WORKING FROM HOME
DURING COVID-19

a resource provided by health care
professionals at Manitoba Blue Cross

Table of Contents
Health and wellness and working from home during COVID-19.....................................................1
Being mindful – notes from a non-meditative type1........................................................................2
How to set up an ergonomically supportive home office2...............................................................4
The what’s, why’s and how’s of stretching: An uncomplicated perspective3...................................6
Nutrition tips: Staying on track while staying home4.......................................................................8
Practicing sleep hygiene5.............................................................................................................10
A different season: Accepting change during a pandemic6...........................................................12
Exercise during physical distancing7............................................................................................14
Sources.......................................................................................................................................18

1

Christine Prociuk, BA, RPN, C.I.M (Hons)
Manitoba Blue Cross
Case Management Services Leader

5

Saucha Feder, OT Reg (MB)
Manitoba Blue Cross
Disability Case Manager, Life and Disability Services

2

Lyndsay Woodard, BA, M.Cl.Sc.(OT)
Manitoba Blue Cross
Disability Case Manager, Life and Disability Services

6

Lucille Meisner, M.S.W., R.S.W.
Manitoba Blue Cross
Counsellor, Employee Assistance Program

3

Florent Thézard, BSc, MSc, CAT(C)
Manitoba Blue Cross
Disability Case Manager, Life and Disability Services

7

Alex Edye-Mazowita, MSc, BA, CSEP-CEP
Manitoba Blue Cross
Disability Case Manager, Life and Disability Services

4

Dina Daniello-Santiago, RD
Manitoba Blue Cross
Counsellor, Employee Assistance Program

Working from home during COVID-19

HEALTH AND WELLNESS AND WORKING
FROM HOME DURING COVID-19
As a leading health benefits provider in the province, the health and well-being of Manitobans is our
utmost priority. Our organization employs an array of professionals in the health and wellness industry.
During this time of unprecedented disruption, we are ramping up to serve our communities in the
areas where we can offer a great deal of support and expertise. As the challenges surrounding this
pandemic heighten, the importance of health and well-being are brought closer to the forefront.
Nothing could be truer for those suddenly having to adapt to working – and conducting most of daily
life – from home.
The following resource was developed by health care professionals from our Disability Case
Management and Employee Assistance Program teams. We aim to provide insights into how
mental and physical health, sleep, exercise and nutrition all play a role in
safeguarding us during this time.
Who we are
Manitoban health care professionals with diverse
backgrounds and professional designations, including
registered nursing, physiotherapy, occupational
therapy, rehabilitation management, registered
social work, clinical psychology, kinesiology, human
resources and exercise physiology.

1

2

Working from home during COVID-19

BEING MINDFUL
Notes from a non-meditative type
Christine Prociuk
Registered Psychiatric Nurse | Manitoba Blue Cross Case Management Services Leader

I love working in an office! There, I said it.
I love the drive to and from work because it gives me a
few moments between the chaos of home and the chaos
of work. I thrive in my regular work setting – people
popping their heads in my office, my inbox filling up
with meeting invites, new projects pulling me in different
directions. But that’s all changed.
Since mid-March, like many others, I am now working
from home. My days are spent working alone in my new
office (read: I moved a desk into my kids’ old playroom).
The only regular chatter I hear is that of local news
hosts talking about the state of our world. And the only
meetings I attend are via video conference – and yes, I
keep the camera on.
Both my children are also at home – my daughter forced
to return from a year abroad travelling and working in
New Zealand, and my son forced to complete grade 12
through self-directed study, while at the same time giving

up his favourite spring activities and wondering if there
will be a graduation to attend.
And while I am usually quite adaptable, I am not finding
this transition super easy. I am surrounded by the
disappointments my children are experiencing. I am
working in such an independent (read: lonely) setting.
And I worry – and not just about the current impacts. I
worry about the future. And I probably watch too many
newscasts.
Sometimes it’s hard for me to find the motivation to face
the day in this new reality.
As a Registered Psychiatric Nurse, I know that
mindfulness is a technique used to calm inner anxieties,
gain focus and clarity and align our conscious thinking. I
know that mindfulness can have many psychological and
physical benefits and that it is a great antidote for stress.
I also know it can be very challenging for non-meditative
types, like myself.

