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Preparing for Practice  

A Handbook for Final Year Allied Health Professional Students 
 

Psychological Considerations during the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

 
 
Allied Health Professions have a significant and essential role 
to play in supporting Health and Social care during this 
Covid19 public health crisis. As our health and social care 
system battles against the greatest public health crisis in 
modern times the skill, expertise and competencies of AHP’s 
has never been more vital. Allied Health Professionals have 
the privilege of supporting health and social care as educated, 
compassionate and autonomous clinicians assessing, 
diagnosing and treating patients across their life span both 
within health and social care but also in our education and 
justice systems and in our community and voluntary sector, 
not just saving peoples life’s but adding quality, longevity and 
meaning to those lives.  
As you transition from a student Allied Health Professional  to 
a  registrant I want to thank you all for your quiet and dignified 
bravery, your professionalism and your solidarity with your 
professions and I want to assure you that collectively your 
Allied Health Profession colleagues and the wider Health and 
Social Care workforce value and acknowledge your 
contribution. This booklet is intended to help you look after 
your own wellbeing, advise you on strategies you can use and 
signpost you to helpful resources. I want to thank the authors 
for making this resource available to all the Allied Health 
Profession students.     
 
Jenny Keane, Chief Allied Health Professional Officer 
Department of Health 
Friday 24th March 2020 
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Foreword by Jenny Keane, Chief Allied Health Professional for NI 

Can I begin by extending a massive congratulations to you all on the 
successful completion of your undergraduate education and in becoming an 
Allied Health Professional in your profession of choice and can I warmly 
welcome you to the Allied Health Profession workforce and acknowledge that 
you are joining us a little earlier than you would have anticipated? None of us 
could have anticipated the events of the past few weeks which have 
necessitated the need to accelerate the completion of the education 
programmes for essential health professional like yourselves to enable you to 
support and join with us during this pandemic. I understand and appreciate 
that you have and will be required to alter your plans not least delaying your 
graduation, a milestone in all our careers but I hope you have had the time to 
adapt to those changes and can look forward to a rewarding and fulfilling 
career as an Allied Health Professional. Never before have Allied Health 
Professional students entered the workforce at such a turbulent and 
challenging time and as part of the class of 2020 your contribution as part of 
the wider health and social care collective response will be remembered for 
generations to come. Joining the workforce at this time will have a defining 
effect on you as an Allied Health Professional. This handbook has been 
designed to support the psychological impact on you as a new graduate at a 
time when not just the HSC workforce but the wider population adapts and 
manages the physiological impact of this pandemic 
 
I thank you for joining with us as we respond to this crisis, I know you will make 
a positive difference and that your contribution will matter.      
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Introduction 

 
It is self-evident that psychological distress accompanies any emergency 
situation.1 This guide focuses on the potential psychological effects of this 
crisis for the public, the individuals, families and communities we support, and 
for ourselves. As allied health professionals, looking after each other and 
caring for ourselves is more important than ever at this difficult time. If we are 
not well ourselves we cannot support the people we work with or serve the 
community we serve. 
 
How true these words are for each and every one of us. At the best of times 
uncertainty can be a defining feature of our work, but never before has this 
been more prominent. Having control over our lives gives us a sense of 
security. By its very nature a pandemic strips away this sense of control and 
we feel uncertainty, anxiety and fear. To feel otherwise would not be human. 
As much as possible we need to anticipate this and try to mitigate feelings of 
helplessness and loss of control. 
 
The moment of transition from student to allied health professional is a defining 
time in one’s career and is accompanied by mixed emotions. It is a significant 
challenge, and will be even more so now.  No one could possibly wish for the 
scenario that faces us at present but historically,we can and will rise to these 
seemingly impossible situations, The allied health professional response will 
however undoubtedly be underpinned by a core set of values and ethics which 
calls on all of us to act with integrity and treat people with compassion, 
empathy and care during this most difficult of times.  Drawing on these values 
and ethics will strengthen your resolve and your practice and will be shared by 
your colleagues who will be supporting you as you step up to this universal 
emergency. 
 
