May 15, 2020
As a behavioral health provider, you are likely experiencing additional challenges
during the COVID-19 infectious disease outbreak. This may include concerns about
your own health, your family's health, stigma from within your community, and
managing the distress of people you support in your professional life.
We acknowledge the risks you take every single day, and we recognize that with the
COVID-19 outbreak the world feels upside down. You are shifting your office setting to
telepractice, learning new technologies, determining who needs a face to face
appointment and how to do that safely, and where to send people who may be in more
distress. We recognize that with all the changes comes increased stress. We also
recognize the increased risk and burden placed upon you and your family. If you are still
needing to see people face to face for support of their behavioral health condition, your
duty to serve can put you at increased risk of getting sick and conflicts with your own
safety. That is a stress most will never understand. We thank you for showing up day
after day, or for shifting to work through technology, while the rest of the community may
not understand all the nuances of what you do. We thank you for your bravery and
dedication to serving others every day, and especially during this crisis.
The intention of this kit is to provide resources to help preserve your own resilience
and mental health, as well as that of your family. Additionally, it highlights areas you
can monitor for yourself and your peers during this crisis, in order to seek help early
in coping with the unique stress you experience. Many front-line behavioral health
providers are experiencing increased levels of depression, anxiety, insomnia and
stress. You are not alone in these feelings, and there are resources to help you get
through them.
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First – Be safe!
The best way to prevent the spread of illness is to use frequent, consistent hygiene
practices as you enter and exit settings and to stay home when you are sick.
Behavioral health providers have shifted so much to technology, but even doing that
work emotionally supporting others can be exhausting. If you are still engaged in face
to face encounters, you may have direct contact with sick and otherwise vulnerable
populations. Screening staff and making sure staff have and use personal protective
equipment (PPE) such as cloth face covers or masks while interacting with others or
at a work location and follow effective entry and exit hygiene when they report for
duty reduces the risk to
patients and other
employees.
Every healthcare worker,
including behavioral health
workers, should screen
themselves every shift.
If you are feeling ill or
experiencing fever, cough,
fatigue, or loss of smell– stay
home and contact your
employer for further direction
regarding potential testing,
isolation and shift coverage,
in accordance with their
COVID-19 Plan. If you work in an adult foster care setting or a residential facility,
identify a coverage plan in case you become ill, so your patients know where to go.
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We encourage the following
protocols when working at a
quarantined location that

include:
•

•
•

Try to wear a specific pair of shoes that you can leave in a safe place as soon
as you arrive home (don’t walk through your home with the same shoes you
wear at work).
If possible, take your clothes and mask off and straight to washing machine
(garbage bag/laundry bin).
Shower before interacting with others or touching items in your home.
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Have a Plan In Case You Develop Symptoms
Discuss with your manager or supervisor what will happen if you develop symptoms of
COVID-19.
•
•

If symptoms occur while at work, notify your manager, LEAVE the workplace and
contact a medical professional for screening.
Have answers for the following questions:
o Where will you isolate?
o How will you isolate from your family to protect them?
o How will you be compensated during isolation?
o How long will your employer expect you to remain off duty? What is the
policy for returning to work?
Download the Pennsylvania
o Are there tasks you can do from home if you
Emergency Preparedness
must isolate?
Guide to help your family
plan together

Plan to Prevent and Manage Illness at Home
Find ways to get your family involved in routine and
emergency activities that prevent the spread of illness in
your home.

https://www.ready.pa.gov/BeInfor
med/EmergencyPreparednessGuide
/Documents/PAEmergencyPrepare
dnessGuide.pdf

Prevent illness in your household:
Teach your family best practices for hand washing, cough and sneeze hygiene, and
surface cleaning.

