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FOREWORD

Like any other pandemic, The Covid-19 outbreak will likely have a significant impact on the 

wellbeing of those affected, their family, community members and the health workers 

trea�ng people with COVID-19.

This guide focuses on psychological first aid, which involves humane, suppor�ve and 

prac�cal help to fellow human beings suffering crisis events. It is wri�en for people who can 

help others experiencing an extremely distressing event.

This guide is an adapta�on of the Psychological first aid: Guide for field workers (World 

Health Organiza�on, War Trauma Founda�on, World Vision Interna�onal, 2011). It has been 

adapted to be�er respond to the challenges of Covid-19. Covid-19 poses specific problems 

for affected people (e.g., s�gma�za�on, isola�on, fear, and possible abandonment), their 

caregivers and responders (e.g., safety, access to updated informa�on).

Psychological first aid has been recommended by many expert groups, including the Inter-

Agency Standing Commi�ee (IASC) and the Sphere Project. In 2009, the World Health 

Organiza�on's (WHO) mental health Gap Ac�on Programme (mhGAP) Guideline 

Development Group evaluated the evidence for psychological first aid. It concluded that 

psychological first aid, rather than psychological debriefing, should be offered to people in 

severe distress following recent exposure to a trauma�c event.

Dr. Patrick Amoth.

Ag. Director General for Health.

MINISTRY OF HEALTH
st1  April, 2020
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Chapter ONE: Understanding PFA

1.1 How do crisis events like the Covid-19 pandemic affect people? 

Pandemics have been shown to cause significant distress. The current Covid-19 pandemic 

caused by the novel corona virus has rapidly spread infec�ng over 300,000 persons and 

causing close to 20,000 deaths worldwide. Anxiety-related behaviors, sleep disturbances, 

and overall lower perceived state of health have been reported as resul�ng from the actual 

or perceived threat of this infec�on.

There are a wide range of reac�ons and feelings 

each person can have during or following the 

Covid-19 pandemic.  Many people may feel 

overwhelmed, confused or very uncertain about 

what is happening. They can feel very fearful or 

anxious, or numb and detached. Some people 

may have mild reac�ons, whereas others may 

have more severe reac�ons.
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How someone reacts depends on many factors, including:

· the nature and severity of the event(s) they experience; 

· their experience with previous distressing events

· the support they have in their life from others

· their physical health

· their personal and family history of mental health problems

· their cultural background and tradi�ons

·    their age (for example, children of different age groups react differently)

Every person has strengths and abili�es to help them cope with life's challenges. However, 

some people are par�cularly vulnerable in a crisis and may need extra help. This includes 

people who may be at risk or need addi�onal support because of their age (children, 

elderly), because they have a mental or physical disability, or because they belong to groups 

who may be marginalized or targeted for violence. 

1.2 What is PFA?

Psychological first aid (PFA) describes a humane, suppor�ve response to a fellow human 

being who is suffering and who may need support. PFA involves the following themes:

· Providing prac�cal care and support, which does not intrude 

· Assessing needs and concerns

· Helping people to address basic needs (for example, food and water, informa�on) 

listening to people, but not pressuring them to talk

· Comfor�ng people and helping them to feel calm

· Helping people connect to informa�on, services and social supports

· Protec�ng people from further harm.

PFA is not:

· Something that only professionals can do.

· Professional counseling.
1· “psychological debriefing”  in that PFA does not necessarily involve a detailed 
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discussion of the event that caused the distress.

· Asking someone to analyze what happened to them or to put �me and events in order.

· About pressuring people to tell you their feelings and reac�ons to an event.

PFA is an alterna�ve to “psychological debriefing”

which has been found to be ineffec�ve. In contrast, 

PFA involves factors that seem to be most helpful to

people's long-term recovery (according to various
2studies and the consensus of many crisis helpers ).

These include:

· Feeling safe, connected to others, Calm and hopeful;

· Having access to social, physical and emo�onal support; and

· Feeling able to help themselves, as individuals and communi�es.

1.3 PFA: Who, when, where?

Who is PFA for?

PFA is for distressed people who have been recently exposed to the ongoing Covid-19 

pandemic. You can provide help to both children and adults. However, not everyone will 

need or want PFA. Do not force help on people who do not want it but make yourself easily 

available to those who may want support.

There may be situa�ons when someone needs much more advanced support than PFA 

alone. Know your limits and get help from others, such as medical personnel (if available), 

your colleagues or other people in the area, local authori�es, or community and religious 

leaders. Below are people who need more immediate advanced support. People in these 

situa�ons need medical or other help as a priority to save life.

People who need more immediate advanced support:

· people with serious, life-threatening symptoms who need emergency medical care 

e.g. difficulty breathing

· people who are so upset that they cannot care for themselves or their children
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· people who may hurt themselves people who may hurt others

· people who may hurt others

When is PFA provided?

Although people may need access to help and support for a long �me a�er an event, PFA is 

aimed at helping people who have been very recently affected by a crisis event. You can 

provide PFA when you first have contact with very distressed people. This is usually during or 

immediately a�er an event. However, it may some�mes be days or weeks a�er, depending 

on how long the event lasted and how severe it was. In the case of the current pandemic, this 

may be a�er a confirmed diagnosis of infec�on, suspected infec�on or infec�on of a loved 

one. Death of a friend or rela�ve from the infec�on could also cause distress. 

During the Covid-19 outbreak, for example, PFA can be offered:

· during contact tracing of people who have had contact with a person with Covid-19 

· when suppor�ng a health care provider experiencing distress a�er a long shi� at a 

clinic

· when suppor�ng a family or community that has lost someone to Covid-19 and is 

suffering because their loved one cannot be buried according to tradi�on

· when suppor�ng a child whose parents are in hospital, and who may be feeling 

confused and sad 

· when helping members of the community share their frustra�ons about travel 

restric�ons and the lockdowns

Where is PFA provided?

