
 

Coping with the Stress of COVID-19 

Prepared by 

Catherine Pittman, Ph.D. HSPP 

Clinical Psychologist 

Professor of Psychology at Saint Mary’s College 

author of Rewire Your Anxious Brain 

 

If you want a detailed explanation of how to understand anxiety in your brain, and how to use that 

knowledge to cope with the stress of COVID-19, please watch the posted 60-minute video.  But if you 

would like a quick overview of what you can do to reduce your stress, read this document. 

Question:  We are getting a lot of advice about how to keep ourselves physically safe from COVID-19, 

but how do we protect ourselves psychologically from the stress of COVID-19? 

If you are doing all that is recommended and possible to keep yourself and your loved ones safe, you 

should have some peace of mind in knowing that you are doing all you can.  Of course, you can’t control 

everything and everyone, so you may not be comfortable with what is happening with family members 

and friends, or you may not be able to control what is expected of you at work or in dealing with your 

financial obligations.  The best way to cope with the COVID-19 situation overall is to keep in mind the 

Serenity Prayer:   

God, grant me the serenity to accept what I cannot change, the courage to change what I can change, and 

the wisdom to know the difference. 

 Identify what is in your power to do, and focus on doing what you can.   

 Take the steps you can to keep yourself and loved ones safe, to manage your job, to deal with 

financial difficulties.   

 Search for resources that are available to assist you in taking care of your health, your finances, 

and those you care about.    

 Don’t feel guilty about asking for help in this kind of unforeseen and difficult situation that is 

disrupting so many lives.   

 But also, accept that you do not have control of this situation, and find ways to let go of what 

you can’t control and make peace with that.  The lack of control in this situation is one of the 

most difficult aspects, and the best we can do is focus on what we CAN do.   

What are the psychological risks of COVID-19?  Psychologically, the main risks all of us face are 

Social Isolation 

Anxiety 

Worry 

  



Here are some practical suggestions about coping with these three issues. 

Social Isolation:  Distancing ourselves should not mean social isolation.   

Reach out to others in any way that you can.  In safe ways, we need to stay in touch with those we care 

about, and to communicate regularly with them.  Don’t avoid asking for help if you need it, and make 

sure you reach out and offer help when you can.  We are all in this together, and instead of social 

distance, we should practice *physical* distance and social *support*.  Just because we need to keep 

some distance from others should not mean isolate ourselves.  Everyone needs at least one COVID 

Buddy to talk to regularly. 

Anxiety:  Anxiety is a reaction very similar to fear that occurs in our brains when we feel in danger or 

under stress.  Anxiety is a very real physical reaction that affects our bodies as well as our minds.  Even 

though anxiety feels dreadful, it is a normal reaction, but if it lasts for a long time we can become 

exhausted and depressed.  The COVID-19 situation cannot be resolved quickly, so we all need help 

minimizing the continuing anxiety.   

To cope with anxiety, we need to deal with our bodily responses as well as anxiety in our brain.  

Exercise, especially aerobic exercise, can help your body deal with anxiety.  Because a lack of sleep can 

increase anxiety, you also need to make sure you get plenty of sleep.  Deep breathing and singing can 

also help reduce the anxiety in your body. 

To reduce anxiety in the brain, it helps to think of the brain as having different channels like a 

television.  Like cable television, your brain offers you many channels to watch.  One important 

difference is that, unlike television, you can’t turn your brain off.  The only thing you can do is select the 

channel you are watching.  So select the channels that you are watching carefully to manage your 

anxiety. 

Your anxiety will increase greatly if you constantly focus on channels that upset you, like the Covid-19 

channel, the lack of ventilators channel, the financial difficulties channel, and the very popular, worry 

about the worst that could happen channel.  If you focus on more pleasant channels like the board game 

channel, the gardening channel, the binge-watch channel, the bread-baking channel, or even the work 

from home channel, you are not constantly keeping yourself focused on ideas and images that worsen 

your anxiety.  Give yourself permission to play and to engage in distracting, interesting, and productive 

activities that give your brain a needed break from the anxiety-provoking channels.  Make an effort to 

focus on engaging in and appreciating whatever you are doing, making sure that you are really tasting, 

smelling, hearing, and seeing what you are experiencing, instead of being too much in your head. 

Worry:  Worry is the tendency to think repeatedly about multiple negative things that could potentially 

happen in a situation.  Some people are very creative at coming up with all kinds of ideas about the 

worst things that could happen. Because this is very easy to do with COVID-19, worry is one of the 

biggest stresses we face.  Terrible things are happening, but many of the worries that we come up with 

will never come true, and all the time that we focus on worrying (spending time on “the worry 

channel”), we are increasing our anxiety.   

  



Worry can be helpful, but only when it is used to recognize a problem and make a plan to deal with it.  

Constant worrying only serves to increase anxiety and does nothing to help the situation.  This little 

diagram shows you a good way to deal with worry:    

WORRY -> PLAN -> 

This diagram means that when you recognize that you have a worry, you need to consider exactly what 

the worry is, and then move on (hence the arrow) to make a plan to deal with the situation.   After the 

plan is made, then you move on with the rest of your day (hence the second arrow). If you have a worry, 

state the problem that is worrying you (“I’m not sure I can pay this bill”) and make a plan to deal with it. 

The plan could be “I’ll call the company” or “I’ll borrow money from Jeff.”  The plan does not have to be 

perfect, and you may not even need to use the plan if the worry does not come true.   

In summary, instead of constantly thinking about a specific worry, come up with a plan that states 

what you will do if that worry comes true. You can even write it down if you want.  Use this approach 

for all kinds of worries, even the most serious ones, about becoming ill or about losing a family member. 

When you make your plan, make sure you consider resources that are available to help you.  Once you 

have made a plan, you don’t have to keep yourself on the worry channel—move on and focus on other 

channels.  It may be difficult to face the idea of needing to have a plan to deal with something terrible 

happening, but having a plan can take away the need to constantly focus on worrying.  When you begin 

to worry again, you say “I know what I will do if that happens” and this allows you to move on with your 

day and focus on things that won’t produce so much anxiety.   

Above all, be gentle with yourself and others during this difficult time.  We are all trying to cope with 

situations that we have never had to manage before, and we can’t expect this to be easy.  This is one of 

the most challenging periods in the history of our country, and we are learning how to get through it 

together.  Hopefully, these suggestions can be useful as you try to find your own way. 

 

For more specific information about how the brain creates anxiety and worry, and how to control them 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, please see Catherine’s explanations in the posted video, “How to 

Reduce Stress Around the Coronavirus” from Tara Bixby’s collection of podcasts called Courageously.U.   

Thanks to Tara Bixby for being willing to share this with WVPE. 


