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COVID -19 SPECIFIC CBT 

(A resource document created by IACBT*) 

According to Wikipedia, a pandemic is a disease epidemic that has spread across a large region, for 

instance multiple continents, or worldwide. A widespread endemic disease with a stable number of 

infected people is not a pandemic. Further, flu pandemics generally exclude recurrences of seasonal flu. 

Throughout history, there have been a number of pandemics of diseases such 

as smallpox and tuberculosis. One of the most devastating pandemics was the Black Death (also known 

as The Plague), which killed an estimated 75ï200 million people in the 14th century. Other notable 

pandemics include the 1918 influenza pandemic (Spanish flu) and the 2009 flu pandemic (H1N1). Current 

pandemics include HIV/AIDS and the 2019 coronavirus disease, which was declared a pandemic on 11 

March 2020 by the World Health Organization (WHO). 

A key part of managing an infectious disease outbreak is trying to decrease the epidemic peak, known as 

flattening the epidemic curve. This helps decrease the risk of health services being overwhelmed and 

providing more time for a vaccine and treatment to be developed. Non-pharmaceutical interventions may 

be taken to manage the outbreak; for example in a flu pandemic, these actions may include personal 

preventive measures such as hand hygiene, wearing face-masks and self-quarantine; community measures 

aimed at social distancing such as closing schools and cancelling mass gathering events; community 

engagement to encourage acceptance and participation in such interventions; as well as environmental 

measures such as cleaning of surfaces. 

According to Cognitive Behavioural Model put forth by Aaron T. Beck, whenever there is a critical event 

ï one that is unexpected and triggers an intense emotional reaction ï we tend to interpret and make sense 

of it according to our established and learned belief patterns, which are the result of our early childhood 

experiences, values and morals transferred to us as well our cultural milieu. The human brain tends to 

interpret all incoming information according to the software installed in it (beliefs systems). This 

interpretation process, coupled with intense emotional, physiological and behavioural consequences is our 

ñresponse to the critical event or ñtriggerò. This is the reason that we find it so difficult to challenge or 

change our thought processes and learned behavioural patterns. Sometimes despite ñunderstandingò the 

unreasonable and negative though processes, we still find it difficult to bring about behavioural changes, 

because of the interlocking between our beliefs and emotional and behavioural patterns. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Disease
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epidemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Continents
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endemic_(epidemiology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Influenza_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seasonal_flu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Smallpox
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuberculosis
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Death
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1918_influenza_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2009_flu_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HIV/AIDS
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2019%E2%80%9320_coronavirus_pandemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Health_Organization
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Trigger  

(Pandemic) 

 

 

Activation of core beliefs 

(ñThis is terribleò, ñI am unsafeò, ñIt will get worseò, ñWhatôs going to happenò, ñNo one can helpò) 

                               Immune System                                                   Support systems/coping resources 

Negative Thoughts 

 

                                        Emotional Reactions                     Behavioural Responses 

                                           (Anger, Sadness, Anxiety)     (escape, avoidance, hypervigilance, aggression) 

                                              

                                                           Physiological (Bodily) responses 

 

Whenever there is a stressful situation, where our ongoing functioning is disturbed, it leads to an 

emotional reaction of mainly three types or their combination: 

1. Anxiety ï stems from a fear of the unknown, a sense of danger and a sense of vulnerability. 

2. Sadness / grief ï stems from a sense of helplessness, hopelessness and loss. 

3. Anger/Irritation ï stems from a sense of injustice, impinging of rights, blockage of goals. 

Our existing beliefs about ourselves, other people and our life/future in combination with our immune 

system (general health and vitality) as well as the resources available (media, social networks) and 

coping resources, give rise to a vicious cycle of negative thoughts, emotional reactions (described 

above), physiological response (palpitations, muscle tension, inability to relax/sleep, loss of appetite, 

aggravation of weaknesses, etc) and behavioral reactions. 

In addition, the more unexpected and the more uncertain an event is, the more intense our reaction and 

more intense our efforts to make sense of it. Itôs all part of a process of adaptation ï  

1. Shock. Alarm and Disbelief ï ñHow could this happenò, ñIt canôt be happening to me/usò 

2. Anger ï ñI donôt deserve thisò, ñWhoever started this should be punishedò, ñThis is unfairò 

3. Resistance ï ñI canôt change my routineò. ñI will do what I am used toò, ñI canôt feel anythingò 

4. Burnout / Give Up - ñI canôt cope with this anymoreò, ñThis is terribleò 

5. Acceptance and change ï ñItôs Okayò, ñThis situation is here to stayò, ñI will be fineò 
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Flexibility in thinking, behaving and feelings can greatly help in positively adapting to any situation. 

The more rigidly you stick to your beliefs, the greater the emotional pain you will face. 

   RIGID BELIEFS                                                                                      FLEXIBLE THINKING  

(Difficulty  in adapting)                                                                            (helps in adapting to situation) 

 

How can CBT help? 

× Awareness ï be an observer of your thoughts, emotions and behaviours in response to ótriggersô 

× Understanding ï educate yourself about the situation as well as your inner reactions to the 

situation 

× Relaxation/Homeostasis ï breathe, calm down and take a step back from the emotional turmoil 

× Acceptance ï accept your emotions and thoughts and know that itôs okay to feel disturbed 

× Assess ï are your emotions and thoughts helpful in dealing with the situation? Can you change 

the situation? If not, what is a better option? 

× Regulate your emotions and balance your thoughts ï reduce negative emotions by not feeding 

negative thoughts into them and replace with positive emotions such as happiness, gratitude, 

hope, optimism, etc and replace negative thinking with factual information and rational thinking. 

Try and see the bigger picture. 

× Practice ï meditate, activate yourself, spiritual practice, be proactive, not reactive 

× Emotional tuning and thought pruning ï be in touch with your emotions and create more positive 

energy inside and outside. Be a wise thinker ï prune unnecessary thought processes. 

× Engage in positive activities ï like helping others in need, use the free time to finish pending 

tasks, engage in rejuvenating and relaxing activities, recycle and reuse 

× Protect yourself from information over load ï switch off from television, social media to prevent 

information overload. Detox yourself physically and emotionally. 

× Follow a routine ï to get more control on the situation and reduce anxiety. 

× Remember - Every situation has pros and cons and change is the only stable rule of life. 

× Adapt ï be flexible in your thinking and behaviors; move with the times/situational demands 

× Develop resilience ï ñFragileéhandle with careò OR ñflexible...unbreakableò ï Choose! 

× Talk to a trained CBT therapist ï if you cannot manage by yourselféseek help ! 

                                                     -------------- xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx ------------------- 