You can offer PFA wherever it is safe enough to do so. This is o�en in:

· community se�ngs

· places where distressed people are assisted, such as hospitals or quaran�ne areas. 

In the case of the Covid-19 pandemic, safety from exposure to the disease is the most 

important considera�on in where to offer PFA – for yourself, the person and others. This 

means taking all relevant precau�ons to prevent infec�on and ensuring that the appropriate 
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medical care is offered immediately to people who have symptoms. When providing PFA, it is 

essen�al to respect a person's confiden�ality and dignity. Ideally, try to provide PFA where 

you can have some privacy to talk with the person, when appropriate and possible, while s�ll 

adhering to safety precau�ons. This is important not only for confiden�ality, but also to 

avoid the spread of panic or rumors in the community. However, during the Covid-19 

pandemic, there are limits to confiden�ality because of the importance of stopping the 

spread of the disease. Explain to the person that personal ma�ers shared with you will be 

kept confiden�al, but you are required to report to health surveillance teams if the person 

may have been exposed to Covid-19 and/or has symptoms of the disease. Explain in ways 

they can understand the importance of informing the authori�es of suspected cases of 

Covid-19 – to promote the health and safety of the person, their family and their community.

You can tell them that:

· early detec�on and quaran�ne prevent the spread of infec�on within the community

· seeking medical advice if they have symptoms can help protect their family and the 

community from infec�on
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Chapter TWO: How to Help Responsibly

Helping responsibly involves four main points:

2.1 Respect safety, dignity and rights.

2.2 Adapt what you do to take account of the person's culture.

2.3 Be aware of other emergency response measures.

2.4 Look a�er yourself.

2.1 Respect safety, dignity and rights

When you take on the responsibility to help in situa�ons where people have been affected 

by the pandemic, it is important to act in ways that respect the safety, dignity and rights of 

the people you are helping3. The following principles apply to any person or agency involved 

in any humanitarian response, including those who provide PFA:
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Respect people's…

      Safety� Avoid pu�ng people at further risk of harm as a result of your ac�ons 

e.g. avoid pu�ng them at risk of infec�ons by taking all necessary 

precau�ons

Make sure, to the best of your ability, that the adults and children you help 

are safe and protect them from physical or psychological harm.

Dignity� Treat people with respect and according to their cultural and social norms.

Rights� Make sure people can access help fairly and without discrimina�on.

Help people to claim their rights and access available support.

Act only in the best interest of any person you encounter.

These principles are applicable to all persons regardless of their age, gender or ethnic 

background. Consider what these principles mean in terms of your cultural context. 

Below are Ethical Do's and Don'ts as guidance to avoid causing further harm to the person, 

to provide the best care possible, and to act only in their best interest.Do's

· Be honest and trustworthy.

· Respect people's right to make their own decisions.

· Be aware of and set aside your own biases and prejudices.

· Make it clear to people that even if they refuse help now, they can s�ll access help in 

the future.

· Respect privacy and keep the person's story confiden�al, if this is appropriate.

· Behave appropriately by considering the person's culture, age and gender.

Don'ts

· Don't exploit your rela�onship as a helper.

· Don't ask the person for any money or favor for helping them.

· Don't make false promises or give false informa�on.

· Don't exaggerate your skills.

· Don't force help on people, and don't be intrusive or pushy.

· Don't pressure people to tell you their story.

· Don't share the person's story with others.

· Don't judge the person for their ac�ons or feelings.
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2.2 Adapt what you do to take account of the person's culture

Whenever there is a crisis event, there are o�en people of various cultural backgrounds 

among the affected popula�on, including minori�es or others who may be marginalized. 

Culture determines how we relate to people, and what is all right and not all right to say and 

do. For example, in some cultures it is not customary for a person to share feelings with 

someone outside their family. Or it may only be appropriate for women to speak with other 

women, or perhaps certain ways of dressing or covering oneself are very important.

You may find yourself working with people of backgrounds different from your own. As a 

helper, it is important to be aware of your own cultural background and beliefs so you can 

set aside your own biases. Offer help in ways that are most appropriate and comfortable 

to the people you are suppor�ng.

Each crisis is unique. Adapt this guide to the context, considering local social and cultural 

norms. See the following ques�ons you can consider in providing PFA in different cultures.

Consider the following ques�ons as you prepare to offer PFA in different cultures:

Dress: 

· Do I need to dress a certain way to be respec�ul?

· Will impacted people need certain clothing items to keep their dignity and customs?

Language

· What is the customary way of gree�ng people in this culture?

· What language do they speak?

Gender

· Should affected women only be approached by women helpers? 

Age and Power:

· Who may I approach? (In other words, the head of the family or community)

Beliefs and religion:
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· What beliefs or prac�ces are important to the people affected?

· How might they understand or explain what has happened?

· Who are the different ethnic and religious groups among the affected people?

Touching and Behavior: 

· Is it all right to hold someone's hand or touch their shoulder? 

· Are there special things to consider in terms of behavior around the elderly, children, 

women or others? 

2.3 Be aware of other emergency response measures

PFA is part of a broader response to large humanitarian emergencies such as the Covid-19 

pandemic. When hundreds or thousands of people are affected, different types of 

emergency response measures take place. Following the Covid-19 epidemic response 

measures have centered on aggressive preven�on measures such as lockdowns, 

quaran�nes and banning of travelling, tax cuts, food delivery etc. It is important that PFA 

providers are aware of the measures in place to ensure their own safety and that of others. 