Plan for illness in the household
Behavioral health workers have unique needs when it comes to planning for
illness in the household. Discuss with your family what to do if you become ill,
or if another family member becomes ill. By participating in creating the plan,
your family members may feel less overwhelmed and empowered to follow
through if it is needed.
• Consider separate living spaces and bathrooms.
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Create a plan for childcare and pet care if you become ill.
Create a family plan for where you will isolate (at home or away from home) if you
become ill.
Discuss the possibility for increased shifts, longer shifts, schedule changes,
increased travel, or telework during this crisis.
Update your emergency contacts.
Fill out your emergency plan.
Review supply checklists.

Tip: You don’t want to have to
leave your house if you become ill

Recognize When You Need A Break
Stress is easiest to manage when there is time to rest, recover and then to re-engage in
a better frame of mind.
But when stress is persistent and chronic, we must be proactive and intentional in
managing it for ourselves and in our efforts to support those who rely on us to
encourage healthy coping, self-care and maintenance of hope.

Burnout

Compassion Fatigue

describes a human response to
chronic emotional and
interpersonal stress at work
signaled by exhaustion,
cynicism, and work inefficacy.

Results from chronic or
repetitive stress leading to
decreased compassion and
empathy for others.

Understand that a pandemic is a persistent crisis and as such it will trigger chronic
or repetitive stress responses in the body which will need to be managed on an
ongoing basis to avoid exhaustion, burnout and compassion fatigue.
Behavioral health workers facing chronic stress with concerns about personal safety,
heavier workloads and increasing intensity of demands both at work and at home,
may also struggle with feelings of resentment and loss related to changes in the
social and economic landscape. The fact that COVID-19 is human-to-human
transmissible, relatively unknown, economically destabilizing and potentially fatal may
intensify the feelings of personal danger.
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It is important to be able to recognize the physical, cognitive, emotional and
behavioral signs of stress in yourself and others.
Common Signs and Signals of a Stress Reaction
Physical
Mental
Emotional
Fatigue
Tendency to Blame
Anxiety
Others
Insomnia
Confusion
Survivor Guilt/SelfBlame
Muscle Tremors
Poor Attention
Grief
Twitches

Inability to Make
Decisions
Difficulty Breathing Heightened or Lowered
Alertness
Rapid Breathing
Poor Concentration
Elevated Blood
Pressure
Rapid Heartbeat

Forgetfulness

Denial
Severe Pain (Rare)
Fear of Loss/of
Going Crazy
Uncertainty

Behavioral
Changes in Normal
Activities
Change in Speech
Withdrawal from
Others
Emotional
Outbursts
Change in
Communication
Suspiciousness
Inability to Rest

Loss of Emotional
Control

Substance Abuse

Emotional
Numbness

Intensified Startle
Reflex

Depression
Lack of Capacity for
Enjoyment
Apprehension
Intense Anger

Antisocial Acts
Pacing

Nausea/Vomiting
Thirst

Trouble Identifying
Known Objects or
People
Increased or Decreased
Awareness of
Surroundings
Poor Problem-Solving
Loss of Sense of Time,
Place or Person
Disturbed Thinking
Nightmares

Hunger

Inescapable Images

Irritability

Dizziness

Flashbacks

Agitation

Excessive
Sweating
Chills
Weakness

Suicidal Ideas

Helplessness

Disbelief
Change in Values

Fainting

Search for Meaning

Mistrust
Feelings of
Worthlessness
Apathy/Boredom

Chest Pain

Headaches
Visual Difficulties
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Erratic Movements
Decreased
Personal Hygiene
Diminished Sexual
Drive
Appetite
Disturbance
Prolonged Silences
Accident Prone