The worst of times brings out the best in people. In the most difficult of 
circumstances we can and will rise to the challenges that face us as individuals 
and as allied health professionals.  Adopting a positive mindset, taking control 
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of situations, learning as quickly as possible and adapting to evolving 
situations will all be of paramount importance.  Being tolerant and forgiving 
of our own failings and weaknesses will also be a key aspect of our coping 
strategy. 

 
 
While we would never have wished you to embark on your career in such 
circumstances, your skills, resourcefulness and support to the existing allied 
health professional staff will be immeasurable at this critical time.  Words 
cannot express adequately our and the public’s heartfelt thanks to you for the 
significance of the contribution you will undoubtedly make. What you, the 
youngest generation of allied health professionals learn during this pandemic 
will unquestionably inform responses to similar situations and shape future 
allied health professional practice, the delivery of public services and the 
nature of our society. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

Effects of a Public Health Crisis 

 
Psychological distress manifesting itself in sadness, anxiety, hopelessness 
and anger accompany any emergency and are experienced by most people. 
“The prevalence of common mental disorders such as depression and anxiety 
is expected to more than double in a humanitarian crisis.”1  They tend to 
improve over time for the majority but for some the effects will be long term.  



 

 

5 

 

Almost everyone is facing quarantine. For the most part, this feels unnatural 
and unpleasant.  
 
A review in the Lancet identified a number of negative psychological effects 
associated with mandated mass quarantine including “posttraumatic stress 
symptoms, confusion and anger.”2  
 
Factors contributing to increased psychological distress include; a longer 
duration of quarantine, fears of infection either through infecting loved ones or 
fear that physical symptoms may be perceived as signs of the disease, 
confinement, isolation, inadequate supplies or inadequate information 
including a lack of clarity from public health authorities or the government. 
Financial loss may lead to longer term anger or anxiety with those on a lower 
income more likely to be adversely affected.  Stigma, due to a perception of 
risk of infection, may be a relevant factor particularly for healthcare workers 
perpetuating the trauma and distress already experienced.4,10 In order to 

mitigate some of the psychological effects of mass mandated quarantine, 
emphasising the altruism and sacrifice of others in order to keep vulnerable 
members of society safe is important.  It is often easier to bear suffering if we 
feel our effort is benefiting someone else.4 Clear information about procedures, 
duration of isolation and how to access help if one becomes unwell, along with 
adequate supplies and financial assistance are crucial. Providing people with 
practical advice on coping with stress and uncertainty, including encouraging 
the use of technology to improve social networking and support groups are 
simple interventions we can all do which can be of benefit. Support of 
colleague’s quarantined and managerial assistance is essential in order to 
reduce stigma and feelings of guilt among health and social care workers.2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

There are no great people in this world, only great challenges 
which ordinary people rise to meet. 
- William Frederick Halsey, Jr. 
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Mental Health Problems   

1. You may experience different emotions at different stages of the pandemic 
- anxiety, stressed, scared, sad, overwhelmed, angry, guilty, helpless and 
numb.  These are all normal responses to an abnormal series of events and 
for most these will pass in time.  If you feel guilty about difficult decisions that 
your team has to make, try to focus on what is within your control.  Pay 
attention to things that are going well. 
 
2. The challenges are likely to be numerous.  Moral dilemmas relating to 
inadequate resources, fears about our lack of knowledge or experience which 
could place others at risk.  An inability to balance the needs of our clients 
against our own physical and psychological health or those of our loved ones 
and the traumatic experiences we may face will sometimes dominate our 
thinking and perhaps our conscience.3 
 
3. Balancing our duty of care towards our clients along with anxieties about 
protecting our families and loved ones can cause a sense of helplessness due 
to a feeling of being unable to balance these seemingly competing factors. 
Simple steps such as adhering to the latest infection prevention guidance and 
appropriate use of personal protective equipment will minimise the risk of 
infection and further transmission and provide a sense of control which may 
mitigate anxiety 
 
