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INSPIRATION 

Watershed is defined as an event or a period marking a turning point in a situation. Covid-19 took all of us by 

surprise when it escalated into a pandemic and indeed is a watershed moment in history that challenged the 

way we defined reality and viewed life.  

The following document aims to introduce a study conducted on a segment of people in the corporate sector 

in Sri Lanka and their response to Covid-19, with an emphasis on internal and external coping resources 

impacting the mental health of the executive cadre.  Insights from past recessions and pandemics are 

mentioned before introducing the findings of this qualitative study that employed a group of 151 executives, 

managers and corporate leaders from various industries in the form of interviews. The observations and 

interactions with over 1400 working persons through webinars are also analysed.  

This was a study done on a select sample of the workforce, hence when generalizing these findings, one needs 

to remember the different socio-economic variables that apply to different segments of the workforce. 

The research in this working paper comes from scientific publications and reports published by reputed 

humanitarian organizations with an integration of insightful statistics of the situation by local and 

international news.  

The current study was conducted to inform individuals, organizational decision makers, mental health 

practitioners who provide support to organizations and working individuals, and to some extent the 

government and policy makers, of the adverse effects of the Covid-19 on work and family experiences. As it is 

a work-in-progress, only the preliminary findings of the study are presented.  Scientific publication from the 

preliminary and the full data set will be forthcoming.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

The purpose of this qualitative research based on inductive and exploratory methods is to investigate the 

elusive impact – the 1) spread of a deadly virus, compounded with 2) a period of curfew, lockdown, and 

social isolation that was far longer than ever experienced in modern history, as well as 3) an economic crisis 

where job loss was widespread and businesses struggled to survive – has had on work, family, and individual 

experiences of working professionals and their families.  

This period of crisis is seen as a shared experience across the globe. However, the experience ranges by 

individual on a spectrum of extreme crisis to being barely affected. This research sets out to understand the 

individual hardships and psychosocial risks and resources in order to create a sense of awareness amongst 

organizational leaders, mental health professionals, governments and individuals as to the Covid-19 related 

work, family, and individual outcomes and their influencing factors. This awareness could be useful in the 
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decision-making processes, to understand who is likely to be at risk, to provide necessary resources for 

working professionals and their households to cope with the crisis, and formulate prevention and intervention 

policies and programs. 

The document begins with a literature review of the psychosocial impacts of past economic downturn where 

households faced financial strain and job loss. The research review revealed significant decline in mental 

health in several countries during an economic crisis – individuals who are affected by financial hardship 

experienced loss of self-identity and self-esteem, increased depression, anxiety, suicide and mortality, alcohol 

and substance abuse. We then further explore existing research to understand the impact that job loss and 

reduced income has had, as well as the impact of pandemics and lockdown, on the individual, their family and 

dependents, their marriage, and on domestic violence.  

Special prominence is given to examine the experience of working women of Sri Lanka’s corporate sector. 

Socially and culturally, women in Sri Lanka play a central role in families. Family relationships consisting of 

marital, parental, and extended family relationships and the psychosocial and economic wellbeing of family 

members are managed and cared for by women. Thus, at times of crisis, stress, and strain, women are at a far 

greater risk of mental illness than men due to the significantly greater strain on their family responsibilities, 

work responsibilities, work-family balance, and their individual experience with psychosocial and economic 

wellbeing. Furthermore, research has provided overwhelming evidence for the work overload, the ‘double 

shift’, and harsher appraisals experienced by working women – things that will exacerbate in times of crisis. 

Among women heading households, minority women, and disadvantaged and vulnerable women, the 

experiences will be more intense. Our study hopes to shed greater light on this significant and increasing 

demographic segment of the corporate work force for the wellbeing of women, families, and the corporate 

sector. 

The present qualitative study, taking into account the responses of 151 interviewees, and the observations of 

1400 participants in webinars facilitated by Forté Consultancy, revealed that working professionals are 

predominantly worried and insecure, and are in the process of adjusting. They are adjusting to working from 

home, new work protocols, to reduced means and income, a crowded home environment that demands home-

schooling for those who have children and to job insecurity. Those with external coping resources such as 

1. Financial resources: family wealth, second source of income, savings and the absence of debt, 2. 

Organizational resources: job security, competent team, effective communication, options of working from 

home or work location, confidence in organisational safety measures, skill building and new challenges, 

effective leadership and mental health support and wellbeing initiatives which are customised and monitored, 

3. Family and social resources: supportive partner, adaptive children, supportive parents and extended 

family, friend and colleagues, were those who were least affected by the pandemic, or at least better able to 

cope. Furthermore, based on the current study, it is evident that those possessing internal coping resources 

such as 1. Psychological resources: internal locus of control, positive self-concept, self-efficacy, emotional 

intelligence, resilience built during past crises, 2. Mental resources: learning agility, creativity and 
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innovation, Physical resources: general health and wellbeing, 4. Spiritual resources: faith in God, belief in 

karma, existentiality and gratitude, are able to adjust and cope better than those without. Healthier and 

constructive coping responses lead to better wellbeing. Moderating effects of gender and gender roles, 

personality factors and pre-existing mental health conditions also emerged in the analysis: some of such 

personality factors were extroversion-introversion, perceived invulnerability, conscientiousness, openness to 

experience and neuroticism. Based on this analyses and observations, a framework is created to understand 

the coping strategies that emerged, and recommendations are made to provide support to these working 

professionals to better cope with increased and changing demands within the family, work, their balance, and 

one’s own wellbeing in the face of the COVID-19 adversity.  