Working from home during COVID-19

So, as a very work-oriented person, I forced myself to embrace mindfulness in the
best way I know how – I made it into a routine.
I have found the following practice helps me start my day with a purpose. I
recommend doing this as soon as you wake up – that means before checking your
phone or emails.

Set up your space
Find a quiet and comfortable space where you know you can be uninterrupted
for a few minutes. Sit in a comfortable position. Close your eyes.

Breathe.
Take three long, deep breaths (breathing in through your nose and out your
mouth). Pay attention to those breaths – notice how your breathing settles into
a rhythm, and note the rise and fall of your chest.

Think, notice, reflect.
Think about the day ahead. Think about the people and activities you will face.
Ask yourself some questions (e.g. how will you show up and have the greatest
impact? What do you need to do to improve your sense of well-being? How
can you better connect to your peers?).

Set an intention
Set an intention or purpose for the day. Make it about something that is
important to you, something you know can enrich your life (e.g. being more
patient, accepting others, having more fun).

Breathe more.
End with three more nourishing breaths.

After a few moments, you will be ready to start your day. And remember, it’s not a
one-and-done. Check in with yourself throughout the day. Close your eyes, take a
deep breath and revisit your intention.
You can find many mindfulness and meditation resources online, through videos,
podcasts or apps as well as in various literary sources. You might even create a
mindfulness process of your own.
It may seem like work now, but it only takes a few minutes. And if it helps calm inner
thoughts and live more intentionally (read: do the things you set out to do), your
new routine might grow on you. It might even become a much-needed oasis during
a somewhat chaotic time.
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HOW TO SET UP AN
ERGONOMICALLY
SUPPORTIVE HOME OFFICE
Lyndsay Woodard
Occupational Therapist | Manitoba Blue Cross Disability Case Manager

As employers and businesses around the world are closing their
doors to stop the spread of COVID-19, many of us are forced to
set up workspaces in the confines of our homes. And like any new
arrangement, working from home will undoubtedly bring both benefits
and challenges. Below you will find some tips to help ensure your
home workspace is set up as ergonomically friendly as possible.
1. Your environment
If possible, have a designated space for work. This will help signal
your brain that it is time to focus on work. If space allows, stay away
from your work area after hours.
2. Your chair
Perhaps you have a task chair at home with some adjustability
features. But if not, choose a chair with a firm, supportive seat that
allows your knees to be level with your hips and leaves 2-4 inches
between the back of your knees and the seat of your chair. Any chair
can be made more supportive with a rolled towel tucked into the
lumbar area (your lower back). Wrapping your winter scarf around the
chair will hold the towel in place.
3. Your desk
Your desk might be your kitchen table, a folding card table, or
your child’s old desk. It’s likely the least adjustable feature of your
new workspace, but we can work around it. Your legs need to fit
comfortably under your desk – raise your desk with sturdy boards
or old textbooks if necessary. While seated in your chair with your
elbows bent at 90 degrees, your hands should rest comfortably on
your keyboard. If you are having to reach up instead (with more bend
in your elbows), you need to raise the height of your chair. Don’t worry
if your feet don’t touch the floor anymore – we’ll get to that next.
4. Your footrest
Your first instinct may have been to adjust your chair height based
on your leg length, but as you learned in step two, your chair height
should be adjusted according to the height of your desk. Once you
adjust your chair to your desk height, are your feet still flat on the
floor? If not, use a footrest. If you don’t have a footrest at home, make
your own with a stack of books, a shoebox or a rolled-up yoga mat.

5. Your computer
 One monitor
If you use one monitor, it should sit
directly behind your keyboard. The
top of the screen should be at eye
level*. Raise the monitor with a few
books or a package of printer paper
if necessary. When you reach straight
in front of you, your fingertips should
just reach the monitor screen. If that
seems too far and you are slouching
forward or straining to view your
monitor, consider increasing the font
or the size of your display.
*If you wear bifocals, you may prefer
your monitor to be 1-2 inches lower.
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 Two monitors
If you have two monitors, keep your primary
monitor in front of you and your secondary monitor
right beside it. If you use the two monitors equally,
line them up so that you are sitting directly in the
middle of the two.
 Laptop
Using a laptop as your primary screen poses a
challenge but adding an external keyboard and
mouse will allow you to raise the laptop monitor to
a more appropriate height.
 Keyboard and mouse
These should be used on the same surface, with
the mouse right next to the keyboard. When using
the mouse, keep your elbow at your side and
move just your forearm. Avoid reaching.