4. Try to use strategies that have helped you in the past to cope with stressful 
situations and take some time out between shifts to slow down and calm down.  
Keep connected to friends and family.  Avoid using unhelpful coping strategies 
like smoking, alcohol or other drugs 
 
5. Professionals may question past decisions or the outcome of efforts to help 
clients.  You may find yourself dwelling about what has happened when on 
duty.  If you are asking yourself lots of ‘why’, ‘what if’ and ‘if only questions’ this 
could be a sign that you are dwelling, ruminating on issues. Research2 shows 
that this over-thinking style predicts post-traumatic stress and can produce 
depressed mood. 
 
6. Feeling guilty is often a sign that we are over-thinking actions in the past. 
- When you spot episodes of over thinking or dwelling, use the awareness as 
a cue to shift your attention away from dwelling on past events.  Change your 
physical position (e.g., standing if sitting), exercise, absorb your full attention 
in a new task (simple things such as making a cup of tea)  
 
Feeling guilty is a sign to take care of yourself and your wellbeing. Focus on:  
 

• What you did that was helpful  

• All that you have done that has been helpful during the COVID-19 
response 

• That you are doing the best you can with limited resources  
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• How grateful the wider population feels about the HSC response (recall 
episodes of people leaning out of their windows clapping to support staff). 

 
7.      DEAL WITH UNWANTED MEMORIES  
Past very traumatic events can sometimes intrude onto the way we see what 
happens in the present.  You may find distressing memories of incidents or 
patients pop into the forefront of your mind. This is normal in the aftermath of 
distressing events.    
Try to let memories come and go (rather than suppress them). Try to notice 
the differences, not the similarities, between the trigger NOW (which may be a 
similar looking client, smell, sound, sensation in the present) and the memory  
THEN - break the link between the trigger (now) and the memory (past event)  
 
8.     TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF: REST, NUTRITION, COMPASSION  
Studies support the role of sleep in helping us to perform and make decisions 
under pressure.4 Equally, research7 supports the need for nutrition in times of 
stress8.  Self-compassion, the capacity to be kind to yourself, is also highly 
important and has been linked to greater immunity in times of stress.  
 
9.  If you feel overwhelmed it is okay to say so and talk to your manager, your 
supervisor and your colleagues; it may be a sign that you need a break from 
duties for a time.  
 
10.   Remind yourself that there will be an end point to this epidemic and most 
staff will come through it without enduring mental ill health but it is important to 
take care of yourself as well as caring for your clients during this acute phase 
and into the next period.  
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Resilience and Psychological Growth  

For some, this crisis may lead to psychological injury and predispose us to 

experience a worsening of pre-existing mental illness or lead to the 

development of a new condition. For others, as highlighted in a paper in the 

BMJ, “Managing mental health challenges faced by healthcare workers during 

COVID-19 pandemic” they may “experience a degree of post-traumatic 

growth, a term used to describe a bolstering of psychological resilience, 

esteem, outlook, and values after exposure to highly challenging situations. 

Whether someone develops a psychological injury or experiences 

psychological growth is likely to be influenced by the way that they are 

supported before, during, and after a challenging incident.”7  

It is crucial that we acknowledge and understand the threat this crisis poses, 

not only to our physical health, but to the psychological health of our 

community, the vulnerable people and families we work with and ourselves.10 

If we understand and acknowledge the inherent psychological risk, we can try 

and take steps to protect our mental health, act quickly if we do become unwell 

and minimise the risk of long lasting damage. It is by recognizing our ability to 

grow and become more resilient that our professional purpose can be 

strengthened along with our ability to absorb and regulate the demands made 

of every allied health professional. 