Addi�onally, being aware of available supports will allow the PFA provider share this 

informa�on with the people they are helping.
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In responding to the Covid-19 crisis as a PFA provider:

· follow the direc�on of relevant authori�es managing the crisis;

· learn what emergency responses are being organized and what resources are 

available to help people, if any;

· don't get in the way of search-and-rescue or emergency medical personnel; and

· know your role and the limits of your role.

It is not necessary to have a “psychosocial” background in order to offer PFA. However, if you 

want to help in crisis se�ngs, we recommend that you work through an organiza�on or 

community group. If you act on your own, you may put yourself at risk, it may have a nega�ve 

effect on coordina�on efforts, and you are unlikely to be able to link affected people with the 

resources and support they need.

2.4: Look a�er yourself

Helping responsibly also means taking care of your own health and wellbeing. As a helper, 

you may be affected by what you experience in a crisis, or you or your family may be directly 

affected by the event. It is important to pay extra a�en�on to your own wellbeing and be 

sure that you are physically and emo�onally able to help others. Take care of yourself so that 

you can best care for others. If working in a team, be aware of the wellbeing of your fellow 

helpers as well. 
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Chapter THREE: Providing PFA

In this chapter, we will discuss: 

3.1 Good communica�on with people in distress.

3.2 Preparing to help.

3.3 The PFA ac�on principles of look, listen and link. 

3.4 Ending your help. 

3.5 People who are likely to need Special a�en�on in a crisis.

3.1 Good communica�on

The way you communicate with someone in distress is very important. People who have 

been through a crisis event may be very upset, anxious or confused. Some people may blame 

themselves for things that happened during the crisis. Being calm and showing 

understanding can help people in distress feel more safe and secure, understood, respected 

and cared for appropriately. 

Someone who has been through a distressing event may want to tell you their story. 

Listening to someone's story can be a great support. However, it is important not to pressure 

anyone to tell you what they have been through. Some people may not want to speak about 

what has happened or their circumstances. However, they may value it if you stay with them 

quietly, let them know you are there if they want to talk, or offer prac�cal support like a meal 

or a glass of water. Don't talk too much; allow for silence. Keeping silent for a while may give 
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the person space and encourage them to share with you if they wish.  

To communicate well, be aware of both your words and body language, such as facial 

expressions, eye contact, gestures, and the way you sit or stand in rela�on to the other 

person. Each culture has its own ways of behaving that are appropriate and respec�ul. Speak 

and behave in ways that consider the person's culture, age, gender, customs and religion. 

Below are sugges�ons for things to say and do, and what not to say and do. Most 

importantly, be yourself, be genuine and be sincere in offering your help and care. 

Things to say and do

· Try to find a quiet place to talk and minimize outside distrac�ons.

· Respect privacy and keep the person's story confiden�al, if this is appropriate. 

· Stay near the person but keep an appropriate distance depending on their age, gender 

and culture.

· Let them know you are listening; for example, nod your head or say “hmmmm….”

· Be pa�ent and calm.  

· Provide factual informa�on, if you have it. Be honest about what you know and don't 

know. “I don't know, but I will try to find out about that for you.”

· Give informa�on in a way the person can understand – keep it simple. 

· Acknowledge how they are feeling and any losses or important events they tell you 

about, such as loss of their home or death of a loved one. “I'm so sorry. I can imagine 

this is very sad for you.”

· Acknowledge the person's strengths and how they have helped themselves.

· Allow for silence.

· Don't pressure someone to tell their story. 

Things not to say and do

· Don't interrupt or rush someone's story (for example, don't look at your watch or 

speak too rapidly). 

· Don't touch the person if you're not sure it is appropriate to do so. 

· Don't judge what they have or haven't done, or how they are feeling. 

· Don't say: “You shouldn't feel that way,” or “You should feel lucky you survived.”

· Don't make up things you don't know.

· Don't use terms that are too technical.
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· Don't tell them someone else's story. » Don't talk about your own troubles.

· Don't give false promises or false reassurances. 

· Don't think and act as if you must solve all the person's problems for them.

· Don't take away the person's strength and sense of being able to care for themselves.

· Don't talk about people in nega�ve terms (for example, don't call them “crazy” or 

“mad”).

“Keep good communica�on in mind as you look, listen and link” – the ac�on principles of PFA 

covered in the following pages.

3.2 Prepare – learn about the situa�on

Crisis situa�ons can be chao�c and o�en need urgent ac�on. However, wherever possible 

before entering a crisis site, try to get accurate informa�on about the situa�on. Consider the 

following ques�ons:

Before entering a crisis Site, learn about the following:

Important ques�ons to ask:

About the crisis event:

· What happened? 

· How long have you been feeling off? 

·  Are you able to func�on as usual at work? Home?
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Available services and supports

· Who is providing for basic needs like emergency medical care, food, water, shelter or 

tracing family members? 

· Where and how can people access those services?

· Who else is helping? Are community members involved in responding?

 

Safety and security concerns�
· Is the crisis event over or con�nuing, such as the need for tes�ng, self-isola�on.

· What dangers may be in the environment, such as s�gma, pa�ents a�acks

· Are there areas to avoid entering because they are not secure (for example, obvious 

physical dangers) or because you are not allowed to be there?

These important prepara�on ques�ons can help you to understand the situa�on you are 

entering, to offer PFA more effec�vely and to be more aware of your safety. 

3.3 Ac�on principles of PFA – Look, Listen, Link

The three basic ac�on principles of PFA are look, listen and link. These ac�on principles will 

help guide how you view and safely enter a crisis, approach affected people and understand 

their needs, and link them with prac�cal support and informa�on (see the table below).