6. Your phone
Place your telephone on your non-dominant side to avoid
cradling the phone in your neck while taking notes during
a phone call. If you use your phone frequently during
your workday, consider using a headset.
7. You!
Ensure you are getting up to move at least every hour to
reduce muscle tension and eye strain. Stand up when
you can – perhaps to read paper documents or make
telephone calls.
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THE WHAT’S, WHY’S AND
HOW’S OF STRETCHING: AN
UNCOMPLICATED PERSPECTIVE
Florent Thézard
Certified Athletic Therapist | Manitoba Blue Cross Disability Case Manager

“Stretching is good for you.” Somehow, this five-word sentence
has the potential to spark heated debate. Controversies surround
the underlying mechanisms, purposes and perceived benefits of
the pre- and post-workout activity. Hot topics range from when
and how one should stretch, to whether stretching is a physical or
a neurological adaptation. But can we uncomplicate the issue for
a few minutes?
To make a long story short: moving is beneficial. Below,
I will briefly define stretching within its anatomical
context, before explaining its mechanics and
sharing some advice on how to partake at
home, should you wish to “indulge.”

What is it?

Why do we do it?

Simply put, stretching is reaching body positions that
elicit tension within our muscles. Our muscles allow
us to move our limbs by altering their lengths. They
are connected to bones by tendons. As muscles and
tendons meet, two different types of human tissues unite
(picture red meat fusing into a nylon rope). This is where
most of the “stretching,” physically speaking, happens (a
lot happens in our brains, too). The desired sensation is
a strong pull within a targeted structure – often a group
of muscles. The goal is doing it often and long enough
to cause our bodies to adapt, ultimately leading to more
flexibility.

This is where it gets a bit tricky. Many of the theoretical
benefits of stretching, like enhancing sports performance,
reducing injury rates and improving blood flow lack
scientific evidence. This is where some of the debate
stems. Some of us will simply enjoy the sensation of a
good stretch, particularly following hours spent sitting at
a desk or in a vehicle. In my professional opinion, that
reason alone is enough.
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How are we supposed
to do it?
Stretching is achievable
through various techniques,
many of which involve
partners, equipment or specific
knowledge and training. We
will therefore focus on static
stretching – that bendingdown-to-touch-your-toesstyle stretch that most of
us experienced in physical
education class.
Static stretches should be held
until the onset of relaxation
(a decrease in tension), but
possibly for much longer, if
circulation isn’t compromised.
It normally takes a few deep
breaths to achieve a desired
effect (around 30 seconds).
As the stretching sensation
decreases, you may push or
pull the stretch further or simply
enjoy the recently achieved
relaxation.
Going through the motion
a few times is beneficial. I
recommend staying on one
side, prior to switching to the
opposite limb and holding each
stretch for 5-8 deep breaths,
going through each limb 3-5
times. This can be performed
multiple times per day, every
day or simply when the need
is felt.
Remember: move slowly,
gradually and simply seek a
gentle pulling sensation. Avoid
pain, numbness or tingling.

Work Stretches
For those of us hoping to loosen up while working from home, stretching
the following muscle groups may help relieve tension. Additionally, moving
regularly and thus avoiding prolonged postures can help you mitigate the
effects of sitting at a desk. At the very least, the following suggestions will
offer a few minutes to clear one’s mind. They have been divided into a
few main body parts.
 Neck: Avoid neck circles if possible as they can irritate sensitive
structures. Instead, slowly bring your right ear to your right shoulder,
ensuring your left shoulder does not rise (you may sit on your left
hand to prevent this). Repeat on the opposite side, adhering to the
guidelines previously mentioned. To target different muscles within the
neck, start the stretch in the same way (ear to shoulder), and once a
stretch is felt, alter the position of the chin, pointing it up and out or
tucking it down and in.
 Wrists/forearms: Lift your right arm in front of you, keeping your
elbow straight. With your forearm and palm facing up, use your other
hand to gently bring your right wrist down. A stretch should be felt in
the right forearm. Repeat on the opposite side. You may also perform
this in the opposite direction: with your forearm and palm facing the
ground, use your other hand to gently push down on your wrist.
 Back: While seated, firmly ground your feet, squeeze your belly and
arch back as far as comfortably possible, moving slowly through deep
breaths. Another seated option is chair twists. As before, firmly ground
yourself, contract your core, and gently rotate your torso as far to the
left as possible. The use of hands on chair handles and/or knees is
allowed. While cracking your back should not be the goal, it should not
be concerning either, if no pain is present.
 Legs: Sit down on the floor, possibly with your back resting against a
wall. Now hinge at the waist, trying to keep your back neutral (don’t
arch or round it too much). Do you feel the pull in your hamstrings
(back of thigh)? If not, keep going. Touching one’s toes is a common
goal, but as you may have noticed, bending at the hip properly might
lead to a stretch being noticed well before that is possible.
 Hips: Stand up with your feet together. Take a big step forward. With
your legs now staggered, your shoulders up and back straight, bend
your front knee, allowing your hips and back leg to lower, until a gentle
pull is felt within your back hip/leg. Don’t feel it yet? Squeeze all the
muscles at the back of your hip once down into the position. Still not
feeling it? It’s okay. You got up and moved – you win.
Take care!
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NUTRITION TIPS:
STAYING ON TRACK WHILE
STAYING HOME
Dina Daniello-Santiago
Registered Dietitian | Manitoba Blue Cross Employee Assistance Counsellor