https://foh.psc.gov/NYCU/StressReaction.asp
Signs can include worry and irritability as well as defensive or even combative
impulses, withdrawal and extremes of emotional sensitivity which may be out of
character or unusually evident. At work, people may be more distracted, impatient,
critical or argumentative than usual. At home, there may be changes in appetite and
trouble sleeping, increased use of alcohol, prescription or other drugs, sense of not
enjoying normal activities or difficulty maintaining healthy hygiene, exercise and other
self-care routines. Recurring thoughts, dreams, or flashbacks are normal—do not try
to fight them. But remember, if your sleep is so disrupted that it is hard to function,
take time off and seek mental help. You cannot emotionally support others as well if
you are having difficulties and not maintaining your own balance.
Behavioral health workers, their supervisors, and organizational leaders can take
intentional steps to help each other de-escalate these normal stress responses in the
face of the COVID-19 pandemic and its economic consequences by stopping for a
moment to breathe mindfully, doing S.E.L.F. check-ins whenever needed and
creating Personal Wellness and Resiliency Plans.
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Keep Your S.E.L.F. Healthy
Telling someone the story of what is going on, and giving our narrative a beginning,
middle and end is an important part of how the brain regulates stressful or traumatic
events. Behavioral health workers provide this support for those in their care every
day.
As a behavioral health program leader, supervisor or co-worker, one of the most
important things you can do right now is to establish ways for behavioral health
workers to access safe opportunities to check in verbally with someone who can
provide an active listening presence.
Talking though our experiences and receiving validation, affirmation and support from
others “on our team” is how we process stress and trauma. Encouraging a mindful
breath and a brief S.E.L.F. check-in and then providing some respectful support for a
co-worker, supervisee, or family member’s own problem-solving abilities, once they are
ready to decide what they need and how to move forward, can pay big dividends for
everyone as we all navigate this crisis together. Focus on encouraging each other’s
S.E.L.F. Care in practical and concrete ways through consistent connection!

Losses
Emotions
Safety
Am I Feeling
Safe?
If not,
What's
going on?

What are
Emotions
are coming
up over
what real or
potential
losses?

(Sanctuary Model by Dr. Sandra Bloom)
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Physical
safety?
Control?
Autonomy?
Status?
Relationship?
Resources?

Future
What can I do
next to make
my immediate
future more
hopeful?
Who can I
touch base
with?
What do I
need?

Create a Personal Wellness and Resiliency Plan
Behavioral health workers, just like all those in healthcare, need to
take care of their own health to be able to provide care for
individuals in a high-stress environment. Workers must be able to
stay focused on the job in the dynamic, uncertain environment.
Creating a Personal Wellness and Resiliency plan helps prioritize
both physical and mental health to fight against illness, burnout
and compassion fatigue during this time of extraordinary stress.
Pace Yourself - This pandemic is a marathon, not a sprint. Here
are some tips, and watch this 7-minute Wellness Planning Video
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdkE9hudUso

Assess
• How can I tell
when I am
stressed and
how do I cope?
• What are my
daily and weekly
wellness & selfcare routines?
• Who and what
helps most with
when I am
unusually
stressed?
• Where can I
improve my
approach to
wellness and
resiliency?

Plan

Connect

• What can I add
to my self-care
routines?

• How can I
include others in
my personal
wellness and
resiliency plan?

• How will I make
time for new
wellness
strategies?

• Who can I turn
to for support
with my plan?

• What additional
coping and selfcare resources
are available?

• How often
should I check in
with them?

• When can I
review my
Personal
wellness and
resiliency plan?

• What
professional
support is
available for me
if I need it?

Wellness & Resiliency
Tips for Behavioral
Health Workers
during COVID-19
Monitor alcohol
consumption or use
of prescription or
other drugs
Drink plenty of water
& eat healthy food
Take walks for
exercise & fresh air
Practice Mindful
Breathing/ Yoga, etc.
Keep in touch with
friends and family
Limit media exposure
Recognize & accept
the things you cannot
control
Permit yourself to
have your feelings
Do a S.E.L.F check in
when you can
Lift one another up
with presence,
gratitude, hope &
kindness
Seek professional
help if you are
frequently struggling
to sleep or to
function.