 
   
   
   

 
   
   
   

 

   
   
   
   

Look: Check for safety; Check for people with obvious urgent basic needs,

check for people with serious distress reac�ons
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Crisis situa�ons can change rapidly. What you find at the scene may be different 

from what you learned before entering the crisis situa�on. Therefore, it is 

important to take �me – even a few moments – to “look” around you before 

offering help. If you suddenly find yourself in a crisis situa�on without �me to 

prepare, this may be just a quick scan. These moments will give you a chance to be 

calm, be safe and think before you act. See the following table for ques�ons to 

consider and important messages as you “look” around you. 

Safety: Can you be there without likely harm to yourself or others? If possible, 

communicate with people in distress from a safe posi�on.

People with obvious urgent basic needs:

People with serious distress reac�ons: 

People may react in various ways to a crisis. Some examples of distress responses to 

crisis are listed below:  

· physical symptoms (for example, shaking, headaches, feeling very �red, loss 

of 

· appe�te, aches and pains)

· crying, sadness, depressed mood, grief

· anxiety, fear

· being “on guard” or “jumpy”

· worry that something really bad is going to happen

· insomnia, nightmares

· irritability, anger

· guilt, shame (for example, for having survived, or for not helping or saving 

others)

· confused, emo�onally numb, or feeling unreal or in a daze

· appearing withdrawn or very s�ll (not moving)

· not responding to others, not speaking at all

· disorienta�on (for example, not knowing their own name, where they are 

from, or what happened)



· not being able to care for themselves or their children (for example, not ea�ng or 

drinking, not taking appropriate steps of self-protec�on feg. Improper donning or 

discarding of PPE)

Some people may only be mildly distressed or not distressed at all.

Most people will recover well over �me, especially if they can restore their basic needs and 

receive support such as help from those around them and/or PFA. However, people with 

either severe or long-las�ng distress reac�ons may need more support than PFA alone, 

par�cularly if they cannot func�on in their daily life or if they are a danger to themselves or 

others. Make sure that severely distressed people are not le� alone and try to keep them 

safe un�l the reac�on passes or un�l you can find help from health personnel, local leaders 

or other community members in the area. 

Also, look for people among the affected popula�on who are likely to need special a�en�on 

for their care and safety, directly or as care givers to these vulnerable groups:

People who are likely to need Special a�en�on in a crisis (See Sec�on 3.5):

· Children – including adolescents – especially those separated from their caregivers, 

may need protec�on from abuse and exploita�on. They will also likely need care from 

those around them and help to meet their basic needs.

· People with health condi�ons or physical and mental disabili�es may need special 

help to get to a safe place, to be protected from abuse and to access medical care and 

other services. This may include frail elderly people, pregnant women, people with 

severe mental disorders, or people with visual or hearing difficul�es.

· People at risk of discrimina�on or violence, such as women or people of certain 

ethnic groups, may need special protec�on to be safe in the crisis se�ng and support 

to access available help. 

GUIDE FOR COVID-19
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2. Listen to people and help them to feel calm:

� · Stay close to the person.

 · Do not pressure the person to talk.

 · Listen in case they want to talk about what happened. 

 · If they are very distressed, help them to feel calm and try to make sure 

they are not alone.

3. Ask about people's needs and concerns:

· Although some needs may be obvious, such as a blanket or covering for 

someone whose clothing is torn, always ask what people need and what 

their concerns are. 

  · Find out what is most important to them at this moment, and help them 

work out what their priori�es are. 

Listening properly to people you are helping is essen�al to understand their situa�on and 

needs, to help them to feel calm, and to be able to offer appropriate help. Learn to listen 

with your:

� � �»»  Eyes ››    giving the person your undivided a�en�on

� � �»»  Ears ››    truly hearing their concerns 

� � �   »»  Heart ›› with caring and showing respect

1. Approach people who may need Support: 

 ·  Approach people respec�ully and according to their culture. 

 ·  Introduce yourself by name and organiza�on.

 ·  Ask if you can provide help. 

 ·  If possible, find a safe and quiet place to talk.

 ·  Help the person feel comfortable; for example, offer water if you can.

 ·  Try to keep the person safe.

 ·  Remove the person from immediate danger, if it is safe to do so.

 ·  Try to protect the person from exposure to the media for their privacy and   dignity. 

 ·  If the person is very distressed, try to make sure they are not alone.  
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2. Ask about people's needs and concerns:

 · Although some needs may be obvious, such as a 

blanket or covering for someone whose clothing 

is torn, always ask what people need and what 

their concerns are. 

 · Find out what is most important to them at this 

moment, and help them work out what their 

priori�es are.

3. Listen to people and help them to feel calm:

 · Stay close to the person.

 · Do not pressure the person to talk.

 · Listen in case they want to talk about what happened. 

 · If they are very distressed, help them to feel calm and 

try to make sure they are not alone.
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Link: Help people address basic needs and access services; Help people cope with 

problems, Give informa�on, Connect people with loved ones and social support.

Although each crisis situa�on is unique, people who are affected o�en need the things listed 

in the following box. 

Frequent needs:

�         »»    Direct needs, such as shelter in case of self-isola�on, who will care for loved ones.

� »»       �Health services for injuries or help with chronic (long-term) medical condi�ons.

         »»    Understandable and correct informa�on about the event, loved ones and available        

services.

�        »»     Being able to contact loved ones, friends and other social supports.

�        »»     Access to specific support related to one's culture or religion.

        »»     Being consulted and involved in important decisions.

 

People may feel vulnerable, isolated or powerless a�er a distressing event. In some 

situa�ons, their daily life is disrupted. They may be unable to access their usual supports, or 

they may find themselves suddenly living in stressful condi�ons. Linking people with 

prac�cal support is a major part of PFA. Remember that PFA is o�en a one-�me interven�on 

and you may only be there to help for a short �me. Affected people will need to use their 

own coping skills to recover in the long term.  Help people to help themselves and to regain 

control of their situa�on. 