If you are getting a little stir crazy and starting to feel like each
day is Groundhog Day, you are not alone.
We are all facing various challenges and stresses during this
pandemic – financial, emotional, mental – not to mention the
impact this can be having on our relationships. Many of us are
now working from home, which means taking on new roles like
assisting with self-directed teaching or becoming the household
hairdresser. And among all this masking and gloving (both the
physical and the figurative) how much time do we really have to
keep our nutrition in check?
You may have started 2020 out strong, making healthy food
choices, kicking off an amazing workout regimen in the new year
(or new decade, for that matter). But now the struggle to keep it
up is real. Making good healthy nutritional choices can be tough
when your home is your office, and your workwear may or may
not be sweatpants. But now more than ever it is so important.
Let’s take this masking and gloving to the next level with a bit of
role play!
Scenario #1
You’re on a conference call and somehow make your way
into the kitchen. Suddenly there is food in your hands…how
did that even get there?! Before you know it, you’re eating
animal crackers and dry cereal right out of the box.
Scenario #2:
Perhaps you got so busy working on a project that you
suddenly realize you haven’t eaten a thing all day.
Scenario #3:
You told yourself you would only have a couple of chocolate
chips, then suddenly find yourself sitting at the laptop with
the entire bag and realizing you no longer have any left to
make chocolate chip cookies.
These scenarios are a reality for many of us when working from
home. But with some simple changes, you can create a new
healthy reality to help you stay on track while staying home.

Plan and portion
Just as you plan to shower, brush your teeth
and workout, planning and preparing your meals
and snacks should be a part of your daily to-do
list. If you used to plan and prep the night before
work, keep up the routine. Your hours and daily
schedule may look a bit different from home, so
plan around your new schedule. Treat food the
same way you would at work. Likely, you are not
grazing all day long at work – therefore, you can’t
be doing that at home.
Part of planning is portioning out your meals
and snacks. Use the package serving size to
guide you. Use a nine-inch plate at meal time,
sectioned off to provide half a plate of nonstarchy vegetables, a quarter of the plate with a
lean protein (poultry, seafood, beans, eggs, tofu,
cottage cheese or Greek yogurt) and a quarter
of the plate with a high-fiber carbohydrate (fruit,
whole grains or starchy vegetables).
Keep your workspace away from the
kitchen
Temptation can hit and you may find yourself
wandering over to the kitchen or going through
the pantry – especially if it’s constantly in your
line of vision. The only time you should be in your
kitchen during the workday is when you’re getting
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ready to have a planned snack or meal. This is when
Post-It notes can come in handy. Put up some notes on
your fridge and pantry to remind you that the kitchen is
closed until the next scheduled meal or snack. It might
seem silly, but notes can be very helpful reminders. A
bonus – no one is coming in your home right now to see
them anyway!
Remember to eat
For some, getting into the groove of a project can mean
tunnel vision, making it hard to take a coffee or lunch
break to actually eat the snack or meal you planned.
Remember it’s important to be mindful of your hunger
cues and realize that not eating can negatively impact
your alertness and productivity. Setting a break alarm
on your phone can be helpful. Remember: not eating
through the day = unstoppable, mindless eating later on.
Don’t stockpile on comfort foods
Remaining in the comfort zone of your home can really
let the unhealthy, comforting temptations creep in,
especially during stressful times – and you all know I
am not talking about celery and raisins! The chocolate
stash, the chips and cookies, the tub of ice cream and
not to mention the cooled soft drinks lurking in your
fridge – those are the culprits. Your kitchen is not a
vending machine, so don’t stock it up like one. Try your
best to keep the most tempting items out of your house,
especially foods you know can trigger a binge for you.
Keep the spotlight on real food
Balanced, nutritious food keeps your engine running
smooth and your brain fine tuned, which from a work
perspective makes you way more productive. What you
eat has a huge impact on your mood and energy level.
Focus on protein, fiber, healthy fats, fruits and veggies.
Having a great source of healthy items readily available
makes it easier to prevent munching on whatever looks
quick and appealing at the moment.
Stay hydrated
When we’re reaching for a sip of something during the
workday, it’s fair to say it’ll be from our favourite mug. But
your cup of java – or should I say pot of java – is far from
thirst quenching. Limiting the amount of caffeine we take
in is wise, since too much is known to cause headaches,
anxiety, digestive issues and even fatigue – sounds like a
recipe for disaster!

