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Key messages 

• This session is about coping strategies to manage stress and anxiety.  Please speak to your 

healthcare ream for specific advice around shielding. 

• The stress bucket concept is a good tool to help manage stress. Find out more about the stress 

bucket here: https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/05/19/stress-bucket-exercise  

• Feelings of guilt and frustration around not being able to do what you are used to doing are 

understandable emotions.  Coming to terms with the current scenario is difficult.  Think about what 

you value about the activities you miss. Can you identify alternative activities that you can do which 

will help you appreciate those same values?   

• Feeling anxious and worried about un-shielding after many months of self-isolating is a common 

theme.  The key thing will be to take small steps.  Take a look at this video from the Psycho-Social 

Team at the University Hospital of Wales: https://youtu.be/yagNbkCoZGQ  

• Breathing exercises can help when we feel anxious: “if in doubt breath out!”.  We want to breathe 

out more oxygen than we are taking in to calm down the body sensations we get with anxiety and 

stress.  Practise when you feel calm and breathe into your abdomen.   

• Try thinking in terms of ‘circles of control’, the middle circle (the smallest circle of them all) is what 

you can control directly, the next (slightly larger circle) is what others can control.   

• Humans do not like uncertainty, we like to know what is happening. COVID has brought a lot of 

uncertainty with it which is extremely difficult to tolerate. One way of managing uncertainty is by 

applying the principles of APPLE: https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/apple2.htm 

• Try this mindfulness exercise to help ground yourself in the here and now.  View this session by 

Psychologist Dr Catherine O’Leary: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kv5K-4VwYIg  

• Coronavirus has changed the way we interact with people, for some it has meant shielding from 

family members and a real loss of close connections.  There are self-soothing strategies that can 

be used to help when you are feeling down and upset: 

https://www.blessingmanifesting.com/2018/07/distress-tolerance-self-soothing.html 

 

Links to further information: 

• Shielding up-date: what happens after 16 August? 

• Coronavirus guidance for people with kidney disease, produced by Kidney Care UK. 

• How are you doing?  Public Health Wales guidance on staying well at home 

 

 

 

 

https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/05/19/stress-bucket-exercise
https://youtu.be/yagNbkCoZGQ
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/apple2.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kv5K-4VwYIg
https://www.blessingmanifesting.com/2018/07/distress-tolerance-self-soothing.html
https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/07/30/shielding-update-happens-next/
https://www.kidneycareuk.org/news-and-campaigns/coronavirus-advice/
https://phw.nhs.wales/topics/latest-information-on-novel-coronavirus-covid-19/how-are-you-doing/


Kidney Wales Registered Charity Number: 700396 

 

2 
 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

The Coronavirus pandemic has added extra stress and strain to the lives of people with kidney disease, 

and their families, who are already dealing with the pressures of managing a chronic condition. 

For those who are shielding, government guidance is that exercising and meeting people outdoors is en-

couraged, and it is possible to create an ‘extended household’ with another household.  Understandably 

these changes may make patients and families feel worried and anxious. 

 

As the current shielding period ends on 16 August, Trainee Clinical Psychologist, Sina Gerhand, from Betsi 

Cadwaladr Health Board, hosted a live Q&A session to answer questions and concerns about stress and 

anxiety and provide support with coping strategies.  Questions were submitted in advance by patients. 

 

A recording of the session can be viewed here: https://youtu.be/Cm7DfDCLJ4A. 

 

Managing stress with the ‘stress bucket’ concept 

The current pandemic has been an extremely stressful time for everyone, in particular for those who are 

shielding.  The stress bucket is a good concept to use to help manage our stress: 

https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/05/19/stress-bucket-exercise  

 

We all have a stress bucket; different things happen in our lives and that bucket fills up.  The Coronavirus 

pandemic has accumulated a lot of stressors for many people. When the bucket is almost full, even a 

small thing such as dropping a spoon while making a cup of tea can cause it to overflow.  Some people get 

irritable and shouty, some withdraw and cry; we all react in different ways. Unfortunately, we can’t just 

take big stresses like Coronavirus out of the bucket. 

 

The idea is that we can reduce our stress level somewhat by putting a tap at the bottom.  We do this by 

engaging in activities that make us feel better: e.g. hobbies, calling a friend, singing along to your favourite 

song, putting on a particular perfume because we have lovely memories associated with it. It doesn’t need 

to be big things. Why not have a list of around five things you know you are able to do that you can refer 

back to when you are feeling very stressed? 