 

1. Help people address basic needs and access services

In helping people to address basic needs, consider the following:

· Immediately a�er a crisis event, try to help the person in distress to meet the basic 

needs they request, such as food, water, shelter and sanita�on.

· Learn what specific needs people have – such as health care, clothing– and try to link 

them to the help available. 

· Make sure those with vulnerable or marginalized people under their care are not 

overlooked (see Sec�on 3.5).

· Follow up with people if you promise to do so.



2. Help people cope with problems

A person in distress can feel overwhelmed with worries and fears. Help them to consider 

their most urgent needs, and how to priori�ze and address them. For example, you can ask 

them to think about what they need to address now, and what can wait for later. Being able 

to manage a few issues will give the person a greater sense of control in the situa�on and 

strengthen their own ability to cope. Remember to:

· help people iden�fy supports in their life, such as friends or family, who can help them 

in the current situa�on; 

· give prac�cal sugges�ons for people to meet their own needs (for example, explain 

how the person can register to receive food aid or material assistance);

· ask the person to consider how they coped with difficult situa�ons in the past, and 

affirm their ability to cope with the current situa�on;

· ask the person what helps them to feel be�er. Encourage them to use posi�ve coping 

strategies and avoid nega�ve coping strategies (see the following table)
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3. Give informa�on

People affected by a crisis event will want accurate informa�on about:-

· the event 

 · loved ones or others who are impacted 

 · their safety 

 · their rights 

 · how to access the services and things they need

Ge�ng accurate informa�on a�er a crisis event may be difficult. The situa�on may change as 

informa�on about the crisis event becomes known and relief measures are put in place. 

Rumors may be common. You may not have all the answers in any given moment, but 

wherever possible:

 ·  find out where to get correct informa�on, and when and where to get updates;

 ·  try to get as much informa�on as you can before you approach people to offer support;

 ·  try to keep updated about the state of the crisis, safety issues, available services, and the 

whereabouts and condi�on of missing or injured people;

 ·  make sure people are told what is happening and about any plans;

 ·  if services are available (health services, family tracing, shelter, food distribu�on), make 

sure people know about them and can access them;

 ·  provide people contact details for services, or refer them directly;

 ·  make sure vulnerable people also know about exis�ng services 



In giving informa�on to affected people:

·    explain the source of the informa�on you are providing and how reliable it is; 

·    only say what you know – do not make up informa�on or give false reassurances;

·   keep messages simple and accurate, and repeat the message to be sure people hear 

and understand the informa�on;

·  it may be useful to give informa�on to groups of affected people, so that everyone 

hears the same message; 

·   let people know if you will keep them updated on new developments, including where 

and when. 

When giving informa�on, be aware that the helper can become a target of the frustra�on 

and anger people may feel when their expecta�ons of help have not been met by you or 

others. In these situa�ons, try to remain calm and be understanding.  

4.  Connect with loved ones and Social Support

It has been shown that people who feel they had good social support a�er a crisis cope 

be�er than those who feel they were not well supported. Because of this, linking people 

with loved ones and social support is an important part of PFA. 

·  Help keep families together, and keep children with their parents and loved ones- 

where possible and safe

·  Help people to contact friends and rela�ves so they can get support; for example, 

provide a way for them to call loved ones.

·  If a person lets you know that prayer, religious prac�ce or support from religious 

leaders might be helpful for them, try to connect them with their spiritual digital 

community

·    Help bring affected people together to help each other e.g. A digital support groups

GUIDE FOR COVID-19
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Crisis and Spirituality
In crisis situa�ons, a person's spiritual or religious beliefs may be very important in helping 

them through pain and suffering, providing meaning, and giving a sense of hope. Being able 

to pray and prac�ce rituals can be a great comfort. However, the experience of crisis – 

par�cularly in the face of terrible losses – can also cause people to ques�on their beliefs. 

People's faith may be challenged, made stronger or changed by this experience. Here are 

some sugges�ons about the spiritual aspects of providing care and comfort a�er a 

distressing event:

 »» Be aware of and respect the person's religious background.

 »»�Ask the person what generally helps them to feel be�er. Encourage them to do 

things that help them to cope, including spiritual rou�nes if they men�on these.

 »»�Listen respec�ully, and without judgment, to spiritual beliefs or ques�ons the 

person may have.

 »»�Don't impose your beliefs, or spiritual or religious interpreta�ons of the crisis, on 

the person.

 »»�Don't agree with or reject a spiritual belief or interpreta�on of the crisis, even if the 

person asks you to do so.

3.4 Ending your help
What happens next? When and how you stop providing help will depend on the context of 

the crisis, your role and situa�on, and the needs of the people you are helping. Use your 

best judgment of the situa�on, the person's needs and your own needs. If appropriate, 

explain to the person that you are leaving, and if someone else will be helping them from 

that point on, try and introduce them to that person. If you have linked the person with 

other services, let them know what to expect and be sure they have the details to follow up. 

No ma�er what your experience has been with the person, you can say goodbye in a 

posi�ve way by wishing them well.

 



People who May be vulnerable and need Special help in a crisis include:

1. Children, including adolescents.

2. People with health condi�ons or disabili�es.

3. People at risk of discrimina�on or violence.

Remember that all people have resources to cope, including those who are vulnerable. 

Help vulnerable people to use their own coping resources and strategies. 