Aim for no more than two, eight-ounce cups of coffee
per day to avoid the jittery feeling. Perhaps rethink the
flavored creamers and other high-calorie add-ins while
you’re at it.
Where does this leave us for beverage options? Well,
good question. We need to ensure we are maximizing
our water intake. Dehydration can lead to headaches
and fatigue – sounds similar to the effects of too much
caffeine, doesn’t it? Have a water bottle with you just as
you would at the office. If you have water within arm’s
reach, you’re more likely to drink it, helping you reach
your daily goal of at least 64 ounces per day.
Move it to lose it... or gain it,
depending on your goals!
You will need all that water to keep you hydrated so you
are more productive AND to keep you cool through your
amazing new workout regime! You didn’t think that I’d
skip physical activity, did you?
You might have been used to exercising before or after
work at your workplace’s on-site gym. Maybe you
attended exercise classes or perhaps you biked or
walked to work. Think this all must come crashing down
when you start working from home? Guess again.
Our new reality just means that you get to plan a new
workout routine. This can even be a good change, as
sometimes we plateau after doing the same workouts
day in and day out. Take this opportunity to create a new
schedule for yourself, and work with what you’ve got.
Get outside. Utilize the many online resources, videos or
apps that keep you moving. This is a great time to step
out of your comfort zone and try something new. Be sure
to get up and walk around, as sitting for hours on end is
not healthy – we were made to move!
You may have noticed a common thread in all this –
planning. Planning is key and is needed in order to create
great healthy habits in your eating and activity level
to keep you going strong during this transitional time.
Working from home is not an excuse to hibernate and
develop unhealthy habits. Embracing the above advice
can help you stay productive, healthy and strong. But if
you feel like you’d like a bit more support, meeting with
a Registered Dietitian is always the best choice when it
comes to looking beyond fads and gimmicks and getting
evidence-based nutritional guidance.
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PRACTICING SLEEP HYGIENE
Saucha Feder, OT Reg (MB)
Occupational Therapist | Manitoba Blue Cross Disability Case Manager

Healthy bedtime routines and rituals

Regular sleep-wake schedule

A consistent bedtime routine includes activities that
encourage rest and relaxation before sleep. Examples
of healthy pre-bedtime activities include reading, taking
a hot bath or shower, meditation, listening to calming
music and having a light snack. Avoid screen time in
bed – put your smart phone or computer away and turn
off the television. As well, avoid stimulating activities like
eating or working in bed.

Consider keeping a consistent wake-up and bedtime
schedule seven days a week to maintain the body’s
circadian rhythm. And note that short (less than
30-minute) daytime naps have shown to improve
cognitive functioning.

Monitored
caffeine intake

Monitored
alcohol intake

Caffeine is a
stimulant and has
the potential to
interfere with the
quality and quantity
of your sleep.
Remember, we’re
not just talking
about coffee –
many types of tea,
soda, energy drinks
and other specialty
beverages all
contain caffeine.

Alcohol disturbs
the regular phases
of the sleep
cycle, and as a
result, decreases
your quality of
sleep. Alcohol
consumption can
result in shorter
sleep times and/
or frequent arousal
periods during the
night.