 

Another theme from the questions was the stress, guilt and frustration around not being able to do the 

things that we are used to doing, e.g. booking holiday dialysis and going away with the family.  There was 

guilt about being the person who “keeps the rest of the family from having a well-deserved holiday”. This 

feeling is completely understandable in this situation and we have to keep in mind that not going on 

holiday is not something we chose to do. Accepting this situation is difficult.  So, what could we do? Think 

about what you really value about that activity / holiday.  Is it the change of scenery, quality family time, is 

it day trips and seeing new things?  Write those down. Then try to identify alternative activities that you 

can do which fulfil the same function. If it is about the day trips, for example, are there any sights in the 

area you have not visited yet? If it is about not having to cook, how about a take-away or cooking a “fake-

away” with the family which can take your dietary needs into account?  What about a movie night with the 

family complete with snacks?  You might even want to break out old board games to spend quality time 

with loved ones.  

 

 

https://youtu.be/Cm7DfDCLJ4A
https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/05/19/stress-bucket-exercise


Kidney Wales Registered Charity Number: 700396 

 

3 
 

 

 

 

 

Anxiety and worry 

Other questions submitted by patients evolved around the anxiety and worry the current situation is 

causing.  This is a completely understandable emotion to have. There is so much we can’t control and so 

much uncertainty about a range of issues. This all causes lots of anxiety.   

 

Anxiety happens when our brain sees something as a threat or a danger. The brain then goes into 

emergency mode and we experience physical feelings such as a racing heart, not being able to breathe, 

feeling shaky, dry mouth, butterflies in our stomach.  All of these things are part of a reaction to a situation 

which we perceive as a threat. It is very easy to mistake these anxiety symptoms as signs that we are 

getting unwell, which causes even more worry.  

  

Going back to a normal way of life is anxiety provoking after long months in self-isolation.  The key about 

increasing confidence and getting back out there is doing it in small steps.   

 

Think about what worries you most about ‘un-shielding’ – make a list, start with the least anxiety provoking 

thing and work your way up the list. Think training for a marathon, bit by bit, in small increments.  Imagine 

you haven’t driven in a long time, you wouldn’t get back in the car and start driving around busy cities.  

You would drive around quieter, familiar areas whilst you rebuild your confidence.  It’s all about taking 

small steps.   

 

There are things you can control: if you want to meet friends, meet somewhere quiet where you are 

confident you can observe social distancing. Arrange to see one or two friends rather than organising a 

big get together that can feel overwhelming.  As you take these small steps, you will get back into a 

routine and your brain will learn that not everything is dangerous. COVID is still there, but you can improve 

your quality of life by doing activities that are important to you while staying safe. You can reduce risk by 

washing your hands, wearing face masks and keeping your distance as advised by healthcare 

professionals.   

 

Breathing Exercises 

Breathing exercises are a great way of managing anxiety. When we become really anxious, we breathe in 

more oxygen than normal. This is useful when we are in danger as it helps us survive. However, our brain 

goes into emergency mode whether we are thinking about going out for a walk for the first time in months 

or a wild animal is running toward us. It does not differentiate between an actual threat and a 

psychological threat. The urge we feel to avoid the situation can therefore be misleading. When we 

breathe out more oxygen than we breathe in, we calm the physical symptoms down and this reduces our 

emotional response (anxiety in this case).  

 

Here are three techniques for you to try and practise.  The key thing to remember is “if in doubt, breathe 

out!”. Practise when you feel calm and breathe into your abdomen:  

 

The first breathing technique is about counting. You count to four breathing in, and to seven breathing out.  

The counting can also distract you from what is worrying you. It doesn’t matter what numbers you use but 

remember to breathe out for longer than you breathe in. 
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The second technique is “rectangle breathing” where you trace a rectangle with your eyes at a steady 

pace.  You breathe in when you trace the short edge, and out when you trace the long edge.   

 

The third technique is turret breathing (top of castle): breathe in for two counts, hold for two, breathe out 

for two, hold for two, in for two etc. 

 

Dealing with anxiety when you have no control over a situation 

The next themes from patients were about the frustration and anxiety that come with not being in control 

and the difficulty of tolerating uncertainty. 

 

One way of explaining this is ‘circles of control’. There are in essence three circles.  The middle circle 

symbolises what you can control (the smallest of them all), the next circle is what others can control.  You 

can influence that by asking someone for a favour or requesting someone to keep to social distancing in a 

shop for example. We have no control over the largest circle.  Things in this circle impact on you, but you 

have no direct influence. All we can do is accept these issues because worrying about them causes 

distress. However, letting go of these things and only concentrate on the issues we can control is 

extremely difficult.    

 

Have a think about what is frustrating and upsetting you. In which circle do these things sit?  If you notice 

you are worrying about something you have no control over, try and let it go.  It is hard, but it can help 

reduce stress.   

 

When you think about un-shielding there are things you can do within your control: hand washing, socially 

distancing, wearing a face mask. You cannot, however, control other people’s behaviour (e.g. going to 

pubs and beaches, not wearing masks, no social distancing), which can be hard, particularly when it looks 

as if they do not care about anyone else and it seems they do not understand the impact their behaviour 

can have on a person in your situation.    

