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Its normal to feel more afraid, sad and angry…



1. During COVID-19 is our language choice to describe our community and personal response 
important? 

- Would it be helpful to be careful about unintended consequences in how we use it?

2. Are you more afraid, sad, and angry compared to this time last year? 
- That’s very important to pay attention to…your response is normal.

3. What can we do? 
Some helpful emotion regulation skills we can practice ourselves and teach young people.  

- Putting words on my feelings 
- Learning to turn my feelings up and down
- Cultivating compassion for ourselves and others.

Talk overview



COVID-19 brought-out different characteristics in political leaders…



…to attempt the same aims… 

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus-working#what-is-the-total-number-of-confirmed-deaths



…to attempt the same aims… 

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus-working#world-maps-confirmed-cases-relative-to-the-size-of-the-population



…and its brought out the best in some people…
who were already pretty damn good…



Is the language we use to describe our response important?

Are these amazing people…?

Fighting an enemy invader?

At war?
On the frontline?

Redeployed?
Doing Battle?

Under attack?

Killing the virus?



Is the language we use to describe our response important?

Or are these amazing people…?

Serving the public?

Being scientific? 
Practicing medicine?

Reassigned? 

Volunteering? 
Bravely doing their jobs? 

Supporting?



Is the language we use to describe our response important?

Mind Your 
Mental Health 

During COVID-19



Is the language we use to describe our response important?

I would like to 
“Mind My Mental 

Health” during 
COVID-19

If I notice I am:
anxious…sad…
angry…drinking 

…sleeping 
more/less…irritable

…traumatised

Is there something 
wrong with me? 

Do I now have a 
“mental health 

problem/illness”?

Has something 
happened to me?

Do I now have a 
big normal 
emotional 

response to very 
stressful event(s)

OR



Our emotions are normal, functional, and not mental health issues

Anxiety Sadness Anger

Personal Function:
To warn and protect us 

from danger

Personal Function:
To grieve and process 

loss. To signify who and 
what are important to us

Personal Function:
To defend, punish and 

respond to unfairness and 
injustice

Shared Function Across Emotions:
To rapidly direct our behaviour and communicate our mental state to others



Understanding our emotional responses as normal 

1. COVID 19 is a 
big dangerous 

thing happening 
to me and my 
family, friends 

and community?

2. Some of my 
brain systems are 

evolved to 
respond to threat 

emotionally…Threatening 
environment

Fight
Flight
Freeze

Appease

3. So my body 
responds to 

protect me from 
danger.

Anxiety
Aggression



Feeling more afraid, sad, and angry at the moment
is a normal response to our very changed world

Anxiety Sadness Anger

Personal Function:
To warn and protect us 

from danger

Personal Function:
To grieve &  process loss. 
To signify who and what 

are important to us

Personal Function:
To defend, punish and 

respond to unfairness and 
injustice

Shared Function Across Emotions:
To rapidly direct our behaviour and communicate our mental state to others



Understanding our emotional responses as normal 

These emotion 
based response 

systems are 
evolved for the 

short term

Threatening 
environment

In humans these emotional 
systems work less well 

when threatening events 
continue for a very long 

time…



Understanding our emotional responses as normal 

There isn’t 
something 

wrong with you

Something big 
and important 
is happening 

to you

So…
“Minding My Mental 

Health”
…requires me to use 

other parts of my 
brain to understand & 

regulate my 
emotions, especially 

when they are at 
their strongest



3 Skills For “Minding My Mental Health”

1. Putting 
words on how I 

feel

2. Turning my 
emotions up or 

down

3. Cultivating a 
compassionate 

response



1. Putting Words on How I Feel – Using “I Statements…”

1.  An ‘I statement’ starts with letting people know 
whose feeling you are talking about:  “I feel ……” 

2. An I statement names clearly for people how you 
are feeling:  “I feel happy/sad/angry/frustrated/lonely 
or whatever………”

3.  An I statement ends by explaining to yourself and 
other people why you feel the way you do:  “I feel 
sad when I can’t call to see my friends because I 
miss them”.   



1. Putting Words on How I Feel – Using “I Statements…”

Afraid

Stressed

Kindness

Happiness

Sad

Confused

Guilty

Lonely

Angry

???



1. Putting Words on How I Feel – Using “I Statements…”



1. Putting Words on How I Feel – Using “I Statements…”

We don’t make children’s 
feelings worse by paying 
attention to them.  

Paying attention to children’s 
feelings is validating and allows 
them regulate them better.  

Ignoring how a child is feeling, 
even if its well intentioned, is 
invalidating and usually makes 
these emotions stronger. 

Coronavirus
A book for children

by Elizabeth Jenner, Kate Wilson & Nia Roberts

Consultant: Professor Graham Medley  
Professor of Infectious Disease Modelling,  

London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine 

Illustrated by Axel Scheffler



3 Skills For “Minding My Mental Health”

1. Putting 
words on how I 

feel

2. Turning my 
emotions up or 

down

3. Cultivating a 
compassionate 

response



2. Turning our emotions up and down

Afraid Angry

After a period of time we may benefit from 
turning down some of our emotions for ourselves

Evidenced-based skills for this include 
1. Breathing exercises

2. Progressive muscular relaxation

Mindful Gnats App



2. Turning our emotions up and down

Afraid Angry

After a period of time we may benefit from 
turning down some of our emotions for ourselves

Evidenced-based skills for this include 
1. Breathing exercises

2. Progressive muscular relaxation

www.MindfulGnats.com
Also has the same breathing, relaxation and 

mindfulness exercises



2. Turning our emotions up and down

Afraid Angry

After a period of time we may benefit from 
turning down some of our emotions for ourselves

Evidenced-based skills for this include 
1. Breathing exercises

2. Progressive muscular relaxation



2. Turning our emotions up and down

Sad Positive emotion

After a period of time we may benefit from 
turning up some of our emotions for ourselves

Evidenced-based skills for this include 
1. Behavioural activation



2. Turning our emotions up and down



3 Skills For “Minding My Mental Health”

1. Putting 
words on how I 

feel

2. Turning my 
emotions up or 

down

3. Cultivating a 
compassionate 

response



The Compassion Focused Therapy definition of 
compassion:  

“Sensitivity to the suffering of self and others with a 
commitment to try to relieve it and prevent it.”  

3. Cultivating Compassion Response for Ourselves and Others

Prof. Paul Gilbert



3. Cultivating Compassion Response for Ourselves and Others

Sensitivity to emotional distress in ourselves and others.

Courage and Strength: Compassion is a motivation not an emotion 

Practice, skill and dedication

Wisdom, strength and non-judgement

Flow and 
Blocks to 

Compassion

Self Others



1. During COVID-19 is our language choice to describe our community and personal response 
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