Healthy sleeping environment

Physical activity

A good sleeping environment includes a comfortable
and supportive mattress and pillow(s), a moderate
temperature in the environment and limited background
noise and light. Invest in comfortable and properly fitted
bedding. And when nestling in, sleep on your back or
side and try to avoid stomach sleeping, which could
lead to back and neck pain.

Physical activity can reduce stress and anxiety. It can
also improve the quality of your sleep. There are many
ways to keep up with exercise while working from
home. Consider taking up regular walking or running or
try something different like martial arts, yoga or weight
training via video or online instruction. However, timing
is important. If you exercise too close to bedtime, it
could actually interfere with sleep.
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Sleep and productivity
The “no time for sleep” mentality has many faults. We know that the poor sleep will directly impact and influence
your work performance by:
Decreasing your:
 cognitive functioning and memory
 ability to learn and problem solve
 focus, attention and attention span
 response time
Increasing your:
 risk for accidents and falls
 irritability
 negative thinking and mood
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A DIFFERENT SEASON:
ACCEPTING CHANGE
DURING A PANDEMIC
Lucille Meisner
Registered Social Worker
Manitoba Blue Cross Employee Assistance Counsellor

Distinct seasons in the prairies have created rituals
that have taken hold and become part of the fabric of
our being. Spring is the time we greet our neighbors,
shake hands and share a hug with that kind of shared
neighbourly pride that says, “Yes, we have made it
through another winter!” We walk our communities
looking for signs of new growth as we breathe in the
promise of a summer to come.
This spring has not come with that kind of connection
to our neighbors and the shared joy of the anticipation
of summer. Rather, we are in a global pandemic that
has brought with it uncertainty, fear and anxiety. Many
of us feel like we are without a blueprint or a road map
– we have set out on a journey without knowing the final
destination. We commit to behavior changes to slow the
spread of COVID-19 and we hope that others do the
same. Hand washing, physical distancing and isolating in
our homes are done with the optimism that compliance
will slow the pandemic.
How we experience our day-to-day lives at this time
is influenced by multiple factors. Some of us are on
imposed isolation and others have been able to choose
to work from home. Some of us are laid off from work as
our business doors are closed. Many of us are essential
and front-line workers, implementing new protocols in
response to COVID-19 and each day at work brings new
challenges. All of us have had our work and home life
dramatically altered by the global pandemic.

“To plant a garden is to
believe in tomorrow”
– Audrey Hepburn

Why am I feeling this way?
Our lives have been turned upside down. Change and
transition impact us in a variety of ways. Change often
happens quickly; but transition happens more slowly and
at its own pace. The current pandemic is an example of
a change that is an external event in our lives, yet greatly
impacts our internal world. Our transition through change
is a very individual internal response. So how do we cope
with our new normal?
The experience of transitioning through change (isolation,
separation from family, physical distancing, fear of testing
positive for COVID-19, job interruption or working extra
and longer shifts) resembles the stages of loss. Many of
us feel loss of control, loss of belonging, loss of meaning
and loss of the future we imagined and planned for
before the pandemic.
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What can I do to feel better?
1. Gain control: Identify what you have control over
and take action. Remember you cannot control the
change we are going through with the pandemic, but
you can control your transition. Implement behaviours
that public health officials have encouraged us to
follow. Behavioural changes help break the mental
commentary that plays in our mind. We can take a
momentary break from our thoughts by attending
to our bodies and our physical environment. The
extra cleaning, disinfecting and washing are time
consuming rituals, but they give us a sense of control.
Daily rituals help us transition through this time. We
are not able to control the actions of others, but we
can ensure that our own actions are creating a sense
of safety and security.
2. Gain a sense of belonging: Commit to staying
connected and strengthening relationships. In
addition to phone calls and virtual meetings, we are
also enhancing feelings of belonging when we offer
our time and our craft. Many are sewing masks,
delivering meals and helping neighbours. These acts
of kindness create connection. A felt sense that we
are in this together and that we will get through this
together creates optimism and brings satisfaction.
3. Gain meaning: Self-care is required now more than
ever. Our relationship with ourselves is the most
important of all. You may be physically distancing, but
this is not the time to distance from yourself and your
personal power. While much in our external world is
closed, we more than ever now benefit from being
open to ourselves. Take time to take care. Make
time to do that which anchors you – be it listening to
music, walking, getting extra rest or eating well. In
times such as these we often reflect on our values
and beliefs, on what matters in the grand scheme and
what might shift for us when this passes.