1. Children, including adolescents

Many children – including adolescents – are par�cularly vulnerable in a crisis situa�on. Crisis 

events o�en disrupt their familiar world, including the people, places and rou�nes that 

make them feel secure. Children who are affected by a crisis may be at risk of sexual violence, 

abuse and exploita�on, which tends to be more common in the chaos of large crisis 

situa�ons. Young children are o�en par�cularly vulnerable since they cannot meet their 

basic needs or protect themselves, and their caregivers may be overwhelmed. Girls and boys 

o�en face somewhat different risks. Usually girls face the greatest risk of sexual violence and 

exploita�on, and those who have been abused may be s�gma�zed and isolated.

How children react to the hardships of a crisis (for example, witnessing destruc�on, injury or 

death, being exposed to the elements, lack of food and water) depends on their age and 

developmental stage. It also depends on the ways their caregivers and other adults interact 

with them. For example, young children may not fully understand what is happening around 

them, and are especially in need of support from caregivers. In general, children cope be�er 

when they have a stable, calm adult around them.

Children and young people may experience similar distress reac�ons as adults do (see 
4Sec�on 3.3). They may also have some of the following specific distress reac�ons : 
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· Young children may return to earlier behavior (for example, bedwe�ng or thumb-

sucking), they may cling to caregivers, and reduce their play or use repe��ve play 

related to the distressing event. 

· School-age children may believe they caused bad things to happen, develop new 

fears, may be less affec�onate, feel alone and be preoccupied with protec�ng or 

rescuing people in the crisis.

· Adolescents may feel “nothing”, feel different from or isolated from their friends, or 

they may display risk-taking behavior and nega�ve a�tudes.

Family and other caregivers are important sources of protec�on and emo�onal support for 

children. Those separated from caregivers may find themselves in unfamiliar places and 

around unfamiliar people during a crisis event. They may be very fearful and may not be able 

to properly judge the risks and danger around them. Instead, try to link them with available 

trustworthy supports for the children. When children are with their caregivers, try to 

support the caregivers in taking care of their own children. The following box gives 

sugges�ons for how they can support children of different ages and developmental stages.
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If the caregiver is injured, extremely upset or otherwise cannot care for their children, you 

can arrange to get help for the caregiver and care for the children. Involve a trustworthy child 

protec�on agency or network, whenever possible. Keep children and their caregivers 

together, and try not to let them get separated. For example, if the caregiver is being 

transported somewhere for medical care, try to keep the children with them or take down 

the details of where the caregiver is being taken so they can be reunited.

Also keep in mind that children may gather around a crisis se�ng and may witness horrific 

events, even if they or their caregivers are not directly affected by the event. In the chaos of a 

crisis, adults are o�en busy and may not be watching closely what children in the area are 

doing or what they see or hear. Try to shield them from upse�ng scenes or stories.

Things to Say and do for children 

Keep safe         »»Protect them from being overexposed to social media.

                              »»Protect them from hearing upse�ng stories about the event.

    »»Protect them from the media or from people who want to interview 

them who are not part of the emergency response.

�Listen, talk            »» Be calm, talk so�ly and be kind.

� and play�           »» Listen to children's views on their situa�on.

»» Try to talk with them on their eye level, and use words and                    

explana�ons they can understand.

    »» Introduce yourself by name and let them know you are there to help.

    »» Find out their name, where they are from, and any informa�on you can 

in order to help find their caregivers and other family members. 

    »»When they are with their caregivers, support the caregivers in taking 

care of their own children.

    »» If passing �me with children, try to involve them in play ac�vi�es or 

simple conversa�on about their interests, according to their age.

Remember that children also have their own resources for coping. Learn what these are 

and support posi�ve coping strategies, while helping them to avoid nega�ve coping 

strategies. Older children and adolescents can o�en help in crisis situa�ons. Finding safe 

ways for them to contribute in the situa�on may help them to feel more in control. 
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2.  People with health condi�ons or physical or Mental disabili�es
People with chronic (long-term) health condi�ons, with physical or mental disabili�es 

(including severe mental disorder), or who are elderly may need special help. This may 

include help to get to a safe place, to connect with basic support and health care, or to take 

care of themselves. The experience of a crisis event can make different types of health 

condi�ons worse, such as high blood pressure, heart condi�ons, asthma, anxiety and other 

health and mental disorders. Pregnant and nursing women may experience severe stress 

from the crisis that can affect their pregnancy, or their own and their infant's health. People 

who cannot move on their own, or who have problems seeing or hearing, may have difficulty 

finding loved ones or accessing the services available. 

Here are some things you can do to help people with health condi�ons or disabili�es:

· Help them to get to a safe place.

· Help them to meet their basic needs, such as being able to eat, drink, get clean water, 

care for themselves, or to build shelter from materials handed out by agencies.

· Ask people if they have any health condi�ons, or if they regularly take medica�on for a 

health problem. Try to help people get their medica�on or access medical services, 

when available.

· Stay with the person or try to make sure they have someone to help them if you need 

to leave. Consider linking the person with a protec�on agency or other relevant 

support, to help them in the longer term.

· Give them informa�on on how to access any services available.

3. People at risk of discrimina�on or violence
People at risk of discrimina�on or violence may include women, people from certain ethnic 

or religious groups, and people with mental disabili�es. They are vulnerable because they 

may be:

· le� out when basic services are being provided;

· le� out of decisions about aid, services or where to go;  

· targeted for violence, including sexual violence. 

People at risk of discrimina�on or violence may need special protec�on to be safe in a crisis 

situa�on and may need extra help to address their basic needs and access available services. 
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Be aware of these people and assist them by:

· helping them to find safe places to stay;

· helping them to connect with their loved ones and other trusted people; and

· providing them with informa�on on available services and helping them to link 

directly with those services when necessary.



GUIDE FOR COVID-19
RESPONSE IN KENYA

35

Chapter FOUR: Caring For Yourself & Your Colleagues

In this chapter, we will discuss: 

4.1 ge�ng ready to help.

