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Sujata Kelkar Shetty

A
Buddhist monk was walking on a dirt road
when he heard the clattering of hooves and
turned to see a horse galloping towards him.

The rider seemed unable to control the animal. As
they sped past, the monk asked, “Where are you
going in a such a hurry?” The man yelled back,
“Don’t ask me, ask the horse!”

Like the man on the horse, the mind sometimes
seem to have a will of its own. It takes us to places
unbidden, places we would prefer not to go because
those thoughts leave us tired, anxious and
unhappy. This is truer when we live in uncertain
times, like the present. Living through a lockdown
and without a sense of how things will change is
leaving many of us stressed. Business is suffering,
people are being laid off in droves, and we are all in
survival mode.

Topping that is the looming worry about con-
tracting the disease that started this all, covid-19.
This present atmosphere of uncertainty, financial
insecurity, and the threat of an unpredictable ill-
ness have made many of us vulnerable to anxiety
and depression.

Anxiety and depression may seem unrelated but
they are in fact two faces of the same coin. They

have similar symptoms and often coexist. Given the
extraordinary and unprecedented nature of the
covid crisis, the number of people suffering from
these conditions is going up. There is a silent men-
tal health epidemic on our hands.

It is imperative that we make a conscious effort
to strengthen our mental resilience as individuals
and as a society. For that, the way that we think of
mental health needs to change.

While we may find resourceful ways of staying
physically fit with classes available online, we do
not think of how we can maintain our emotional
health by using the same device to speak with a
therapist. This attitude needs to change.

We need to be proactive in looking after our
mental health. And yes, while there is social stigma
attached to seeking help for mental health, the only
way this can change is when each of us accepts that
we are human and can fall ill in both mind and body.
Just as we can do things to make our bodies more
resilient, we need to recognize that we can choose
to make our minds more resilient too.

Behavioural activation is a simple tool you can
use to help yourself. When we aren’t feeling our
best, we tend to withdraw from activities that we
enjoy. When we withdraw from activities we enjoy,
our mood dips further, making it that much harder

to do the things that would help us feel better. It’s
a downward spiral that we often don’t recognize in
ourselves, particularly when the going gets tough.

What makes this pandemic so hard to deal with
is that our usual methods of coping with stress—
socializing and/or exercising—are no longer availa-

ble to us. We need to use novel ways to help our-
selves. That’s where behavioural activation comes
in. The rules are simple.

You need to schedule things into your day that
you find pleasurable, meaningful and necessary. It
is important these things align with your values.
Pleasurable and meaningful could mean taking a
walk with a friend in a park, both of you wearing
masks and maintaining distance, or taking an
online class in a dance form you’ve always wanted
to learn. Routine would cover the basics like mak-
ing sure the house is clean and there is fresh food on
the table. Necessary would be what is essential for
survival, such as tasks related to work and bills. 

It is important to realize two things. One, all these
activities won’t be fun but they will all add to mak-
ing your life more positive. 

Two, behavioural activation rests on the princi-
ple that you need to get yourself moving to feel bet-
ter. This also means cutting out time when you
aren’t doing much. Cut out the time you spend
scrolling through social media feeds because it will
likely leave you feeling lower in mood after. Low
effort activities like watching TV are fine as long as
you don’t use them to avoid doing something that
you need to get done.

Most importantly, stick to the plan you make

even when you don’t feel like it. It could take a week
or two for you to find out whether what you have
scheduled, particularly in the pleasurable and
meaningful category, is working for you.

Finally, you will be able to help yourself in this
manner if you have a mild case of anxiety or depres-
sion but if you feel that you are unable to help your-
self, you must seek professional help right away.
Counsellors and therapists are offering services
works via Zoom and phone. Your mental health
matters and there is no shame in asking for help
when you need it.

Sujata Kelkar Shetty is the author of 99 Not Out!
Your Guide To A Long And Healthy Life.
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Build your mental resilience to get through this pandemic

I
t is now several months since we began
working from home. Some of us have
returned to our offices, partly if not fully.
Some of us are still eagerly awaiting the
safe reopening of our cities. In a few other

cases, organizations have announced that work
from home (WFH) will continue for much
longer, perhaps become a way of life. 