4. Gain a sense of the future: The best way to trust
in the future is to manage today. Notice how your
thoughts influence how you feel and how you act.
In times such as these, our minds are constantly
scanning our environments for threats to our security.
This is a survival response deeply seated in our
brains. We can become exhausted with overthinking,
overwhelming feelings and bodily aches, and pains
such as headaches, muscle tension and general
fatigue. Notice your thoughts and let them pass like
clouds in the sky or like a leaf floating in a stream…
allowing the commentary to go on in our minds feeds
fear. If our attention is always placed on our thoughts,
we are at the mercy of whatever arises. Our thoughts
can be a constant source of stress. Conscious
breathing (as discussed in Being Mindful!) can lead
us to a deepened awareness of our body, allowing
for the release of worry and tension. Focusing on the
simple act of breathing can increase feelings of inner
peace and well-being. Limiting media time helps us
find a balance between keeping informed and not
perpetuating fear. Talking with those who can assist
us regarding financial, work, child or elderly care
changes can help us plan for today and tomorrow.
We adapt to change by giving time and attention to the
ways in which we transition. By planting the seeds for
tomorrow’s garden, we can be in the present today while
planning for tomorrow.
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EXERCISE DURING
PHYSICAL DISTANCING
Alex Edye-Mazowita
Clinical Exercise Physiologist | Manitoba Blue Cross Disability Case Manager

With its capacity to reduce stress and anxiety, improve sleep and cardiovascular health and offset our increased
sitting time in quarantine, physical activity is a helpful addition to your self-health kit. Although provincial orders have
temporarily shuttered gyms, there are other ways to get your dose of exercise.

Physical distancing and outdoor exercise
As the weather gets warmer, walking, jogging and bicycling
seem more appealing. While many of the provinces endorse
a recommended distance of two metres to reduce the risk
of transmission, no formal guidelines have been developed
for distancing during physical activity.
Early research suggests the two-metre distance is
insufficient when accounting for another person’s wake4
while in motion. Try to leave five meters for walking and
ten meters for jogging to mitigate exposure to droplets. A
staggered position where you do not pass directly behind
a person (e.g. passing on the side) requires significantly
less separation4 as seen below. Learn more about these
guidelines at http://www.urbanphysics.net/Questions_and_
Answers.pdf
You may already naturally stagger yourself with others
while jogging or running – who wants to rear-end another
jogger because they stopped to change their music? What
might be less natural is giving oncoming individuals enough
space. If cycling, make sure to stay on the road and move
with traffic flow. If walking, jogging or cycling on a trail,
be prepared to move to the side to accommodate a safe
passing distance.

Droplet spreading when running at a
speed of 8.9 mph
a & b: running behind each other
c: running side-by-side
d: staggered
*Used with permission from author Bert Blocken,
Eindhoven University of Technology
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Do masks help?
Although masks can decrease the spread of droplets,
their effectiveness decreases as they become moist from
respiration and perspiration. The best way to reduce
your risk while exercising outdoors is aiming for nonpeak times, less frequented areas and by doing it as an
individual activity versus going out with a friend.
If you are just getting started on a fitness plan and intend
on making walking your activity of choice, be sure to
check out Manitoba in Motion’s Walking: The Activity of
a Lifetime guide, available at https://www.gov.mb.ca/
health/activeliving/tools_resources/walking/walking_the_
activity_of_a_lifetime.pdf
Options for exercising indoors
Exercising in your home or yard is the best way to
eliminate risk of transmission. There is an array of options
for home workout programs – whether you wish to
exercise on your own or by using an app or video or
taking advantage of the many free resources available
online.
Many fitness facilities, such as the Reh-Fit Centre (one
of Winnipeg’s two medical fitness facilities) offer free
online exercise videos with certified staff. Many chain
and boutique fitness facilities around the world are
offering free classes – even some in a live format. Yoga
is an option too, such as with Yoga to the People’s free
(donation-based) daily classes. All of these options can
raise your heart rate and are thus considered aerobic
exercise, something that provides you with the highest
“return on investment” in terms of health benefits.
Trying out new exercise programs or methods can boost
your fitness literacy and help you build a mental library of
exercises that you love (or hate!). Another bonus is that
you can exercise independently if that is your preference.
Do I need equipment?
Although you can engage in an effective exercise routine
using no equipment (and we’ll show you how on the
next page!), having a few basics on hand, like resistance
bands, suspension training straps or a kettlebell, can
provide variety in your routine. These are go-to items that
are easy to store, available through online retailers and
are often part of thoroughly equipped gyms. You can find
detailed instructions for use online.

