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Editorial

Editorial

How to recover during and from a pandemic

Over the past weeks, the world has changed. The CO-
VID-19 pandemic has affected everyone, albeit in different
ways and to a different degree. In the Netherlands, people
could recently witness the pandemic taking its toll when
the minister of medical care collapsed from exhaustion in
the middle of a political debate. More mental breakdowns,
particularly in health care workers, have surely hap-
pened outside the public eye and more will follow in the
weeks to come. How can we prevent burnout rates from
skyrocketing during these highly demanding times? One
important ingredient for mental health, well-being and
optimal functioning is sufficient and high-quality recovery
outside working hours. However, this crisis also exempli-
fies the specific and divergent stressors and accompanying
recovery needs of different groups of workers.

Health care workers are hardest hit by the corona
crisis. Their work tasks and interactions with patients
have changed completely. They face high workload in
combination with high emotional and cognitive demands,
often being forced to make important decisions with very
limited time and support from co-workers. A second group
of workers that keeps working through the crisis concerns
workers with essential jobs that keep our societies going.
Despite the importance of their jobs, the hard work and the
long working hours they make, they are often marginal-
ized, poorly paid and face high levels of job insecurity.
Many of these workers even belong to the risk group but
cannot afford to stay home and safe from contracting the
virus. A third group of workers has (at least temporar-
ily) lost their job in tourism, transportation or hospitality
industry, or in small enterprises in retail or personal care
industry. Only very few of these workers can work from
home due to the nature of their work and many will suffer
from economic hardship due to their lost income that may
or may not be alleviated by government support.

For the most fortunate group of workers, the transition
to work from home has been relatively easy. These work-
ers are used to working from home occasionally and are
equipped with the right tools and skills for remote work.
Still, also for these workers, full-time telework is challeng-
ing. For instance, in our ongoing data collection in a large
Dutch company, employees reported poor ergonomics and

a lack of physical boundaries between their workspaces
and the rest of their home. Moreover, juggling childcare,
homeschooling and other domestic demands are major
challenges for this group, particularly hitting single-parents
or families with special needs (i.e., children or elderly who
need special care). Boundaries between work and private
life have vanished for these workers. Research on temporal
and spatial flexibility of work has shown that people often
work longer hours when working from home than at the of-
fice or extend their working days to make up for “lost time”
during the day, spent on domestic chores or childcare,
which is experienced as emotionally depleting! ?. Even
job control, which usually constitutes a job resource, may
turn into a burden in teleworking when workers are forced
to self-structure their entire working day and make sure
to get their job tasks done®. Participants of our study also
perceive online meetings as more tiresome than face-to-
face meetings, due to absence of non-verbal cues, distorted
speech or delayed body language.

What unifies all these workers is that most of them
miss social interactions with their work community,
worry about contracting the virus and have difficulties to
deal with information overload on the horrendous conse-
quences of the virus. Marital and family conflicts may be
magnified. Existing mental problems such as depression
and anxiety may worsen and many people suffer from
feelings of loneliness, a risk factor that is as harmful to
public health as well-established risk factors for mortality
such as sedentary lifestyles, obesity or smoking®. Even if
people cannot travel, regular days off help to balance these
stressful work periods. According to my own research,
geographical distance from work helps to increase mental
distance. But leisure time spent at home also has beneficial
effects, particularly if obligatory activities are avoided and
time is spent on enjoyable, self-determined activities® .

A model to help occupational psychologists guide
initiatives on recovery is the DRAMMA model®, which
combines insights from recovery research, leisure sciences
and studies on self-determination theory”. The model
proposes that leisure time supports well-being through
six mechanisms: Detachment, Relaxation, Autonomy,
Mastery, Meaning and Affiliation. Detachment refers to
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mental disengagement from work-related tasks and can
be achieved by creating mental and physical boundaries
around one’s work as well as engaging in physical activi-
ties® ?. Relaxation refers to low levels of physical and
mental activation combined with positive affect, experi-
enced through activities such as massages, progressive
muscle relaxation or a hot bath. Autonomy, i.e., a sense of
having control over one’s environment, can be achieved
through purposely reserving certain periods of the day
for enjoyable activities of one’s own choice. Experiences
of Mastery are sparked by leisure time spent on learning
new skills (e.g., handicrafts, sports), hobby engagement
or education (e.g., learning a language or about other top-
ics of interest). Meaning is a hitherto under-researched
mechanism in relation to recovery from job stress. But lei-
sure research suggests that leisure activities that instigate
a feeling of making a positive difference in the world such
as volunteer work, creative activities which foster self-
expression, or leisure activities which empower oneself or
others, help satisfying people’s need for meaning'?. In a
qualitative study in which researchers asked participants
to imagine living their life as their “best possible self”,
they found that each DRAMMA mechanism was present
in people’s vision of living a good life'".

Aligning with the idea that leisure time can be shaped
according to people’s needs, in our recently published
Integrative Needs Model of Crafting'?, we describe how
people can indeed proactively fulfill their psychologi-
cal needs by crafting their various work- and non-work
roles. This model is grounded in the idea that workers
modify their thoughts, tasks, and relational ties to cultivate
meaningful lives and positive identities in various life do-
mains'®. More specifically, we propose that psychological
needs reach across and connect different life domains, with
some needs being more easily satisfied in a professional
work identity than in a non-work identity. The work and
the non-work context are key in enabling people to craft.
Poorly designed jobs or a taxing home situation may pre-
vent people from actively fulfilling their needs. Therefore,
occupational health is a shared responsibility between
different players. In addition to individual workers, also
employers, governmental policies and managers are
crucial in supporting worker’s individual crafting efforts.
In concrete terms, governments could increase childcare
support for single-parents. Labor unions could collect and
map difficulties that vulnerable workers may face and co-
ordinate collective action to protect their rights and needs.
Organizations could communicate understanding for the
challenging situation, lower productivity expectations and
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help workers setting work-private life boundaries. This
can for example be achieved by recommending core work-
ing times, which are respected by managers, who refrain
from connecting with team members outside the agreed
working times.

This crisis also carries hope. Supervisors may realize
that they can enable workers to work from home without
dreaded performance decrements. Employers may even
see higher levels of work engagement due to higher levels
of job control. In the future, workers may continue making
use of these new opportunities to save travel time, travel
costs and to more easily juggle work and private life on
busy days during the week. This may bring about benefits
for the natural environment and polluted cities. Humor
and creativity levels have been high to fight boredom,
and most people have been challenged to rethink their
working methods and communication strategies. Physical
distance has decreased in people’s mind and people may
suddenly have virtual coffee breaks with their colleagues
abroad, which would never have happened without the
crisis. Teachers may discover new teaching strategies and
shy students may eagerly participate in online classes.
Awareness and respect for workers that keep our societ-
ies running rises, possibly resulting in improved working
conditions in the future. New social networks and initia-
tives emerge to support people struggling with mental
problems or who feel lonely. Those new friendships will
most likely remain when we return to a new normal.
Overall, overcoming this crisis can bring humanity closer
together and establish a new sense of a global community
which focuses on equality, stability, meaningful work, and
a sustainable future for humans and our planet.
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