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Cultivating understanding:  
What you should know as you return to work during 

COVID-19 

Our lives have been impacted by the coronavirus pandemic. You will soon know someone who has been ill with 

COVID-19 and recovered; they are our family, our friends, our colleagues, our neighbors and our communities. 

Because of the fear and stress associated with the disease, as we come out of isolation and back into our 

communities and workplace, many may experience stigma. Hope and human dignity are the medicines to 

overcome misunderstandings and stigma, and each of us can make a difference. 

Behind the masks we are all the same. 

The face of stigma 

Stigma is a mark of shame or disgrace and plays out in negative ways – people are treated unfairly or act 

differently out of fear. Stigma harms people with COVID-19 in several ways: 

• Public stigma is harm that results when people blame others perceived to be associated with the 

disease (related to geography, not race or nationality) or reinforce negative stereotypes of individuals 

with COVID-19 (e.g., being excluded from what use to be normal activities and gatherings).  

• Self-stigma is disrespect that results when people who contracted the disease internalize the 

stereotypes and feel ashamed and tainted. They may feel they did something wrong or blame 

themselves if others acquire the disease. Stigma could extend to people perceived to have association 

with the disease. 

• Label avoidance is when people choose not to seek care or be tested and hide illness for fear of being 

labeled with the disease. 

Who may be impacted 

• Persons of Asian descent. 

• Individuals in self-isolation. 

• People who have tested positive and are currently recovering or have recovered. 

• People who have traveled recently. 

• Healthcare workers and emergency responders. 

• Essential workers who return to work to support reopening of businesses. 



How it affects people 

Individuals may face social rejection, emotional isolation and gossip, be denied essential needs or services, or 

even experience physical violence. People who experience stigma from others can have elevated stress, 

depression, sleeplessness and other distress. Isolation doesn’t help and can make these worse. Even 

anticipating stigma can be harmful.  

What we can do 

Know the facts – myths of illness are diminished when people learn the facts about the disease including 

transmission, prognosis and potential treatment. 

• Build trust in reliable health sources such as the CDC and be alert to misinformation. 

• Understand anyone can contract the disease, and most people overcome the disease and recover.  

• Avoid reinforcing rumors.  

• Focus on the effectiveness of protective measures for prevention (per CDC and scientific data) versus 

dwelling on negative messaging. 

• Adapt effective practical measure to keep self and loved ones safe. 

Show acceptance and compassion – show compassion and support for impacted individuals. 

• Be supportive and connect frequently from a distance with those battling COVID-19 and during their 

recovery. 

• Encourage kindness – we can all understand how it would feel to be blamed unfairly by association.  

• Model acceptance and compassion for others (e.g., children). 

• For those impacted by the disease, perspective is an important tool to manage feelings. Be patient and 

lean on your support systems.  

• Be cautious about images posted/shared on social media to ensure they don’t reinforce stereotypes. 

• Thank healthcare workers, emergency responders and essential workers trying to help us or reopening 

businesses. They are our heroes. 

Build resiliency – Resiliency is our capacity to draw on inner strengths that help us rebound from stressful 

events. 

• Strengthening resilience can help us cope with the fears and isolation we are currently experiencing. Be 

proactive and confront your fears. 

• Resilience is not a personal trait – it involves behaviors, thoughts and actions that anyone can learn. 

• Resilience is a major component of recovery. 

• Here are some free resources to support building resiliency: 

o Mindfulness toolkit 

o Resiliency toolkit 

o Meditation toolkit 

Stigma divides and turns us against each other, but the pandemic reminds us of how we are all connected. The 

virus, not the people with the disease, is the enemy. We are all in this together and we will get through it. 

Resources 

• CDC: Reducing stigma 

• Learn about employer resources to support your mental well-being such as your health plan, employee 

assistance plan (EAP), well-being program or telemedicine provider. 
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Not medical advice: This document is not medical advice. Individuals should contact their healthcare provider for advice. 

 

https://www.coronavirus.gov/
http://www.mindfulness.tools/
https://www.resiliency.tools/
https://www.meditate.tools/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/reducing-stigma.html

