-alert’,
triggering the ‘fight or flight response’.

Feeling nervous, panicked, or in danger
Feeling helpless
Rapid breathing or hyperventilation
Nausea
Restlessness
Difficulty concentrating and sleeping
Excessive worrying
Being hypervigilant to body sensations
Being highly aware of germs and contamination.

Observe: notice what physiological responses you are
feeling in your body, and observe precisely where
those sensations are located 
Pause: take a moment to pause by taking a few deep
breaths, focusing on sensations around you, or going
for a walk
Allow: do not try to get rid of the feeling; simply allow
your emotional experience to be there. Allow the
sensation to be there, even if you don’t like it or want it.
Even if it’s not helpful in this situation, remind yourself
it is there to protect you and keep you safe
Note: either mentally or in writing, note what triggered
the anxiety? What physiological sensations you are
feeling? What thoughts do you notice? How is this
anxiety urging you to act? 
Choose: choose how you would like to respond and
whether you might use some of the management
strategies below.

Common anxiety reactions during COVID-19 include:

How to Manage Anxiety Surrounding COVID-19
Step 1: Awareness
The key to managing any emotion is to first gain awareness
of the experience of anxiety. Without being fully aware of
when you feel anxious, you will not be able to manage it. 

Follow this 5-step approach adapted from Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy techniques. When you next
experience feelings of anxiety (e.g., worrying, restlessness):
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Use Mindfulness/Meditation: these techniques are
both found to reduce levels of nxiety by helping you
take a step back from worrying, connect to the here
and now, and focus on what you can control. Try
meditation apps such as Headspace, and read articles
such as this one from Smiling Mind 
Breathe: our breath is one of the most effective tools
to help us manage anxiety and is an easy way to
signal to our minds whether we are safe or not. Use
deep, slow breathing to relax
Limit Exposure to the News: exposing yourself to
images of empty supermarket shelves and statistics
about death may do nothing but increase your
anxiety. Try limiting how often you read the news or
asking someone to give you key updates
Stay Connected to Loved Ones: during times of self-
isolating and social distancing, it is vital to stay
connected to others. We are social beings and not
designed to be isolated. Feeling too isolated will
increase anxiety symptoms. Try to speak to someone
every day, either by phone or through video apps
Get Outside: getting outside into nature can help
manage stress and get you moving. Try going outside,
even if it is just in your garden, once a day
Exercise and Eat Well: it is important to go back to
the basics of looking after our wellbeing. Exercise and
healthy eating remain some of the most effective
ways to manage our mental health Try exercising 3
times a week and eating a balanced diet. Reducing
caffeine and sugar intake can also decrease anxiety
Keep a Regular Routine: establishing a regular routine
can help your mind feel settled and the day feel more
predictable. Try to maintain a sleeping schedule, work
within your standard working hours, and schedule a
simple activity, such as phone call or a walk, at the
same time each day
Focus on What You Can Control: try not to focus on
what you can’t control, and, instead, focus on what
you can control, such as washing your hands regularly,
helping neighbours, not panic-buying, social
distancing, and self-care

Step 2: Management
With the extra knowledge you gained from increased
awareness, you can now try useful strategies to help you
manage anxiety in a productive way. 
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Manage Worst-Case Scenario Thinking: our brains
struggle to adjust to uncertainty and often will jump
straight to the worst-case scenario. Try naming
worst-case scenario thoughts and stepping back
from them; ask yourself, is this helpful to continue to
worry about? Is there a different more positive
thought that I could engage in? You can also try
planning for the worst-case scenario to help you feel
prepared; for example, write down what will you do if
you lose your job, so you know that, if whatever
happens, you’ll be okay
Remind Yourself this is Temporary: although we may
be managing the impact of COVID-19 for some time, it
is not forever. In times of suffering or stress, it is
helpful to remind ourselves that this will pass, to give
us a sense of hope and reduce anxiety. Try thinking of
5 years into the future and remember that this, like all
suffering, is transient.

Finally, now more than ever, it is vital to seek help and
support. Reach out to your social support network, family
and friends to support you during this time. If you need
food, join a local Facebook group and see if someone will
drop some off for you. Speak to a Counsellor or
Psychologist over the phone through your EAP.

Step 3: Seeking Help

https://blog.smilingmind.com.au/how-mindfulness-can-help-during-coronavirus

