
 

 

 

 

 

 

HOW TO NURTURE 
WELLBEING AND 
STAY PRODUCTIVE 
DURING COVID-19 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
MSF OCB - March 2020 

Staff Health Unit 



 
 
 

2 

 

 

CONTENTS 

SELF CARE TO STAY HEALTHY 

WHILE TELEWORKING 3  

SELF-CARE TIPS 5 

 
HOW TO TAKE CARE OF YOUR TEAM 

WHILE TELEWORKING 7  

 
HOW TO STAY PRODUCTIVE AS A 

TEAM WHILE TELEWORKING 9  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
March 2020 / OCB (Operational Centre Brus- 

sels) / Provided by the Staff Health Unit 



3 

SELF CARE TO STAY HEALTHY WHILE 

TELEWORKING 
 

The Corona-virus pandemic has sud- 
denly and drastically changed our ways 
of living, brought a sense of uncertainty 
and multiple challenges to organize our 
daily lives and work. 

 
While feeling worried and anxious are 
normal reactions to extra-ordinary sit- 
uations, it is essential to put into place 
self-care and team-care habits which 
will boost our resilience. These will 
enable us to meet our physiological 
needs, regain necessary sense of con- 
trol and strengthen peer support against 
isolation. 

 
Activities, routines and structure give 
the day shape and predictability, and 
discourage helplessness. In an uncer- 
tain situation, it provides stability and 
security, contributes to order and 
structure. 

SOME ADVISE TO KEEP A HEALTHY 

MIND WHEN WORKING FROM HOME 

OVER A LONG PERIOD OF TIME: 
 

 
1. SET A ROUTINE: a clear framework 

contributes to feeling safe and in control 

 
Ǒ Daily routine: dress in the morning, 

keep good hygiene, set times to eat, 
work, rest, contact people and have 
enjoyable activities. 

Ǒ Set a beginning, pauses and an end 
to your working day: inform your 
team when you start, when you take 

a pause and when you stop so they 
know when you can be contacted and 
you can maintain a separation be- 
tween personal and professional life. 

 
2. SET A FRAMEWORK: bounda- 
ries convey a sense of security that all 
humans need to feel safe. A clear frame- 
work enables our mind to free its energy 
to think objectively and creatively. 

 
Ǒ Set a specific space to work, separa- 

ted from personal home activities. 
Even if you have to work on the di- 
ning table, symbolically organize 
your table corner as your desk when 
you start working and put your wor- 
king stuff away when you stop. 

 
Ǒ Set a time to have a daily visual con- 

tact with your team through Team, 
Skype, What’sApp… 

 
Ǒ Clarify with your team who does what 

within your team, with regular up- 
dates. 

 
Ǒ Decide with your team about differ- 

ent modes of communication de- 
pending of topics: mails, What’sApp… 

 
Ǒ For text communication, be as ex- 

plicit as you can - don’t hesitate to use 
emoji’s- to avoid misunderstandings 
as there is no non-verbal commu- 
nication to help others understand 
what  you  mean,  which  is  the  case 



 
 
 

when you are physically together. 
 

Ǒ Communicate your working time ta- 
ble and space to the people living 
with you 

 
Ǒ Balance work and family/child care: 

with schools closed and social dis- 
tancing, children will need to set into 
new routine. In uncertain times, they 
are likely to request more attention 
and your availability to be attentive to 
how they feel. Use age-appropri- ate 
ways to communicate new daily 
home frameworks, including fre- 
quent breaks from work to accommo- 
date family times. 

 
Ǒ As it can be particularly challenging 

with young children, discuss in teams 
about what you can and cannot do in 
those circumstances. 

 
3. SET REALISTIC LIMITS TO WORK: 
work-life balance is essential to main- 
tain good mental and physical health 
and avoid exhaustion. 

 
Ǒ Prioritize: with legitimate worrying, 

and the multiple daily challenges re- 
lated to current context, our mind 
cannot manage the same amount of 
work as usual. Decide with your ma- 
nager and in your team what needs to 
be done and what can be postpo- ned. 

 
Ǒ Take frequent breaks and move dur- 

ing the day: it is essential to  keep  our 
body and mind in good health. Breaks 
and moving allow our mind and body 
to regenerate and focusing 

over set short periods of time is gen- 
erally easier. Schedule these breaks 
and physical activity when  plan-  ning 
work, they will help you bal- ance 
work and home responsibil- ities, and 
will keep you healthy. 

 
 

4. TURN TO YOUR MANAGER (or 
resource person for Meds) when you 
need help or are struggling: the cur- 
rent context makes working particularly 
challenging and supporting each other 
is crucial. Discuss with your manager 
ways to adapt work, better act earlier 
than later to avoid exhaustion. 