We need you to stay well for your families and friends and to continue to 

support the communities you serve, you are a valuable resource. We need you 

to understand that first and foremost you are a human being. Self-care for 

allied health professionals is something that is essential if we are truly going to 

make a difference. 
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Looking After Yourself 

 

The following is not intended to negate or eliminate the distress we will all 
experience during this time.  Emotions, both positive and negative, are a 
natural and normal response to the situations in which we find ourselves.  The 
following suggestions, with some additions, are taken from the WHO 
document.  “Mental Health and Psychosocial Considerations during Covid-19 
Outbreak”8 in recognition of the stress generated by this crisis in the 
population. These suggestions may help support mental and psychosocial 
wellbeing for ourselves, our communities and our patients to minimise, albeit 
not eliminate, the distress experienced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Signposting 

“Managing your 
mental health and 
psychosocial 
wellbeing during this 
time are as important 
as managing your 
physical health”  

“Some people may 
find maintaining 
individual religious or 
spiritual beliefs 
provide a comfort 
and benefit to them”  

“The sudden and 
near constant stream 
of news reports 
about an outbreak 
can cause anyone to 
feel worried”  

“Stress and the 
feelings 
associated with it 
are by no means 
a reflection that 
you cannot do 
your job or that 
you are weak”  

“You should not be 
hesitant in keeping 
yourself well.  This 
is not a sprint; it is 
a marathon”  

“Minimise 
watching, reading 
or listening to news 
that causes you to 
feel distressed or 
anxious; only seek 
information from 
trusted sources”  

“For allied health 
professionals, 
feeling under 
pressure is a likely 
experience for you 
and many of your 
colleagues.  It is 
quite normal to be 
feeling this way in 
the current 
situation”  

“Protect yourself & be 
supportive to 
others…..amplify 
positive & hopeful 
stories”  
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The following may provide additional sources of support or guidance which you 
may find of use or benefit; 
 
https://learningzone.niscc.info/storage/adapt/5e8b348511cdf/course/assets/c
oping-with-stress-1.pdf   
 
IASC Reference Group on MHPSS in Emergency Settings (Circulated on: 17 
March 2020)  2 2 Interim Briefing Note Addressing Mental Health and 
Psychosocial Aspects of COVID-19 Outbreak 
 
• COVID-19: Guidance for the public on mental health and wellbeing - 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-
public-on-mental-health-andwellbeing/guidance-for-the-public-on-the-mental-
healthand-wellbeing-aspects-of-coronavirus-covid-19 
 
• MIND Coronavirus and your wellbeing - 
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus-andyour-wellbeing/ 
 
• NHS 5 steps to mental wellbeing - https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-
anxiety-depression/improve-mentalwellbeing/ 
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Wellbeing Resource 
 
 

 

AYE Support 

WHSCT 

The Learning, Development & Governance Team are offering AYE Group 

Supervision and a buddy system for all Level 3 Students coming to work in the 

Trust area.  Please link with your buddy if you need 1:1 support.  Details are 

available locally via 02871314262 

 

SHSCT 

Please link with Learning & Development who will appraise you of the support 

available on 02837564254. 

 

SEHSCT 

Please link with Learning & Development who will be offering professional 

group supervision, 1:1 support and a Buddy System please contact 

02844513940 for further details. 

 

Social Media 

Each Trust has official Facebook, Instagram & Twitter accounts these 
accounts will be putting out daily Trust updates so please link into these for 
trustworthy information. 
 
Wellbeing tips being sent out regularly vis Trust Communications to your email 
so please check these regularly. 
 

Emergency Support 

In the event of an emergency, please ring the Emergency Services on 999. 
You will have to state which service(s) you require such as: police, 
ambulance, fire and rescue services. You will also need to provide a name 
and contact number.  In a non-emergency call 101. 
Students who require immediate Wellbeing support can contact: 
 
· Inspire – (24/7 helpline – Freephone) – 0808 800 0016 
(Wellbeing Support) 
 



 

 

13 

 

· Lifeline – (24/7 helpline – Freephone) – 0808 808 8000 
(Crisis Support) 
 
· Samaritans - 116 123 (national line) or 028 9066 4422 
(Belfast) (Listening Ear) 
 
For any other health & wellbeing-related issues, contact: 
 
· Student’s own GP or local A&E hospital service.  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 


