Staying well in the storm
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Jo Maughan asks how we can look after our emotional wellbeing during the COVID-19 lockdown

Key Points

What istheissue?

Arefeelings of guilt, loneliness and anxiety stopping you working from home productively?

What doesit mean to me?

How well you look after your emotional wellbeing isimportant so you can provide brilliant tax advice.
What can | take away?

Practical techniques to build your resilience in these challenging times.

In 1977, | wasin isolation in hospital. Aged seven, | had severe eczema. For six weeks, | lived in asingle room
with three glass walls, and one of brick. | only saw the world through my closed window. My mum and dad
gowned up to visit me. My uncle waved through the window.

| remember feeling scared, confused, angry, sad and lonely. | also felt happy —when nurse Sally camein. | felt
proud when I’ d finished adrawing. | was bossy with my imaginary class of children. So many emotions came
and went, and they seemed more acute because my world had become smaller.

That’s how it is now. Emotions seem to be magnified. | felt genuinely scared when | heard the prime minister
had gone into Intensive Care. Sarah is anxious about her daughter’s mental health while she’s off school. David
isworried about the drop in hisincome. How are you feeling?

However you're feeling, it's normal to feel asyou do. Y our usua way of living has been up-ended by a new
virus. Whereas your mind may tell you that you SHOULD be feeling a certain way, the fact is you feel asyou
fedl.

When | asked myself what can | write about in our new COVID-19 world, | thought emotions, especially the
ones we might term as ‘negative’ or ‘difficult’. How can we all experience our feelings with understanding and
kindness and at the same time do what we need to do? Answer: build our resilience.

When we're caught up in an emotion, it’s easy to think we'll feel that way for ever. Not true. Even when we're
feeling lonely, there' Il be moments of happiness; e.g. you get atext from afriend. A useful exercise thereforeis
to spend five minutes at lunch and five minutes in the evening naming and listing down the emotions you’ ve felt
that morning or day. I’'m aways surprised by how many emotions come and go. As the adage says: This too

will pass.

Coping with guilt

I’ ve noticed there’salot of guilt around at the moment. Carlafeels guilty she’'s not supervising her kids
schoolwork enough. lan feels guilty each time he pops down to the kitchen when working from home. Julie feels



guilty she’s actually enjoying working from home. Which isyou?

WEell, know this. Research consistently finds that we humans can only focus on atask for about 25 mins at atime
before we lose concentration. Therefore, the optimum way to work productively isin bursts of 25 mins, then
take afive to ten minute break (known as the Pomodoro Technique).

Still feeling guilty? Consider how much work you actually do when you' re in the office. Remember, the chats
before the meeting gets going; the interruptions from colleagues; getting up to fill your water bottle; chatting at
the coffee machine; sorting out your lost Amazon packet? Y ou’ re not actually doing as many hours work as you
think. Maybe four out of eight?

Guilt makes us feel yukky. It pops up because we think we shouldn’t be thinking or doing what we are actually
thinking or doing. We believe we' ve fallen short of the ridiculously high standards we hold ourselvesto. | bet
there’savoicein your head telling you SHOULD do this, or SHOULDN'T do that? Y es? Thisis your critical
inner voice.

Y our critical inner voice will also be thereif you' re feeling any other *difficult’ emotion such as loneliness,
boredom or anxiety. Quieten your critical inner voice and you' |l reduce the *difficult’ feelings, while at the same
time giving yourself space to feel ‘ positive’ emotions again. Here are some tactics.

1. Ask yourself Socratic questions zzWhat ar e the advantages of having thisthought?

¢ What are the disadvantages of having this thought?

e What would | advise afriend if they were having this thought?
¢ What isthe evidence for and against what I’ m thinking?

e Sowhat? (Thisis my favourite.)

2. Apply the Facts, Opinions, Guesses test

Tune into your thoughts and write them down. For example, ‘1 shouldn’t be having a break aready. | should be
getting that report done. My boss will see I’ m off-line. Il get into trouble. | should have more stamina.’ Next:
apply the Facts, Opinions, Guesses test to each thought. Be like atax lawyer when you do this. Very literally
challenge and dissect each thought. Ask: Isit afact, aguess or an opinion?Isit actually true? For example, isit
actually true that you SHOULDN' T be having a break? Who says? Who makes the rules?No, it’s not afact. You
think you shouldn’t be having a break yet, which is an opinion. Isit true your boss will see you're off-line (and
by implication not like it)? No, it’s a guess because you' re predicting the future and you' re not a mind reader.
Get the idea? By challenging your thoughtsin thisway, you' |l start to see them for what they are: just thoughts.
Not facts. And if they’re not facts, you can choose not to believe them.

3. Practise mindfulness

| do five to ten minutes of mindful breathing each morning. It helps me let go of negative feelings and thoughts.
It also helps me magnify positive feelings. Have you tried it? Perhaps you' re thinking you don’t know how to
and don’t have time to learn? Well, here’ s the thing: you don’t need to go on a course and there’ s no ‘ proper’
way to do it. | define mindfulness as being with yourself with kindness.

Here' s a short mindfulness exercise to try:

e sit quietly and close your eyes;



breath in and out, being aware of each breath;

go ‘inside’ yourself and notice how you' re feeling, what you' re thinking; just notice and ‘ be with’ yourself
however you are;

continue to be with yourself in this quiet way; breathing; if you notice yourself getting distracted by
thoughts, say to yourself, ‘there’ sathought. | can let it pass’, and refocus your attention on your breath;
just before you' re ready to finish, make a choice about what you' || choose to do or how you' |l choose to
be in the next moments of your day; e.g. | choose to stop worrying about what | can’t control;

open your eyes, and implement your choice.

4. Bekind to your self

Do more of what nourishes you, and what makes you feel safe and secure. | like to have a chocolate with my
coffee as a small treat when working from home. | take time to make myself atasty lunch such as roasted
vegetable salad with tahini dressing. Then | sit down and really enjoy eating it. When | feel lonely, | cosy up on
the sofa under a soft blanket to watch 20 minutes of Downton Abbey; | put my arms around myself and give
myself ahug. All these little things, done for myself with kindness, help me generate ‘ positive’ emotions.

5. Practise gratitude

I have an orange notebook in which | write three things I’ m grateful for each morning, such as. my health, my
cosy home, and the blackbirds living in my garden. | take afew minutes to ‘be present’ while | write down my
three things, breathe consciously, so | really appreciate them. (This practice is not just writing alist.) | re-read
them and smile to myself. You'll find your ‘difficult’ emotions will reduce because when you' re feeling grateful,
your mind isn’t able to think about anything else.

It's my hope that this article will be useful for you when normality returns. After all, being emotionally resilient
isaprofessional skill initself.