 
5. ACTIVELY PRACTICE SELF-CARE 

 
Ǒ Self-care is a must to keep good men- 

tal health. Set regular self-care mo- 
ments during the day, filled with 
kindness. These are a very effective 
antidote to stress and enable you to 
refill your batteries. 
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SELF-CARE TIPS 
 

Ǒ Breathing: slow deep breathing helps our body to rebalance its stress response. 
It makes us feel calmer and regain a sense of control when we panic. 

 
1) Sit comfortably, place one hand on your stomach and the other on your chest 
2) Inhale, being careful that the hand on the belly rises first, and that the one on the 
chest barely moves and in second 
3) Breathe in slowly, silently count to four 
4) Take a break counting to one 
5) Exhale slowly, counting slowly to five and feeling your hand on your stomach 
slowly come down 
6) Make a short stop before the next breath. Do this 10 times. 

 
You can do this exercise when stressed, but also regularly to keep calm. 

 
Ǒ Anchoring moments: anxiety and worries can become a prison. A way to stop 

this negative mental spiral is to regularly take few minutes to pay attention to the 
present. Letting your thoughts pass by without trying to stop them, paying 
attention to the present moment while mobilizing your senses: look at the de- tails 
of the scenery you can see through a window, notice air or water on your skin, 
listen to music, follow your breathing in and out. These anchoring mo- ments do 
not need to last long, but do them regularly since they prevent stress from 
escalating. 

 
Ǒ Exercise: walk, cycle, stretch… whatever fits your needs and your physical con- 

dition. Physical exercise is essential to maintain good mental health. 

 
Ǒ Get out daily: daily walking, even short, is found to be excellent to mental he- alth, 

particularly when dealing with states of stress, anxiety or depression. 
 

Ǒ Keep regular contact with family and friends: human bonds are the core of res- 
ilience. Although physical distance is now necessary and very distressful, you 
can keep in touch with your loved one by phone, What’sApp, etc. s. Set regular 
time to connect with them, give each other news, not only about the situation but 
as well about other topics you share. Laughing together brings necessary 
lightness during challenging times. 

 
Ǒ Do daily enjoyable activities: have daily lighter moments. They are refueling us 

so we can be able to tackle challenges better and they protect from exhaustion. 



 
 
 

Ǒ Take control of worrying thoughts: It is normal to have worrying thoughts about 
one’s  infection status, loved ones, your own health, how the situation is going  to 
evolve. It is normal to feel affected by other human beings’ suffering. If such 
thoughts take up a lot of space, you can try to control them better. Distraction 
brings down the turmoil. Watch movies or series on tablets or TV, play video 
games, do crosswords, Sudoko etc., or use Facetime / Skype to talk to others wit- 
hout letting the coronavirus be the main topic. 

 
Ǒ You can also postpone your worry. Make room for a set time (10-20 minutes) 

where you can worry as much as you want. When worries emerge outside of this 
time, you can say to yourself, «This is something to think about in my worry time, 
not now.» If this is repeated often enough, this thought process becomes 
automatic. Do not schedule your worry time late at night. If worries appear, do not 
get annoyed at yourself, just repeat that you will think about them in your worry 
time. 

 
Ǒ A few news updates a day are enough: We know from those who experience tra- 

gedy that spending too much time watching or reading news afterwards affects 
them negatively. If you shield yourself from constantly checking the media for 
news about the virus, you will find it easier to remain calm. One regular daily 
update from a reliable source is enough. 

 
Ǒ Focus on what you can control, let go what you cannot : when feeling overw- 

helmed, doing something which is manageable helps reducing anxiety and re- gain 
sense of mastery. Focus your energy on what you can control, even small things. 
Divide big tasks into manageable chunks. 

 
Reach out for support when needed: turn to your own manager or peers. 

You can also contact a psychologist if needed. 
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HOW TO TAKE CARE OF YOUR TEAM 

WHILE TELEWORKING 
 

Human bonds, togetherness, healthy 
relationships, feeling we are not alone, 
are the most protective factors to mental 
health and crucial to work quality. 
But with social distancing imposed by 
the current public health context, this 
essential factor of resilience is chal- 
lenged. It is therefore essential to rein- 
force team support in creative ways so 
teams and colleagues can play their pro- 
tective role towards each other. 

 
1. PEER SUPPORT: decide on regular 
times with your team to check how each 
other is doing. These can be virtual team 
meetings, buddy systems (particularly 
with isolated staff). Regular times to 
share and laugh are crucial! 

 
Pay particular attention to isolated staff 
(for example inpats or people living 
alone) and to those who are at risk due 
to pathologies making them more vul- 
nerable to the virus: organize help if 
needed. 

