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Guidelines for MSF staff away from home during pandemic 
times 
 

Introduction 
 

Some of you may, for the moment, no longer have the opportunity to return home because 
the borders of your home country and/or your mission country have been closed. Others may 
have (voluntarily or somewhat unwillingly) decided to extend their mission, knowing that no 
one could be sent to replace them. 

Whatever the reason, being away from home and your loved ones during a pandemic is a big 
source of stress for many. 

 

Specific challenges for MSF staff far from home 
 

 Uncertainty as to when it will be possible to return home and impossibility of giving 
return dates.  

 Not being able to be physically there to support your loved ones. 
 Not being there to help the people of your own country or region. 
 Your loved ones at home may no longer be as "emotionally" available as they were to 

support / listen to you, because they have to deal with their own difficulties and 
stresses. 

 Your family and friends far away experiencing increased worrying about you.  
 The risk that a loved one back home gets contaminated and may end up in a critical / 

die without you being able to return. 
 In the event of your own contamination during your mission, not knowing if you will be 

able to be medically evacuated or if you will have to be treated in the mission country 
instead of your home country.  

All these elements may bring along different emotional reactions: anxiety, fear, anger, sadness, 
helplessness, hopelessness… These emotional reactions are perfectly understandable.  

 

What can help 
 

 Inform. Even from a distance, you can educate your loved ones on how they can protect 
themselves. Take the time to explain the importance of respecting preventive and hygienic 
measures. For more information on the COVID epidemic, best practices, how to protect 
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yourself and others, refer to the WHO website. 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public 
 

 Also inform your loved ones about the precautionary and protective measures taken by 
MSF in your mission so that they are less worried about you. 
 

 Help your loved ones to reflect. If it's important to you, help your loved ones think about 
what they can do to take care of themselves, taking into account the consequences that 
confinement can have on them: help them list the things to consider, share the importance 
of self-care (see Chapter 2) 

 
 Stay in touch with your loved ones. Reduce connection through often anxiety-provoking 

social media and favor qualitative connections. If necessary, increase the frequency of 
contacts. If possible, use the means of communication that promote eye contact. Hearing 
is good, seeing is often even more reassuring for everyone (what’s app, skype…). 

 
 Talk about other things than COVID-19. Besides news related to the pandemic, also try to 

discuss other subjects with your loved ones: remember good memories together, discuss 
the last film you watched or book you read, discuss your future projects, share the moments 
of the day for which each of you can be grateful (see tool box for an example of gratitude 
exercise). 

 
 Identify a resource person in your country of origin. If you have a loved one who is isolated 

and for whom you are particularly concerned, you can also identify in your network one or 
more resource people living nearby who could reach out to help them if necessary. 

 
 Choose your sources of information carefully. When looking for information on 

developments of the epidemy in your country of origin, be sure to use reliable links (your 
country's ministry of health, WHO). Also set times of the day when you search the 
information (to avoid being constantly anxious). Prefer reading articles rather than viewing 
a television report, in order to reduce emotional contagion. Focus on the facts rather than 
the rumors spread on social media. 

 
 Don't make false promises. As the situation changes very quickly, do not make any promises 

to your loved ones regarding the dates of your return. 
 

 Build strong relationships with your colleagues in the field. The lack of emotional availability 
of your usual network in your home country can give you an even bigger feeling of isolation 
and loneliness. It is therefore even more essential to create and maintain connection with 
your colleagues in the field: 

 
o Share your experiences and resources with colleagues. 
o Pay attention to one another. 
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o Support each other even more than usual. If necessary, choose a person from the 
team, a “buddy”, with whom you feel particularly at ease and determine moments 
during the week to take stock on your situation, how you feel and your personal 
reality in your home country.  

o The psychosocial service of your OC or partner section is also always available to 
support you in difficult times. You will find the contact details at the end of this 
brochure. 

o Set up moments of disconnection by doing activities alone or with your team 
(movies, board games, music, physical exercises…). 

 
 Diary. If you feel it is difficult to share your experience with your loved ones from a 

distance but you think it may be important for you to do so after you return home, write 
down your experiences, thoughts, emotions in a notebook to share with them when 
you return. 

 

When going back home  
 

Depending on the situation at the time of your return, keep in mind that you will have to comply 
with the laws in force in your country. It is therefore possible that a quarantine may be imposed 
on your arrival before you can reunite with your loved ones. 

The Staff Health Unit of your OC will also give you certain recommendations to follow when 
you return from your mission. Remember to read them and ask the necessary questions to your 
Medco or the Staff Health Unit of your OC if certain things are not clear. 

Finally, even if no particular measure is imposed on you by your country or recommended by 
MSF, your family, it’s possible that relatives or community express fears and reluctance to be 
in contact with you the first weeks of your return. 

You may be stigmatized by some or rejected by others for a while, especially if you have worked 
abroad in health facilities in a country where the Coronavirus is widespread. While this type of 
behavior and reaction can be difficult to live with, it is important to know that it is very often 
associated with the fear of being infected. Talking about your return with your loved ones, 
mutual fears and concerns BEFORE returning to your country of origin will allow to decrease 
the fears and to find the solutions best suited to your reality. 

The psychosocial care unit of your OC or partner section will offer you an emotional debriefing 
when you go back home. It will be an opportunity amongst others to discuss concerns you may 
have going back home.   

 