Thinking of “sitting it out” until things go back
to normal?
We will likely spend a significant amount of time sitting
during this pandemic. Although there are many negative
health impacts of sitting for long periods of time, this can
be offset by physical activity. And the most sedentary
individuals need only increase their physical activity by
just eight minutes per day for a reduction of negative
health impacts. Not a bad return on investment. How
about using the end of a TV episode to trigger a few
minutes of movement?
Even if your exercise is just getting up to walk up and
down the stairs, it makes a difference. In terms of longterm health outcomes, sporadic exercise (moderate or
vigorous exercise lasting less than 10 minutes) gives
the same results as the more traditional continuous
exercise (moderate or vigorous exercise lasting more
than 10 minutes)7. The most important message is that
something is always better than nothing.
Wondering if exercise is safe for you due to
health concerns?
Talk to your doctor about your health as it relates to
exercise. Exercise is important for everyone, even if you
have had major health events. Fit individuals who have
had a heart attack, heart failure, coronary bypass surgery
and other events have been shown to live longer than
unfit individuals with an unremarkable health history8.
If you were scheduled to participate in an exercise-based
chronic disease management program, such as cardiac
rehabilitation, that is now cancelled, talk to your doctor
about other resources that may be available. Heart and
Stroke Foundation’s Living Well with Heart Disease is a
great resource that is available for free online.
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Getting started with some basics
Plank
Area targeted: core
Perhaps the simplest looking exercise, your goal here
is simply to…not move! By activating your transverse
abdominus muscle (which acts as a sort of girdle for your
core), you will be working to stabilize yourself while you
maintain a straight line from your hips to your head (aside
from the natural curve of the spine). An excellent cue to
engage the transverse abdominus is to draw your belly
button in towards your spine – not by taking a breath,
but by muscle contraction.

Standard plank

There are no conventional reps for this exercise, so
simply hold it as long as you can while maintaining good
form. Don’t forget to breathe! Some ideas for making the
exercise more challenging are shown on the right.

For a more challenging plank, try lifting one leg

Push-up
Area targeted: chest, arms, shoulders
At its most basic level, push-ups strengthen our upper
body by pushing against resistance. It is the body-weight
equivalent of a bench press and can be modified to suit
different abilities. We have arranged these on a spectrum
from easiest to hardest. Once you can do more than
12 of one variation, try the next! For each variation,
remember to keep your core activated and breathe as
you push.

Standard push-up

Modified push-up
Modify the push-up to reduce the resistance by starting against
a wall or on your knees, as shown above.

One leg up push-up
For a more challenging push-up, try lifting one leg
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Squat
Area targeted: quadriceps,
hamstrings, glutes, abs, back
That’s a lot of benefit from one simple motion. Squats are
what we call a functional exercise, which means they are
useful for everyday life, instead of just at the gym. You use
these muscles when you walk up the stairs, jump, pick
something up, stand up and more. They also help with
flexibility and balance. Squats may appear simple, but
they are one of the more complex exercises. The goal is
to lower your hips towards the ground by hinging the hips
and spine forward together and bending at the knees.
Below you can see the basics of the squat with our
“skeleton”. If you feel unable to squat with correct form,
try starting with a chair to sit on, a wall to shift weight
onto, or try some more frequent stretching.

Squat best practices
 Look forward to reduce the stress on your lower back
muscles.
 Contract your abdominal muscles to help prevent the
spine from curving forward.
 Keep your heels flat on the ground.
 Keep your knees positioned over the middle of your
feet (as opposed to falling towards each other).
 Outstretch your arms in front of you for extra balance.
 Stay within a range of motion that feels comfortable
for you. If you’ve heard the “knees to 90 degrees”
instruction – it’s just a guideline. Always stay within
your own comfortable range.

Spine

Correct squat
Curving spine to bring torso
forward rather than hinging at
the hips

Hips

Upper leg

Incorrect squat
Curving spine to bring torso
forward rather than hinging at
the hips

Lower leg
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