 
2. MANAGER’S ROLE: Managers have 
an important pro-active role to play 
in supporting their team wellbeing 
with setting staff-care as a priority and 
integrating it to daily work in order to 
avoid exhaustion among team mem- 
bers. Under stress, staff might also find 
it difficult to focus and find the moti- 
vation to perform at the same level as 
usual. Under the current circumstances, 
people cannot be expected to perform 

the same. Managers can reassure and 
encourage their teams, while providing 
them with a frame that will help them 
keep track of their objectives and recog- 
nizing the work done. 

 
Ǒ Daily and weekly team-care routines 

to be decided with teams. This could 
be: 

— The Good News Book: either a round 
of good news per person (personal or 
professional). It will strengthen the 
links between people and paradoxi- 
cally allow them to get to know each 
other a bit better while being at a dis- 
tance. A good way to start this practice 
and start it at MSF. 

— Mention one thing each one did to 
take care of him/herself this week 
(yoga at home, running outside, a 
good meal, a good bath / shower, a 
nice phone call with the family ...). 
This will promote the sharing of 
resources between team members 

— Mention one thing each one learned 
about him/herself professionally and 
/ or personally in this period of 
confinement 

 
It allows people to realize that they can 
learn new things about themselves 
in “any circumstance”, and they have 
resources they can mobilize 

 
Ǒ particular attention to staff away from 

home: apart from work conversa- 
tions and team sharing, regularly 



 
 

 

contact team members who are away 
from their families and support net- 
work (often the case of inpats) to ask 
how they are as they may feel very 
worried for their family and to be iso- 
lated in Belgium. See what you can do 
as a manager to support them. 

 
Ǒ Pay particular attention to delocal- 

ized staff: be pro-active and regu- 
larly contact team members who are 
based abroad to ask how they are. 
Feeling that you are there for them 
and that they are a valued member of 
the team despite the distance is a pro- 
tective factor to their wellbeing. 

 
Ǒ Pay particular attention to staff with 

challenging family circumstances 
(young children, single parents, staff 
whose partner is an essential staff in- 
volved to fight the pandemic and can- 
not help at home, staff caring for sick 
or elderly people): it is essential to 
decide with them what to they can 
and cannot do to avoid them accu- 
mulating care for their family + full 
workload until late hours. 

 
Ǒ Be a role model: take care of yourself, 

set healthy limits and respect your 
needs to stay healthy. Your team is 
more likely to care for themselves if 
your show the exemple. 

 
Ǒ Reach out for support when needed: 

turn to your own manager or peers. 
You can also contact a psychologist if 
needed.  
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HOW TO STAY PRODUCTIVE AS A TEAM 

WHILE TELEWORKING 
 

 

Technically, teleworking is perfectly 
possible since there’s all sorts of tools 
to communicate: e-mail, video confer- 
ence, chat, … Yet the real challenge is for 
managers to prevent that remote teams 
fall apart and lose the common focus, 
due to long term teleworking. 

 
A very common pitfall of telework is 
when all face to face communication  
is exclusively replaced by synchronous 
communication like chat and video- 
conferencing. This pitfall is driven by 
the human need to interact, when we 
are confronted with a lonely situation at 
home, without any colleagues present. 

 
But such a pitfall results in fragmented 
working days with too many interrup- 
tions, which leads to decreased focus 
and concentration. 

1. BASIC TIPS 
 

 
For all non-urgent and relatively easy 
messages use: 
Ǒ e-mail 
Ǒ Teams 
Ǒ Yammer 

 
For urgent and relatively easy messages: 
Ǒ chat 
Ǒ instant messaging 

 
For complex messages use: 
Ǒ phone 
Ǒ videoconference 

2. MAKE THE DIFFERENCE 

BETWEEN TEAM-TIME, WE-TIME & 

ME-TIME 
 

 
TEAM-time: A daily fixed moment 
together with the whole team. 

 
Ǒ Prevents team members to slowly 

lose touch with the activities of their 
colleagues. 

Ǒ Helps centralizing the common fo- 
cus 

 
For example: Start every working day 
with a short 15min meeting via Teams. 
The manager can distribute tasks, give 
a current state of play. Every team 
member can inform about what he/ 
she is working on & who he/she will be 
needing that day to be able to progress. 

 
WE-time: Fixed time slots reserved for 
one on one meetings 

 
To prevent some people constantly get- 
ting interrupted for small questions & 
micro problems. 

 
ME-time: The time to do focused work 
without any interruptions. 

 
To be able to do actual & efficient work 
and to prevent spending the whole 
day busy with fragmented meetings & 
interactions. 
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