
Preparing for Practice. A Handbook for Final Year Social Work
Students. Psychological Considerations during the COVID-19
Pandemic
Byers, J., Duffy, M., Haslett, J., MacPherson, M., Anderson, J., & Mulholland, C. (2020). Preparing for Practice.
A Handbook for Final Year Social Work Students. Psychological Considerations during the COVID-19
Pandemic. Department of Health, N Ireland.

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
Copyright 2020, Queen’s University, Ulster University, Health and Social Care Board, Department of Health.
This work is made available online in accordance with the publisher’s policies. Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Download date:23. May. 2023

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/2fd579d0-1000-4260-a79c-45e57cfc7312


                              

 

 

 

  

 

Preparing for Practice 
A Handbook for Final Year Social Work Students -              
Psychological Considerations during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

Joan Byers (WHSCT), Dr. Michael Duffy (QUB) & Julie Haslett (HSCB) 

10/04/2020 

 



 

 

1 

 

Preparing for Practice 

A Handbook for Final Year Social Work Students 
 

Psychological Considerations during the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

 
As a Social Worker we are privileged to be given the 
responsibility to work with individuals and their families 
during times of personal crisis; currently we are involved in a 
global crisis that has affected all our families.  As a 
profession we have a history of stepping up in times of crisis 
and now it is no different.  Our professional values drive us to 
help and our skills equip us to be flexible and adaptive as a 
profession.  I want to thank you now for your solidarity as a 
Social Worker working with our colleagues to be sure the 
most vulnerable are protected, helping to divert and ease the 
pressure on the Health Service for the good of all our 
families.  Please be assured that you can and will make a 
difference.  Together we will get through this crisis.  This 
booklet is designed to help you consider you own wellbeing, 
signposting and advice - I recommend you read it and return 
to it regularly in the coming days.  My thanks go to the 
authors and to you for embracing the privilege and 
responsibility of being a Social Worker in these challenging 
times. 
Sean Holland, Chief Social Work Officer/Deputy Secretary, 
Department of Health 
Monday 6th April 2020 
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Foreword by Sean Holland, Chief Social Worker for NI 

I would like to firstly welcome you to the social work workforce.  I 
acknowledge that you are joining the social work workforce earlier than you 
had envisaged.  I have no doubt that when you first heard of the plans to fast 
track your studies that you may have been disappointed and a little bit 
frightened, that is entirely understandable. You and your loved ones will have 
sacrificed the celebration of graduation for the time being.   I hope by now 
you have reconciled with these outcomes and are focused on your career. 
I cannot tell you how history will view the decisions we take at this time or 
how things will have changed once this is over.  I can however tell you that 
how the profession of Social Work does act will uncertainly be remembered 
and stories of the people behind the action will be talked about.  You are part 
of that history, your selflessness and personal sacrifice, generosity of spirit, 
your acts of kindness and quiet heroism will be remembered. 
We will have to make choices about what to prioritise and these will not be 
easy decisions.  It maybe in many cases it will feel like we are trying to find 
the least worst choice.  But know that each decision we make is made with in 
good faith based on expert advice and the most up to date research available 
to us.  As the crisis develops we must be prepared for decisions to change as 
the reality of what we are dealing with becomes clearer. 
Our lives have been changed dramatically in a few short weeks and we are 
all adjusting to new ways of living and working.  It is important that we all try 
to avoid becoming overwhelmed and stressed.  So I ask you to make time for 
yourself to look after your health, mental health and social well-being. 
Only the class of 2020 will have this experience, and it may have a defining 
effect on your career.  That is why we have put together this handbook for 
you, as the psychological impact of this pandemic will reverberate throughout 
the population, so please keep coming back to this handbook for guidance as 
you need it. 
I want to express my thanks to you for responding to the current crisis with 
such resilience and openness to your profession.  Together we can make a 
difference.  Look after yourself, your families and each other. 
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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 social workers, 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. 
 