-8-

Many creative and helpful ideas and practices for supporting staff and managing
COVID-19 challenges are being shared daily as our communities adjust to current
conditions. Resources for protecting our own and others' physical and emotional health,
identifying stressors and potential health risks, tips for managing stress as well as
maintaining relationships and routines during the pandemic are all available online (see
the links below).
More Resources for Behavioral Health Workers
For Your Family
Department of Human Services Support and Referral Line: 1-855-284-2494/ TTY
dial 724-631-5600
Statewide Support and Referral Helpline staffed by skilled and compassionate
caseworkers who will be available 24/7 to counsel Pennsylvanians who are struggling
with anxiety and other challenging emotions due to the COVID-19 emergency and refer
them to community resources that can further help to meet individual needs
PA Get Help Now Helpline: 1-800-662-HELP
This 24/7 helpline gives residents of Pennsylvania intervention help for free in drug
addiction and substance abuse. It is managed by the Department of Drug and Alcohol
Program (DDAP).
Childcare for Essential Workers in Pennsylvania
• https://www.dhs.pa.gov/providers/Providers/Pages/Coronavirus-Child-Care.aspx
Taking Care of Your Family During Corona Virus and Other Emerging Infectious
Disease Outbreaks
• https://www.cstsonline.org/assets/media/documents/CSTS_FS_Corona_Takin
g_Care_of_Your_Family.pdf
Finding the Right Words to Talk with Children and Teens About Coronavirus
• https://www.cstsonline.org/assets/media/documents/CSTS_FS_Finding_Right
_Words_Talk_Children_Teens_Coronavirus.pdf
Helping Homebound Children During the Covid-19 Outbreak
• https://www.cstsonline.org/assets/media/documents/CSTS_FS_Helping_Hom
ebound_Children_during_COVID19_Outbreak.pdf
Child Development and Covid-19
- https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/what-is-covid-19-and-how-doesit-relate-to-child-development/
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Resources for Older Adults and Caregivers
National Council on Aging
• https://www.ncoa.org/covid-19/covid-19-resources-for-older-adults/
For Your Health and Wellness
EAP (Employee Assistance Programs) - Ask your employer if you have an EAP for
free, confidential assessments and short-term counseling for mental and emotional
well-being. Many EAPs help with trauma and other emergency response situational.
Sleep Guidelines During the COVID-19 Pandemic
• https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-guidelines-covid-19-isolation
Common Signs and Symptoms of a Stress Reaction
• https://foh.psc.gov/NYCU/StressReaction.asp
Compassion Fatigue Resources
• http://champsonline.org/assets/files/ToolsProducts/OEResources/CFResourcesHandout.pdf
• https://www.goodtherapy.org/for-professionals/businessmanagement/humanresources/article/cost-of-caring-10-ways-to-preventcompassion-fatigue
CSTS (Center for Study of Traumatic Stress) - Provider, Leader and Family
Resources
• https://www.cstsonline.org/resources/resource-master-list/coronavirusandemerging-infectious-disease-outbreaks-response
NAMI (National Alliance on Mental Illness)
• https://www.nami.org/Find-Support
The Sanctuary & S.E.L.F. Model
• http://sanctuaryweb.com/TheSanctuaryModel/THESANCTUARYMODELFOURPI
LLARS/Pillar3SharedLanguage.aspx
The American Psychological Association
• https://www.apa.org/stress

-10-

The Pennsylvania Psychological Association
• https://www.papsy.org/general/custom.asp?page=COVID19
American Psychiatric Association
• http://workplacementalhealth.org/Employer-Resources/Working-RemotelyDuringCOVID-19
•

https://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-blogs/apa-blog/2020/02/coronavirusand-mental-health-taking-care-of-ourselves-during-infectious-disease-outbreaks

Pennsylvania Psychiatric Society
• https://www.psychiatry.org/news-room/apa-blogs/apa-blog/2020/02/coronavirusand-mental-health-taking-care-of-ourselves-during-infectious-disease-outbreaks

Crisis Text Line

DHS Support
and Referral
Helpline

Call
1-855-284-2494
TTY dial
724-631-5600
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