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Abstract
To protect wellbeing of healthcare and caregiving workers during COVID-19, the University
of Derby has initiated to offer a webinar focusing on self-care. This one-hour webinar has
been well-taken by many healthcare and caregiving workers, and has been requested to be
offered at various organisations such as the National Health Service trusts, the British
Association of Social Workers, and the Derbyshire Voluntary Action. This commentary
reports the outline of the webinar including how the participated healthcare and caregiving
workers perceived self-care, and suggests that the current situation may help de-stigmatise

self-care among these crucial workforces.



Mental Health Difficulties during COVID-19

Since the first positive case was identified in Wuhan, China, the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) has spread through the world rapidly. To limit the spread and to minimise its
diverse impact, many countries have implemented several national-level countermeasures
including physical distancing and working from home (Anderson, Heesterbeek, Klinkenberg,
& Hollingsworth, 2020; Mahase, 2020). While these unprecedented changes have shown
effects for stopping the spread of the virus as seen in countries such as New Zealand, Japan
and Taiwan (Chang, Hong & Varley, 2020; Summers et al., 2020), globally, people have
reported increasing incidences of mental health problems (The Lancet Infectious Diseases,
2020). For example, in our recent studies conducted in Japan, the number of people who
experienced mental health problems was way larger than those who experienced physical
health problems (Bhandari et al., 2021): COVID-19 and its associated changes affected
mental health for almost all people. Specific mental health difficulties due to COVID-19
include depression, anxiety, loneliness and hopelessness (Mental Health Foundation, 2020).
A Canadian research group noted that these mental health difficulties will be reported more in
the coming months, and will last for several years (Mental Health Research Canada, 2020).
While the vaccines against COVID-19 have been rapidly developed, care for mental health

has not been established to date.

Self-Care Webinar for Wellbeing during COVID-19

As part of the University of Derby’s wellbeing initiatives during COVID-19, a self-care
webinar was offered for free to help public wellness. My colleague, Dr Pauline Green and [
have been offering this webinar since the UK’s first lockdown in March. Because of positive
feedback from the participants, since then, we have been invited to offer this webinar to other

participant groups including the Derbyshire Voluntary Action, the British Association for



Social Workers, and several NHS trusts. This webinar introduces our research findings about
self-care, particularly in relation to self-compassion (i.e., kindness towards yourself including
your weaknesses and shame), and some helpful self-care exercises that they can do at home
or their workplace (Kotera & Green, 2020).

In our research, we have consistently found that self-compassion was strongly
associated with, and could predict a great variance of good mental health in diverse
populations including university students and workers in the UK, Ireland, Japan, Malaysia
and the Netherlands (Kotera, Green & Sheffield, 2019a, b; Kotera et al., 2018; Kotera, Van
Laethem & Ohshima, 2020; Kotera & Maughan, 2020; Kotera, Ting & Neary, 2020).
Individuals, who are understanding and kind towards themselves, tend to have good mental
health. These findings highlight the importance of how we treat ourselves in relation to our
wellbeing.

Self-compassion is essential for good self-care because self-compassion leads to more
connection and understanding to oneself, personal enhancement, growth, and a better quality
of life (Nelson et al., 2018). Although the definition for self-care remains to be debated,
commonly it is regarded as a multidimensional process of engagement in behaviours to
improve healthy functioning and wellbeing (Dorociak, Rupert, Bryant & Zahniser, 2017).
Empirical research identified that stronger self-compassion predicts stronger self-care: those
who are kind towards themselves tend to care for themselves well too (Miller et al., 2019).
Self-care is especially important to those who give care to others, namely healthcare workers
(Kotera, Cockerill, Chircop & Forman, 2020). Watson’s (2008) Theory of Human Caring
describes that caregivers’ care for self and others is interdependent: one needs to care for
themselves in order to offer others care (Dalai Lama, 2003; Lloyd, Muers, Patterson &
Marczak, 2019). Self-care has already begun to be taught in healthcare programmes in the

UK higher education (Nelson et al., 2018). However, there is still a stigma attached to self-



care in the healthcare sectors (Glass & Rose, 2008). This was consistent with our webinar
participants reporting that self-care is about taking time for, and looking after yourself but at

the same time, they would feel a sense of guilt to do so (Figure 1).

Figure 1. How healthcare workers perceive self-care (one-word response).
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This exercise was done as an icebreaker, so the question was rather abstract to allow
participants’ free-style responses, but still, those words help to capture what healthcare

workers think, know, and feel about self-care.

Breathing and Cognitive Reappraisal

Towards the end of our webinar, we introduce practical skills to enhance self-care, which
healthcare workers can do in their busy workplaces. Among various self-care skills we have
been teaching, most popular ones are breathing and reframing. The positive wellbeing effects
of breathing have been reported including enhanced confidence and anxiety/stress reduction
(Decker, Brown, Ashley & Lipscomb, 2019; Sagaram & Hughes, 2020). By slowly and
deeply breathing, while paying attention to your senses, you will be able to ground yourself

and focus on the here and now, which often clears your imagination and distorted thinking



(Masuno, 2009). Slow and deep breathing is an easy-to-do and effective skill for self-care.
Moreover, before the pandemic, when we taught breathing to our students in a classroom,
students experienced group cohesion and safety in the room. Though robust empirical
evidence of group breathing has not been reported, these experiential accounts suggest some
utility for workplace application.

Cognitive re-appraisal was regarded most popular in my workplace research,
interviewing senior managers in Japan, looking at the same thing from a different perspective
or putting it in a different context (Kotera & Van Gordon, 2019). Part of self-compassion is
understanding and kindness towards what you do not appreciate about yourself, your shadow
or shame. Cognitive re-appraisal helps you to create a different relationship with these
aspects of yourself, leading to better self-compassion and self-care. My favourite example is
the song ‘Rudolph the red nose reindeer’. Rudolph was ashamed of his red shiny nose, but
Santa Claus reframed it as helpful in the dark. If you feel comfortable, you could do this
cognitive re-appraisal exercise with your colleagues or family members. They may view what
you perceive as a weakness very differently. What is important in this exercise is to notice
that there are other ways to see or other contexts to use your ‘weakness’. By re-appraising it,

you can be kinder towards yourself, thus becoming more self-compassionate and self-caring.

Conclusion

Our wellbeing has clearly been compromised during COVID-19, yet effective measures to
protect people’s wellbeing have not been identified. As the number of the COVID-19 patients
increases, the wellbeing of caregivers has become more crucial. However, self-care has been
stigmatised in healthcare, as seen in our webinar. At the same time, the need for self-care has
begun to be increasingly recognised. Now may be a good time to de-stigmatise self-care, so

that people, especially caregivers, can give themselves enough care, leading to better, long-



lasting care for care-receivers. Self-care is not selfish nor even ‘would be great to have’; self-

care is essential.
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