 In the words of Orliath McGibbon Chair BASW NI;  
 

‘We are living through unprecedented times. As social workers we have 

a long history of working in climates of uncertainty and through societal 

crisis. However, there are no rule books, policies or procedures readily 

available to us or the wider community as we face the COVID-19 

pandemic’
2
 

 
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 social worker 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, rising to the challenge in 
seemingly impossible situations, supporting those most vulnerable in our 
society and fighting for social justice, have been the hallmarks of the social 
work profession.  Social workers work with people who, in the best of times, 
have difficulty living within societal norms or who lack the means to do so, 
and who may also have personal, social, physical or mental problems. These 
are the very people who will be impacted most in this current unprecedented 
crisis.  The social work 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 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 social workers.  Adopting a positive mindset, taking control 
of situations, learning as quickly as possible and adapting to evolving 
situations will all be of paramount importance.  Being tolerant and forgiving 
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At this very moment, there are 

individuals only you can reach, and 

differences only you can make in their 

lives. 

 

-Mike Dooley 

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 social 
work staff will be invaluable 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 social work practitioners learn during this pandemic will 
unquestionably inform responses to similar situations and shape future social 
work practice, the delivery of public services and the nature of our society. 
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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.  Almost everyone is facing quarantine.  “Quarantine is the separation 
and restriction of movement of people who have potentially been exposed to 
a contagious disease.”4  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.”4  
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.4  
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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   

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. 
 
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.5  
 
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 
 
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 
 
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. Research6 
shows that this over-thinking style predicts post-traumatic stress and can 
produce depressed mood. 
 
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). 

 
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 
clients 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)  
 
TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF: REST, NUTRITION, COMPASSION  
Studies support the role of sleep in helping us to perform and make decisions 
under pressure.7 Equally, research8  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.  
 
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.”5  

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 social worker. 

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 social workers is something that is essential if we are truly going to make 

a difference. 

BASW11 highlights the importance of supportive supervisory structures in 
contributing to the well-being of the workforce, it also details the steps we can 
take as practitioners to manage and mitigate stress and emotional toil, these 
are; 

 Acknowledge/understand your emotions 

 Learn to leverage your strengths 

 Adopt and maintain a reflective attitude and practice critical reflection 

 Develop positive regard through self-affirmation 

 Allocate time and space for your “Self” and healing 
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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”10 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“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 week”  

“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 social 
workers, 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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Signposting 

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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I am a lighthouse rather than lifeboat. I do not rescue, but instead 
help others to find their way to shore, guiding them by my example. 
-Modern affirmation 

https://learningzone.niscc.info/storage/adapt/5e8b348511cdf/course/assets/coping-with-stress-1.pdf
https://learningzone.niscc.info/storage/adapt/5e8b348511cdf/course/assets/coping-with-stress-1.pdf
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
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
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
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/coronavirus-andyour-wellbeing/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/improve-mentalwellbeing/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/improve-mentalwellbeing/
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APPENDIX 

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 

The Social Services Workforce Development and Training Team have 

allocated each Level 3 student who has come to work in the Trust a named 

training and development consultant to provide one to one 

mentoring/supervision. These one to one sessions will be held at least once 

per fortnight and will be contractually agreed between the new worker, the 

trainer and where possible the line manager. These arrangements will meet 

the requirements of AYE. 

 

 

BHSCT 

The Social Work and Social Care Learning, Development Team are offering 

an enhanced professional development for new staff. This will include 

induction, guidance on how to complete the Assessed Year in Employment, 

AYE Support Groups, one to one mentorship and group learning. Please 

email caroline.brogan@belfasttrust.hscni.net for further information. 

 

NHSCT 

The Social Services Learning and Development Team are offering 

professional supervision opportunities from Learning and Development 

Officers to supplement and complement operational supervision during the 

current disrupted period.  This will support the AYE cohort over the coming 

months as they progress through induction and their settling in phase.  

Induction training and access to developmental sessions will also be 

available and further information can be provided by contacting the Social 

Services Learning and Development Team on 02825635370 

mailto:caroline.brogan@belfasttrust.hscni.net
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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 via Trust Communications to your 
email so please check these regularly. 
  

Counselling Support 

STAFFCARE SERVICES continues to be available for anyone needs to 
access this support on 
 

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) 
 
· 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.  
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