Returning
Ready
An employees guide

Are you ready to return to work after
shielding?
This guide is designed to help people who have been shielding as they
slowly start to return to work to feel less anxious and more supported.
As we transition into our ‘new normal’ and lock-down restrictions are eased, vulnerable
staff who have shielded at home will be invited to slowly and safely return to work. The
thought of returning to work after shielding is likely to affect each of us in different ways.
You may feel relief in being able to go back to a sense of normality and to see people, or
you may feel anxious and apprehensive to go outside and into the workplace again.
Whatever you are feeling, remember that this is completely ok.
This guide is designed to offer you supportive advice to help you to transition back into the
workplace in a safe and comfortable way.
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Take small steps
As lockdown restrictions start to ease, start with small steps that feel right for you. It could be as simple as
spending more time in your garden (if you have one) or just opening and standing in the front door or in a
window, reminding yourself what it feels like to be outside again. When you feel safe to do so, try going
for a short walk up your street, wearing a scarf or covering your face to help you feel a sense of safety and
protection. Walk a little longer the next time until you feel more comfortable outside again. If you have
access to a car and can drive, you could try going for a short drive. Do the things that help you to transition
back into a sense of normality in a way that feels right for you. This will help you to feel more prepared to
re-enter your workplace when it is safe to do so.

Only return when it is safe
You may feel eager to get back to work and see people, or you may feel anxious or pressured to do this,
especially if you are feeling a sense of guilt where your colleagues have been working in your usual
workspace and you have not been able to join them. Remember, shielding guidelines were there to protect
you and following them was the right thing to do. Your personal safety is what’s most important, and you
can check the current Government guidelines at www.gov.uk/coronavirus

Talk to your manager
Your manager is there to support you. Share how you are feeling with them. This could include the things
you may be looking forward to when returning to work, and any anxieties that you may have. Your
manager will be able to put you at ease by sharing how the workplace has been made safe to return to
work, work through any anxieties you still have, and put in place any personalised measures to support you
to safely re-enter work. Keep this conversation going with your manager after you have returned, as they
are there to support you.

Connect with your team
Whilst you have been shielding, you may have had less contact with your team members.
As you return to work, it may be difficult to re-connect at first. Try and re-connect with your colleagues
before you return if you can or make this your main priority on your first day back. Colleagues may find it
difficult to understand what it was like to have shielded and how you are feeling having to transition back
into the workplace. Talking about it helps. If you feel able to, try and share how you are feeling, what it has
been like whilst shielding and then returning to work. This may help them to support you a little better
when you return.
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Work flexibly if possible
Continue to work flexibly where you can. COVID-19 has enabled us all to consider ways of working flexibly.
It may be possible to explore more flexible ways of working within your role. Have the conversation with
your manager or Human Resources team to see what may be possible.

Monitor how you feel
We are all different and transitions in our lives impact us in unexpected and changeable ways. You may
experience mixed emotions, happiness to re-connect with colleagues and re-enter the workplace, or fear
and anxiety from having to be in a place where you perceive you could be less safe than in your own
home. It’s helpful to notice these emotions and how they are making you feel, as acknowledging them
helps you to deal with them. Meditation can also help you with this, and there are free meditation apps
available to NHS staff such as Headspace.

Seek support if you need to
If you remain feeling anxious, it’s OK to seek support. Speak to your manager to explore what they can do
to support you to feel safe and effectively return to work. If you have any medical-related questions, seek
advice from your GP. People are there to help. The last page of this leaflet includes where to go for further
support.

Returning ready
Wellbeing Support Plan
Over the lockdown period you may have found your normal routines have been broken perhaps resulting
in a negative effect on your health and wellbeing. It could be lack of exercise, increased alcohol intake, later
bedtimes or poorer diet. However if you try to make some small lifestyle changes before your official return
to work date, this will have a positive impact of your wellbeing through this transition period.