Now, that’s not too bad at all, say some of my
friends because WFH saves on commute time,
and you know what, the last few weeks have
shown that we can deliver even better productiv-
ity from our houses. None of the silly distractions
of office, hence better work output. Some other
friends believe all this short-term productivity
has only been possible because we know our col-
leagues well, we have built strong bonds with
them by working together in offices for several
years. That social capital can sustain a few

months of WFH and transactional video calls,
and then we will need to be back in our offices,
for sure.

Even while this interesting debate is running
its course, there is one aspect of work from home
that we would do well to pay heed to – the human
touch, which can bring in the fun and happiness
of our offices into our homes. I am not talking
here of knowledge webinars or online learning
programs, which are no doubt important
because they keep us engaged intellectually. 

I am talking of recreating the joys of offices,
and banishing the loneliness that often accompa-
nies WFH, with small little touches that we often
forget. Here are a few of them.

MAKE TIME FOR CORRIDOR TALKS
Spontaneous corridor conversations are such a
wonderful part of office life. You meet a col-
league on your way towards the staircase or pan-
try, or you drop in at their workstation on a
whim, and you get around to immediately dis-
cussing something which has been on both your
minds. These are unplanned meetings, but I
think we look forward to them. 

WFH, because everyone is remote, tends to be
much more planned, with meetings that are
scheduled and calendarized well in advance. You
can break this well scheduled, rigid pattern by
calling a colleague spontaneously, at lunchtime

your colleagues. The meeting will end with a few
chuckles, for sure.

GO AHEAD, APPRECIATE YOUR PEER
Often caught in our own WFH warp, we focus on
being very productive, and forget to convey our
appreciation for others’ achievements, however
small or big. 

Providing and receiving genuine appreciation
is one of the best points of office life, and this
should never take a back seat, even while work-
ing remotely. In offices, we see our colleagues
regularly, and so we are able to convey our
thanks or praise in person. When we work from
home, we don’t meet them personally. So, it is
useful to keep note of any achievement that
strikes you as commendable, and then send your
colleague a message of generous admiration for
what she or he has been able to deliver. Remem-
ber that this is still a pandemic and a crisis, that
people are working with anxieties about their
health and families. Hence, taking the extra
effort to share a word of praise, even for a small
accomplishment, is worthwhile during these dif-
ficult times. 

Harish Bhat works with the Tata Group. He tries
to bring a human touch to his WFH routine by
engaging in arguments on video calls because
arguing is human too.

As the covid-19 pandemic forces more companies to consider remote working their new reality, keeping the human touch alive in our 
interactions with colleagues by making that extra effort to crack a joke or praise someone becomes more important than ever before
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or at end of day, just to talk about something that
needs a little bit of smart navigation, or to pick
each other’s brains about some unique problem
that needs resolution. Such spontaneous calls are
so different from scheduled and well planned
video meetings, that they trigger a different
channel in our minds, and leave us fulfilled in a
nice and charming way. 

SIT BACK AND RELAX 
Having coffee and tea
together with your team-
mates is one of the most relax-
ing rituals in our offices. This
is also the time for banter and
light conversation. Some
teams prefer to do this in the
mornings, and others in the
late afternoons. 

You can bring this joyful
coffee break into your WFH
routine too, by scheduling
virtual coffee breaks with
your colleagues, over a video call, once or twice
a day. Switch on the video, see each other, sip
your cups of coffee, and chat for a while. Stay off
serious work topics during virtual coffee time.
But irreverent references to the workplace, or
poking a bit of fun at yesterday’s virtual meet-
ings, are totally in order.

HUMOUR ALWAYS HELPS
Offices and conference rooms come alive when
there’s a touch of humour in the air. When we
take a break during a meeting in the office,
there’s often humorous banter that goes around.
Some colleagues are naturally more humorous,
and they ensure meetings do not get too uptight,
boring or serious. There is a tendency for meet-

ings over video to be largely
devoid of humour, because
everyone is focused on pro-
ductive conversation and the
transaction at hand. It is also
easier to be humorous when
you are actually seeing each
other, at close quarters.

You can address these defi-
ciencies by injecting some
WFH humour yourself, into a
few remote meetings that you
are part of – particularly with
teammates whom you know
very well. Towards the end of

any such remote team meeting, request your col-
leagues to switch on their video feeds, and one or
two of you can then narrate a small humorous
incident each, from your homes. You will be sur-
prised by the stock of domestic humour, prima-
rily relating to valiant efforts at child-care, cook-
ing or cleaning, that is readily available among
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