4.2 Managing stress: healthy work and life habits.

4.3 rest and reflec�on. 

You or your family may be directly affected by the crisis situa�on. Even if you are not directly 

involved, you may be affected by what you see or hear while helping. As a helper, it is 

important to pay extra a�en�on to your own wellbeing. Take care of yourself, so you can best 

take care of others!  

4.1 Ge�ng Ready to help
Consider how you can best get ready to be a helper in crisis se�ngs.  Whenever possible: 

»»�Learn about crisis situa�ons, and roles and responsibili�es of different kinds of helpers.

»»�Consider your own health, and personal or family issues that may cause severe stress as 

you take on a helping role for others.

»»�Make an honest decision about whether you are ready to help in this par�cular crisis 

situa�on and at this par�cular �me.

4.2 Managing stress: Healthy work and life habits
A main source of stress for helpers is day-to-day job stress, par�cularly during a crisis.  Long 

working hours, overwhelming responsibili�es, lack of a clear job descrip�on, poor 

communica�on or management, and working in areas which are not secure are examples of 

job-related stress that can affect helpers.  

As a helper, you may feel responsible for people's safety and care. You may witness or even 

directly experience terrible things, such as destruc�on, injury, death or violence.  You may 

also hear stories of other people's pain and suffering. All of these experiences can affect you 

and your fellow helpers. Consider how you can best manage your own stress, to support and 

be supported by your fellow helpers. The following sugges�ons may be helpful in managing 

your stress.
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· Think about what has helped you cope in the past and what you can do to stay strong.

· Try to take �me to eat, rest and relax, even for short periods.

· Try to keep reasonable working hours so you do not become too exhausted. Consider, 

for example, dividing the workload among helpers, working in shi�s during the acute 

phase of the crisis and taking regular rest periods.  

· People may have many problems a�er a crisis event. You may feel inadequate or 

frustrated when you cannot help people with all of their problems. Remember that 

you are not responsible for solving all of people's problems. Do what you can to help 

people help themselves. 

· Minimize your intake of alcohol, caffeine or nico�ne and avoid nonprescrip�on drugs.

· Check in with fellow helpers to see how they are doing, and have them check in with 

you. Find ways to support each other.  

· Talk with friends, loved ones or other people you trust for support, also join support 

groups where possible

4.3 Rest and Reflec�on
Taking �me for rest and reflec�on is an important part of ending your helping role. The crisis 

situa�on and needs of people you have met may have been very challenging, and it can be 

difficult to bear their pain and suffering. A�er helping in a crisis situa�on, take �me to reflect 

on the experience for yourself and to rest. The following sugges�ons may be helpful to your 

own recovery.

»»�Talk about your experience of helping in the crisis situa�on with a supervisor, colleague 

or someone else you trust.

»» Acknowledge what you were able to do to help others, even in small ways.

»»�Learn to reflect on and accept what you did well, what did not go very well, and the 

limits of what you could do in the circumstances.

»»�Take some �me, if possible, to rest and relax before beginning your work and life du�es 

again. 

If you find yourself with upse�ng thoughts or memories about the event, feel very nervous 

or extremely sad, have trouble sleeping, or drink a lot of alcohol or take drugs, it is important 

to get support from someone you trust. Speak to a health care professional or, if available, a 

mental health specialist if these difficul�es con�nue for more than one month. 
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Chapter FIVE: Case Scenarios 

Case scenario1
You are informed that several pa�ents have been admi�ed into the neighboring School for 

isola�on as they are confirmed to have COVID 19.

You and your colleagues receive a call that many of the pa�ents are terribly shaken by 

separa�on from their loved ones. The agency you work for has asked you and your 

colleagues to support these pa�ents.

As you prepare to help, ask yourself the following ques�ons:

· Am I ready to help? 

· What personal concerns might be important?

· What informa�on do I have about the crisis situa�on?

· Will I go to the scene or make a phone call? Why or why not?

Things to consider:

»» When preparing to help in a crisis situa�on consider the advantages of working in a team 

or in pairs.

Working in teams will help you to have support and back-up in difficult situa�ons and is 

important for your safety. You can also be more effec�ve in a team. For example, one person 

can stay with someone who is distressed while the other person can focus on finding special 

help such as medical care, if needed. If possible, try to have a “buddy system” where you and 

a fellow helper can check in with each other for support and help.

»» Some agencies may be able to give you support, such as supplies, transporta�on, 

communica�on equipment, updated informa�on about the situa�on or security issues, and 

coordina�on with other team members or services.

As you plan on the way forward ask yourself, what should you look for?

»» Is it safe enough to be at the crisis site?

»» What services and supports are available?

»» Are there people with obvious urgent basic needs?
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»» Are there people with obvious serious emo�onal reac�ons?

»» Who may likely be in need of special help?

»» Where can I provide PFA?

Sample conversa�on with a distressed adult Pa�ent

In this conversa�on, you have a telephone conversa�on with one of the pa�ents in the 

isola�on centre. She is crying and her voice is shaking.

You:  Hello, my name is __. I'm working with the agency __. May I talk with you?

Woman: It's terrible! I had just gone to the hospital for a checkup because I have a Flu. 

The doctor insisted on tes�ng for COVid- 19 because I had a�ended church last 

Sunday! I don't understand what's happening! I don't believe I have COVID 19. I 

just want to go home and see my children.

You:  I can imagine it was terrible for you. What is your name?

Woman: I'm Mary – Mary Cheruiyot I'm very scared! [shaking, crying] I wonder if I should 

try to run away from here. My children are all alone at home. My husband died 

last year.   I don't know if my children are alright right!

You:  Mrs Cheruiyot, I am sorry about how you feel. Right now it's not safe at all for 

you to go back home. You may infect your children. If you like, I can call home to 

talk to your children. Would you like that?