Physical activity
•

Aim for 30 mins of active movement per day; physical activity releases brain chemicals or ‘happy
hormones’ such as endorphins, dopamine and serotonin which play an important role in regulating our
mood

•

Minimise sedentary behaviour; try to stand and move around every 20 minutes if you can. Remember
any movement is good

•

Try a mindful walk or cycle ride; get out once a day for a walk, run or ride, taking in the sights, smells
and sounds of summer

•

Do a home workout video; there are many free workout sessions available online including aerobics,
strength and resistance, pilates
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Returning ready
Wellbeing Support Plan
Diet, nutrition and alcohol
•

Eat regularly: balanced meals keeps our blood sugars stable and can reduce the effects of glycaemic
highs and lows such as irritability and poor concentration

•

Opt for wholegrain, high fibre foods: unrefined foods such as brown bread, rice, wholemeal
pasta, oats, nuts and seeds, can help ward off feelings of tiredness and fatigue

•

Aim for 2-3 portions of protein per day: proteins are made up of amino acids which regulate
hormones in the brain that control our mood

•

Eat a rainbow: fruit and vegetables contain many vitamins and minerals some essential for healthy
brain function and the gut-brain connection

•

Vitamin D at inadequate levels has been linked to mental health conditions such as low mood and
depression. Obtained largely through exposure to UVB rays, this multifunctional vitamin also supports
the body’s immune response. PHE recommends supplementing our daily intake with 10 micrograms
per day

•

Stay hydrated: the brain is around 75% water which means even mild dehydration can affect
productivity, energy levels and concentration

•

Limit caffeine: as a stimulant caffeine can counter symptoms such as fatigue. However, larger doses
have been shown to induce or exacerbate anxiety in some people

•

Manage alcohol intake: alcohol can help us feel more relaxed but it acts as a depressant on the
central nervous system which can subsequently increase anxiety, lower mood and disturb sleep as
longer term consequence. For more information visit www.alcoholchange.org.uk

Returning ready
Wellbeing Support Plan
Relaxation and self-love
•

Try meditation or mindfulness practice

•

Follow a guided session using an app such as ‘Headspace’ which free until Dec 2020 for NHS staff. This
could help quieten the mind and reduce the severity of symptoms experienced with stress, anxiety,
depression and other mental health conditions

•

’NHS in Mind’ is a free platform containing 8 easy-to-access, short interventions to help NHS staff
alleviate and combat high anxiety, panic and fatigue at this time www.nhsinmind.co.uk

•

Breathing exercises: use slow, conscious breathing to trigger the ‘Relaxation Response’. Counteract
‘Fight, Flight or Freeze’ (acute stress response) by stimulating the parasympathetic nervous system that
normally aids us in sleep and digestion. Start with a simple, easy to use anywhere breath practice

•

Purchase a mindful colouring book: art therapy can help reduce stress and boost creativity.
Consider a book of something you are interested in e.g. animals/nature

•

Take a warm bath: a soak in the bath with your favourite bubbles or salts can help relax your muscles
and detox both body and mind

•

What makes you happy? Ask yourself what has made you smile and has brought you joy in the
past. Ensure a little time each day is dedicated to this
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Returning ready
Wellbeing Support Plan
Sleep
COVID-19 has changed the way we all live and work. For those working in healthcare, this stressful period
may present a real challenge to both mental health and to sleep. Sleep is a cornerstone of our health and
so protecting it is important.
Keep the bed and bedroom dedicated to sleep. Most of us are probably spending more time inside
than we would usually do. If you can, protect your bedroom for sleep and keep non-sleep activities
outside. This helps our brains to associate being in bed with being asleep. If you absolutely have to use your
bedroom for work, keep it separate from the bed and clear it away at the end of the working day. Keep
non-sleep activities (e.g. working, worrying, watching online TV) outside the bedroom, where possible.
Protect sleep from competing demands. Most of us have plenty of demands on our attention
throughout the day from smartphone notifications, social media, news or another work email dropping
into the inbox. The trouble is that this feeling of being alert and ‘on edge’ can stop us relaxing properly,
which can in turn impact sleep. Deal with things well before sleep, take time to relax completely before
nodding off. Keep phones and technology outside the bedroom and to put them away well before you
begin your evening wind-down to sleep.
Keep active. Nightly sleep and daily activity are like two sides of the same coin. During shielding you are
probably experiencing very different activity patterns to those you are used to. Physical activity is beneficial
for your physical health and can have positive effects on our sleep. Doing exercise is a helpful way of
maintaining alertness . Although it will vary from person to person, the general rule is to limit vigorous
physical exercise to the morning and afternoon, leave the evenings for winding down and readying the
body for sleep.

