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NIST's Employee Assistance Program 
Tips for surviving the Corona Virus 

March 2020 

By Bob Norton 
Counselor, NIST Employee Assistance Program 

Thanks to the novel coronavirus, life has temporarily been turned upside down. 

Professional and collegiate sports seasons have been cancelled. Concerts and 
other events have been cancelled or postponed. The closing of schools, 
colleges, houses of worship, restaurants and other institutions have simply 
upended lives. Vacations won’t happen. Visits to family and friends may have to 
be changed, and celebrations may be postponed. And the questions remain 
about what course the virus will take as we adopt new health habits and practice 
social distancing. 

For these reasons, worry and anxiety are a reasonable and expected response. 
As the situation remains fluid and new information comes to light, we may be 
called upon to adapt and readapt our behavior to mitigate the spread of the 
disease. 

Many NIST employees and associates will be teleworking (some for the first time 
ever) for at least the next four weeks. For some NISTers, that will be welcome, 
but for others it will be challenging. Among other challenges, some employees 
and associates will need to juggle both work and taking care of young children 
whose schools and day care services have temporarily shut down. In addition, 
our daily collegial relationships will be interrupted, at least on a face-to-face 
basis. 

As I write this, my wife and I are in Boston, as our daughter is delivering a baby 
boy unexpectedly three weeks early. Unfortunately, we will not be able to see or 
hold our new grandson in the hospital due to understandable restrictions caused 
by the coronavirus. 

Adapting to all these changes requires patience, staying informed, emotional and 
mental preparation, and self-care practices. 

Symptoms of anxiety can include rumination about the spread of the virus and 
the fear that we or someone we care about will catch it. Rumination and worry 
can escalate and negatively affect us at work and at home. If you (or someone 
you know) is feeling this way, here are several things you can do to manage 
those feelings: 

Limit exposure to news and social media 



Continued exposure to repetitive news, especially if the subject has a negative 
impact, can take a toll and can often lead to misunderstandings. While remaining 
informed is important, consider limiting the time you spend watching the news 
and social media, allowing time to engage in less stressful activities. Identify 
reliable and credible sources of updated information such as the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, the World Health Organization, and the National 
Institutes of Health. Obtaining the facts can mitigate worry.  

Talk to someone 
Like many others, I find myself somewhat fearful and I sometimes have to reign 
myself in and take a moment, a breath, and on many occasions call a trusted 
friend or colleague and discuss/share what I’m feeling. Finding validation in not 
being alone helps ground me in the present and allows me to set a course and 
move forward. For you, too, reaching out to someone can help you process 
emotions and feel supported. If your feelings worsen and you find yourself unable 
to sleep, concentrate, or care for yourself or your family, please consider seeking 
professional assistance. The NIST Employee Assistance Program (EAP) is 
available for all NIST employees and their family members and is poised to offer 
a host of resources to assist you in navigating concerns about this outbreak. See 
the end of this article for how staff at NIST Gaithersburg, Charleston and Boulder 
can contact the EAP. 

Think positively about teleworking 
Millions of  American workers aren’t able to do their job via telework. So 
teleworking is a privilege, even if we’re not very familiar with how to do it or if we 
experience hassles while doing it. As mentioned in the preceding bullet point, 
reach out to your colleagues while you telework, whether via telephone, email, 
Skype, texting or FaceTime. And working at home shouldn’t be seen as a time of 
treading water in our work. Real progress can be made while teleworking and 
real creativity stimulated. When Isaac Newton was a student at the University of 
Cambridge in the 1660s, the school closed down because of a major epidemic of 
the bubonic plague. Newton used the time at home to develop his 
groundbreaking theories of calculus and optics and to come up with the laws of 
motion and universal gravitation. 

Be present-minded 
Learn to be in the moment and focus on what you can do now. This can lessen 
the adverse effects of worrying. Deep-breathing exercises are effective in 
reducing anxiety and refocusing in the moment (e.g., inhale 6 seconds, hold for 
3-4 seconds and exhale for 6-7 seconds, and repeat for 5-10 minutes). 
Uncertainty can be scary and fuel worry. Being present-minded can restore focus 
and be a reminder of what you can control. 



Practice gratitude 
In times of uncertainty and emotional darkness, identifying and acknowledging 
points of optimism in your life can offer a perspective that can lift you out of 
emotional discomfort. Consider the things you are grateful for and make a list for 
reference. Practicing gratitude can ground you in the present moment.  

Practice self-care 
Exercise of any kind for 30-60 minutes a day is a proven way to reduce anxiety 
and stress. (For me, one important routine that is being interrupted is exercising 
in the NIST Gaithersburg gym. In response, I plan to walk the stairs in my home 
for 30 minutes a day.) A balanced diet is also important to maintain good health. 
Getting enough sleep (8-9 hours) can help with focus and concentration. Staying 
in touch with family and friends can foster a sense of normality and provides 
valuable outlets for sharing feelings and relieving anxiety and stress during 
difficult times. And don’t forget to look on the bright side: One can take 
advantage of opportunities or pleasures afforded by this otherwise stressful 
situation. For me, since I won’t have to spend time commuting and I will have 
more free time on weekends, I look forward to binging on Netflix, exercising daily, 
and playing my guitar more. 

Plan 
Have a plan in place based on facts and recommendations from experts. For 
example, a plan for a possible quarantine might be to get necessary items such 
as nonperishable foods, paper products, medicines, pet food, propane for the 
grill, a full tank of gas, etc. Consider making a list of the things you might need for 
a two-week period. Avoid panic by gradually acquiring what you need (there’s no 
need to corner the market on toilet paper). 

Saving lives by staying home 
In closing, I was deeply moved by a powerful commentary by Harry Smith of 
NBC News in response to what is being asked of us to mitigate the spread of the 
COVID-19 virus. He points out that as human beings, we have 
always connected with others in times of great need by coming out to assist and 
offering comfort through some form of physical gesture (a hug, a kiss, a 
handshake or embrace). He goes on to say that in this instance we are being 
asked to pull away, which is counterintuitive. He offers encouraging words: By 
staying home we could be saving a life. 

Not a bad trade-off to make. 
 