Woman: Yes, please. Here is the number 07… [You drop the conversa�on and call home. 

Then you call Mrs Cheruiyot again.]

You:  I have called home. Your children are alight. Your sister Jane has come to stay 

with them. She has brought some food for them. She will be calling you shortly 

Woman: Thank you so much, I feel be�er. One more thing.  I have no air�me. I would like 

to talk to my pastor. How can you help. His no is  07…

[You call the pastor and ask him to get in touch with  Mary.]

Woman: I feel terrible! I should not have gone to church!

You:  I can understand that. You did not know that you were going to get infected.

Woman: I washed my hands at the church, also tried to sit near a window. I feel terrible.  

Am afraid I will die!

You:  It's difficult to know what to do in a situa�on like this. But it sounds as though 
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you tried to take some precau�ons.   You would not have known that someone 

in Church was infected.

Woman: I le� my young child coughing. I am afraid she has contacted the disease too. We 

shall all die! [crying]

You:  I'm so sorry. There is a team that has been sent to your house, they will test your 

children also. They have also given your sister instruc�ons how to take care of 

herself.  Remember that most people recover and do quite well.

Woman: You have really helped me feel be�er. Thank you for calling. 

You:  Am glad you feel be�er. I will call you tomorrow to see how you are doing. I will 

also call your home. Thank you for le�ng me talk to you.

Woman: Thank you again.

In this sample conversa�on, no�ce that you:

»» introduced yourself by name and told the person the agency you work for;

»» asked the person if they would like to talk;

»» addressed the person by their name, respec�ully using their last name;

»» »» offered the distressed person some comfort (for example, calling home);

»» listened to the person, without forcing them to talk;

»» reflected back to the person ways they had acted appropriately;

»» took the �me to listen;

»» iden�fied the person's needs and concerns;

»» acknowledged the person's worry over the possible death;

»» offered to help connect the person with their pastor.

Case Scenario 2
You are called to help a family whose mother had travelled to Italy for a conference but was 

taken ill at the airport. She was immediately taken to Mbagathi and was diagnosed with 

Covid- 19.  She is a single mother of one child.  She had le� her son with a house girl. The 

house girl decided to leave this morning upon ge�ng news that her boss is Covid-19 posi�ve.  

You have been called by the chief to check on the boy. 

Sample conversa�on:

At the home of this lady you find a boy of about 10 years old standing alone at the door step 
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of their house and looking very frightened and exhausted from crying.

You: [ge�ng down on one knee at the eye level of the child]: Hi, my name is ___. I'm with 

___agency and I'm here to help. What is your name?

Child: [looking down and speaking so�ly]:  I am  O�eno

You: Hi O�eno.  Would you like to come into the house with me? [Offer something to eat or 

drink or some other prac�cal comfort like a blanket if you have it.] ? Whom are you 

with.

Child: I am alone. My mum is dying of Corona. Aun�e Agness packed her things and le� 

saying mum will bring Corona to her.  I don't know what to do. [beginning to cry]

You: I can see you're scared O�eno.  It is ok to feel that way in this situa�on. I will try to help 

you and connect you with people who will take care of you. Can you tell me the name 

of your uncle?

Child: Yes, He is Mr Oyugis, he lives in Kawangware. I visited him with mum before she 

travelled. 

You: Thank you, O�eno. Do you have his phone number?

Child: No but mum has a book she writes telephone contacts. (He points to a book on the 

table). There it is. (You get the contact and have a call with the uncle).

You: Your uncle is on the way coming. Would you like to prepare to go with him?

Child: Yes. But I have no bag to pack my things.

You: Can I try to help you find you get a paper bag?

Child: Yes please. (You step out to buy a paper bag at a nearby shop. You return and finds him 

crying, staring at his mums photo)

You: I'm sorry, O�eno. You must miss your mother.

Child: I am scared that she will die!

You: [in a warm, natural manner]: I understand. It is normal to feel like that in such �mes.  I 

would like you to know that not all people who have corona will die. People like your 

mum who are otherwise healthy are likely to get well. 

Child: What should I do to stop worrying?

You: At such �mes you need to focus on other things as you hope for the best. What do you 

like to do when you are not at school?

Child: I like to draw and do some pain�ngs.

You: Ok. Can you pack some drawing book and colours?  It is also helpful to play with your 
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cousins. We could also try ask to speak to your mum on phone when she is much 

be�er.

Child: Thank you. I feel much be�er. (There is a knock on the door. The uncle has arrived to 

pick him).

Uncle: Thank you so much for helping with O�eno. I got news that his mum is out of danger 

but will be in hospital a few more days

You: The pleasure has been mine. I will call you in two days to check how you are doing.

( you bid each other goodbye and leave)

In this sample conversa�on, no�ce that you:

»» Found a lonely child 

»» got down on one knee to speak with the child on his eye level;

»» spoke calmly and kindly to the child;

»» found out informa�on about the child's uncle

 You reassured and gave hope

»» stayed with the child while wai�ng for uncle to arrive and that organized a safe place for 

the child to stay un�l his mother is back

Ques�ons to ask yourself as you prepare link people with informa�on and prac�cal 

support.

· What basic needs might people have? 

· What services do I know are available?

·  How can people access them?

· When and where can people find more informa�on about what is happening?

· How can I help to protect vulnerable people, such as women or unaccompanied 

children, from further harm? 

· What challenges might there be in this situa�on to finding out about available 

resources (food, shelter, water) or services for affected people?

· What worries and concerns may be on people's minds? 

· What prac�cal sugges�ons could I give to help them address their problems?

· What informa�on will affected people want? Where will I find updated and reliable 

informa�on about the crisis event?
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