During these difficult and unusual times, prioritising sleep is as important as ever. Getting these
principles into action can be a powerful way to maintain healthy sleep or get it back on track.
However, if you have a long-standing sleep problem, don’t hesitate to get in touch with your
local healthcare provider to access the help you need.

In The Moment Support
Breathe, Pause, Move
Once you return to work you may experience moments when you feel completely overwhelmed. Be
prepared to use this simple BPM technique to help you get through the moment.
Breathe: Take a deep breath and close your eyes if you can. This will anchor you into the moment and
enable you to connect with how you are feeling and what you are thinking.
Pause: Take a moment to pause and gain perspective to explore all your options and the best way
forward.
How are you feeling right now?
What do you want to have happened?
Who can help you?
What skills do you have that will help you?
What have you done in the past that was similar?
What did you learn that can help you now?
Move: When you have considered all of your options, choose the one(s) that will help you most. Move
forward decisively, in the knowledge that you are doing the best you can.

Information adapted from https://people.nhs.uk/guides/shielding-and-returning-to-work/
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Further support and resources
What has helped in the past? – if you have struggled before, ask yourself how you managed then, drawing
upon the tools, strategies and knowledge to help
•

Access social support - phone a friend or family member. It is natural to have concerns about meeting up in person at
this time but there is always someone a telephone or video call away. Remember, a problem shared is often a problem
halved

•

Loneliness and isolation - at times we may feel alone, like no-one understands or has the time to listen. You may prefer
to discuss with people who can relate, outside of your family/social circle
www.elefriends.org.uk/sign-up

•

Contact your G.P. - make an appointment with your G.P. if you are struggling, rather than suffer in silence and allow the
situation to increase in severity. As your primary healthcare provider they can assess for appropriate treatment and/or
intervention

•

Clinical Health Psychology - 01553 613433

•

Insight - our Employee Assistance Programme Insight offers free telephone counselling, legal and financial advice 24hrs a
day, 7 days a week. This is available to all Trust staff 0300 131 2050

•

NHS Staff Wellbeing Support - a telephone and text service for all front-line NHS staff
Call 0300 131 7000 Text FRONTLINE to 85258

•

Wellbeing Service - provides a wide range of support for people with common mental health and emotional issues e.g.
stress, worry and low mood. You can self-refer online and take advantage of the NHS staff fast-track service currently
available
www.wellbeingnands.co.uk

•

Every Mind Matters - as part of NHS ‘One You’, you can access tips, advice and urgent support with mental health and
general wellbeing
www.nhs.uk/oneyou/every-mind-matters

•

Rethink Mental Illness - offer guidance for those with existing mental health conditions who may now require extra
support ‘COVID-19 and Mental Illness’
www.rethink.org

•

Mind UK & Mental Health Foundation - if you prefer self-help information to read at your leisure, both organisations
provide printable booklets on a wide range of mental health topics
www.mind.org.uk or www.mentalhealth.org.uk

•

Anxiety UK - 03444 775774
www.anxietyuk.org.uk

•

B.A.C.P or National Counselling Society - source a local and accredited therapist for private, face-to-face, telephone or
video counselling/therapy sessions
www.bacp.co.uk or www.nationalcounsellingsociety.org/counselling-directory

•

Crisis Text Line - Text SHOUT to 85258

•

Samaritans - Call 116 123 (free anytime, from any phone)

•

Crisis Resolution and Home Treatment Team - CRHT provide assessment and short-term intensive, community
support. Please note this service is only for those experiencing a mental health crisis
www.nsft.nhs.uk/Our-services/Pages/Crisis-Resolution-and-Home-Treatment-Team-Central-Norfolk

