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Why is this important?  

Self- isolation in response to the COVID-19 outbreak could be perceived as a direct 

and significant health threat to individuals, families and communities. At a time when 

many people are self-isolating it is important to ensure that we support people with 

their physical and mental wellbeing to ensure good outcomes for residents and the 

population as a whole.   

What does the research say? 

A recent review of the literature on quarantine following exposure to coronavirus has 

shown that people can experience a range of negative psychological effects 

including post-traumatic stress symptoms, confusion, and anger when they are 

placed into enforced quarantine (Brooks et al., 2019).  Particular stressors across the 

24 studies in this review were found to be longer quarantine duration, infection fears, 

frustration, boredom, inadequate supplies and information, financial loss, and stigma.  

Although the definitions of self-isolation and quarantine are different (see below), 

there are a number of similarities in terms of social isolation and a perceived 

potential, or real, threat to health.   

(Self-isolating is for people who have already been infected with the virus and are ill. Self-quarantining is for 

those who may be ill and need to keep themselves separate from others on the chance they become sick over 

the incubation period.) 

The findings of Brookes et al. (2019) shows the importance of supporting effective 

adaptation for people having to self-isolate in order to reduce psychological stress 

and increase overall wellbeing for this group. 

Helping people cope - Types of coping: 

Coping has been shown to be a key factor in effective adaptation to ill health. 

There is a large body of research on stress and coping and the most widely 

accepted model was developed by Lazarus and Folkman (1984).  Their theory posits 

that there are two overarching functions of coping: problem focused coping and 

emotion focused coping.   

Problem focused coping refers to efforts (either cognitive or behavioural) that aim to 

change or manage the situation that is causing distress.  For instance, following the 

diagnosis of coronavirus, a patient may not know how to effectively manage their 

condition or manage the necessary isolation. 

Emotion focused coping refers to strategies employed to modify the emotions 

caused by the stressful event.  For example, feeling angry following a diagnosis, 



avoiding making the changes needed or denial of the problem (de Ridder and 

Schruers, 2001; Folkman and Moskowitz, 2004; Lazarus and Folkman, 1984).   

How do people choose a coping strategy? 

People choose a coping strategy based on how effective it is perceived to be. Most 

situations require a mixture of both problem and emotion focused coping strategies 

to successfully resolve the issue.  

However, often one of the first coping tasks is to manage the emotional response to 

the threat, in this case coronavirus.  Only then, can other strategies be employed.  

For example, a patient may need to process the shock of being diagnosed with 

coronavirus before they can take on board information on how to effectively self-

manage the condition.   

Why is it important to support people through this? 

If someone perceives a situation as exceeding their resources (either physical or 

emotional) it will make effective adaptation very difficult to achieve. 

It has broadly been reported that problem focused coping strategies are more 

adaptive, resulting in improved outcomes and quality of life for patients.  The list 

below is an effort to support manage the emotional response and move people 

towards problem solving behaviours. 

What can we do to help? 

In short, provide people with a brief guide, or some top tips to help them manage 

their wellbeing during self-isolation with the aim of reducing stress levels and 

improving outcomes for people. 

Top tips: 

1) Keep well – follow up to date guidance and advice on mental and physical 

health eg the Mind guidance https://www.mind.org.uk/information-

support/coronavirus-and-your-wellbeing/  

2) Keep connected – Use your phone, computer, or tablet to find out what’s 

happening in the world. 

3) Keep planning – think about what you are going to need over the next few 

days.  You can use the internet to help with home food deliveries or reach out 

to trusted people for support. 

4) Keep busy – find something you like to do each day e.g. listen to music, read 

or do some jobs around the house. 

5) Keep comfortable – drink plenty of water, stay warm, and wear comfortable 

clothes. 

6) Keep being supported – reach out to family, friends or organisations that can 

offer support using your phone, computer, or tablet.   

7) Keep relaxing – deep breathing or mindfulness can really help you to relax. 

8) Keep a diary –this will help to organise your thoughts and improve your 

wellbeing. 

9) Keep perspective – remember that this is only temporary. 
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10) Keep being kind – it’s not easy being out of your routine so be kind to 

yourself. 

Listen to the podcast by Jim McManus of his experience of repeated self isolation 

when he had cancer, and learn from his six golden rules of self-isolation (due out 

15th March 2020) https://beezeebodies.com/professionals/real-world-behavioural-

science-podcast/  
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