 

Another thing we find difficult to deal with is uncertainty, we like to be in control.  Coronavirus has brought 

a lot of uncertainty with it, which is extremely difficult to tolerate. It may also have disrupted many plans 

we had. What we have to keep in mind, is that we have tolerated a lot of uncertainty, and that takes 

resilience.   

 

APPLE is a mindful response to thoughts – one way of dealing with uncertainty: 

 

Acknowledge – noticing that you are really stressed about something because of the uncertain situation. 

Pause – Pausing, rather than the automatic reaction -  take a breath maybe do some of the breathing 

techniques. 

Pull Back – Tell yourself that it is your worry / anxiety talking. You don’t have to believe in everything you 

think.  We often take what we think as facts, when it is beliefs rather than facts.  Is it fact, or is it born out 

of my anxiety?   

Let Go – Similar to the circle of control, it’s very difficult.  The feelings will pass, and you can move on.    
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Explore – Explore the present moment with all your senses: what can I feel, what can I smell or see? 

Ground yourself in the here and now.   

 

A good resource to try to help ground yourself in the here and now is an exercise by Dr Catherine O’Leary 

on mindfulness.  View the session here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kv5K-4VwYIg  

 

Soothing techniques 

The last topic that was asked about was the difficulties of shielding from your loved ones, whether that’s 

your partner, family members etc.  

  

As human beings we crave connection, we want to be with others.  It’s very difficult when that’s not 

possible.  Have a think about what you are missing and see if any of the self-soothing strategies could help 

with that.   

 

Is it the hugs? Look for other soothing things, e.g. have a bath, or wrap yourself in a fuzzy blanket.  Is it the 

connections via conversations you would normally have?  Are there alternatives to that?  Phone calls, 

video calls to one another and to friends.  Try to replace what you are missing most at the moment and try 

out some of the self-soothing strategies. These are good tools to have when you are feeling down and 

upset.  Write down some of the things that you think would work best for you and try them out when you’re 

feeling this way.   

 

Links to further information  

 

Self-help resources in general: 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/problems.htm 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/pandemic.htm (COVID related)  

 

Dealing with distress, distress tolerance skills including self-soothing 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/docs/DealingwithDistress.pdf 

https://www.sunrisertc.com/distress-tolerance-skills/ 

https://www.blessingmanifesting.com/2018/07/distress-tolerance-self-soothing.html 

 

Tolerating uncertainty 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/apple2.htm 

 

Circles of control 

https://physicianleaders.ca/bulletin4.html COVID related 

 

Anxiety 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/anxiety.htm 

https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/breathe.htm breathing 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kv5K-4VwYIg
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/problems.htm
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/pandemic.htm
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/docs/DealingwithDistress.pdf
https://www.sunrisertc.com/distress-tolerance-skills/
https://www.blessingmanifesting.com/2018/07/distress-tolerance-self-soothing.html
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/apple2.htm
https://physicianleaders.ca/bulletin4.html
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/anxiety.htm
https://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/breathe.htm
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Help with managing finances 

The financial impact of Coronavirus on families is extremely stressful.  Please speak to Renal Social 

Workers with any questions related to benefits: 

 

Andrew (Drew) Barnett Renal Social Worker (Ysbyty Maelor Wrexham) 

Andrew.Barnett@wales.nhs.uk; 01978 727296/ 07583 069908 

 

Caron Jones   Renal Social Worker (Ysbyty Maelor Wrexham) 

CARON.JONES@wales.nhs.uk; 01978 727296 

 

Jayne Davis   Renal Social Worker (Ysbyty Glan Clwyd) 

Jayne.Davis@wales.nhs.uk; 01745 448778 ext. 2508/ 07773107444 

 

Alison Richards  Renal Social Worker (Ysbyty Gwynedd) 

Alison.Richards3@wales.nhs.uk; 01248 363469 

 

Laura McGuiness  Renal Social Worker (University Hospital of Wales) 

02921 843772 – ask to speak to Laura 

 

Morriston hospital is currently without dedicated renal social work support, please contact Paul Popham 

Fund or Kidney Care UK Advocate for advice/support. 

 

What you said about the Q&A session 

 

“Thank you, very helpful session, well presented xx” 

 

“This is brilliant advice. Thank you for your support over this time you guys are doing a great job.” 
 

“Superb advice I will not be rushing out but very helpful thank you very much for your time. Self help 

advice would be great.” 

mailto:Andrew.Barnett@wales.nhs.uk
mailto:CARON.JONES@wales.nhs.uk
mailto:Jayne.Davis@wales.nhs.uk
mailto:Alison.Richards3@wales.nhs.uk
http://paulpophamfund.co.uk/contact-us/
http://paulpophamfund.co.uk/contact-us/
https://www.kidneycareuk.org/get-support/advice-support/