Recommendations to organizations are on how to improve work from home experience, working in ways that 

reduce the psychosocial risks to health, maintaining a health work-family balance, and sustaining a healthy 

organizational culture, to achieve a high quality of work despite adversity. Recommendations to mental health 

professionals, policy makers and government are along the lines of improving the healthcare sector and 

protection schemes in a way that is conducive to helping affected individuals to find the necessary internal 

(developed by mental health professionals via counselling/coaching/therapy) and external (provided 

collaboratively by mental health professionals, government, policy-makers, organisations, and community 

establishments) resources to cope, maintain healthy family dynamics, and thrive at work. 

 Job/financial loss, lockdowns, pandemics, and crises may be inevitable, however it is the responsibility of 

mental health professionals, organizational leaders, and the government, to respond in a way that supports 

these individuals to recover and rise out of their crises – the present study contributes to this objective.  
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A FINANCIAL CRISIS AT HAND  

COVID-19 has impacted the global economy and life as we know it in an unprecedented way. The whole world 

continues to grapple with its wave of destruction. Many countries are facing the possibility of a second or third 

wave with possible lockdowns and associated psychosocial and socioeconomic devastation. 

The magnitude of the economic recession the world will face can only be postulated, 

despite the forecasts and calculations of the economists, virologists and other 

experts who are battling the pandemic.  

Economists label recessions either L, U, V, or W based on the shape of the economic 

activity seen during these periods. There is no clear idea what the shape of the current pandemic crisis will be 

- it is unknown just how far the economy will spiral, how long the recession will last, and how long it will take 

to recover from this calamity. 

A look at the shapes of past recessions and their psychosocial and socioeconomic impact can provide us with 

an idea to the extent to which the economic downturn due to Covid-19 may affect organizations, their working 

population and their families as a whole, and the overall recovery to a new normalcy.   

THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS: 2007/08 

Initial weeks’ figures of job loss in USA and Europe alone [due to the coronavirus 

crisis] reached the same scale of unemployment as in 2007 to 2009 (Financial Times, 

2020). 

  U-Shaped [Long Period Between Decline and Recovery (Rodeck, 2020)] 

 The recession led to a new frugality in spending and borrowing habits; lowered 

expectations about retirement and children‘s future, and concern that it would take 

several years, at a minimum, for family finances to recover (Pew Research Center, 

2010). 

 

 Less privileged groups (the poor, less educated, unemployed, those without secure jobs) were more 

vulnerable to mental health problems during economic hardship (Zivin, Paczkowski, & Galea, 2011) 

(Forbes, 2019). Suicide, help seeking for mental health problems, mood disorders, and distress, 

increased during economic crisis. Such effects also occurred in the overall population and the 

employed, suggesting that economic crises may have a negative impact on mental health across 

population subgroups, regardless of social standing and occupational status (Zivin, Paczkowski, & 

Galea, 2011). 
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 Those who experienced personal hardship - whether financial, housing or job-related - suffered with 

panic attacks, excessive worry, depression and problematic substance use, persisting into 2013, which 

was well into the economic recovery (Forbes, 2019). 

 

 Social and economic exclusion of people with mental health problems and individuals with low 

education intensified as a result of the downturn (Evans-Lacko, Knapp, M, McCrone, Thornicroft, & 

Mojtabai, 2013). 

THE ASIAN CRISIS: 1997 

 V-Shaped [Steep Decline, Quick Recovery (Donghyun, Ramayandi, & Shin, 2013)] 

 An analysis of the Asian economic crisis indicated that it led to about 10,000 

suicides in Hong Kong, Japan, and Korea (Gunnel, Platt, & Hawton, 2009). 

 

 Thai Ministry of Health reported that the suicide rate for men jumped from 5.01 

per 100,000 population in 1996 to 8.05 in 1999. An increase in the suicide rate 

was also reported in Malaysia (Hopkins, 2006). 

 

 Despite the increased rate of suicide, there was no significant change in death rates in Malaysia. But 

Thailand and Indonesia experienced short term increases. The health of Malaysians did not suffer in 

the East Asian economic crisis as much as its neighbours because, it ignored the advice of the 

international financial community to reduce spending on social protection (Hopkins, 2006). 

THE GREAT DEPRESSION: 1930 

The IMF described the global decline due to Covid-19 as the worst since the Great 

Depression of the 1930s. The pandemic had plunged the world into a "crisis like no 

other" (BBC, 2020). 

 L-Shaped: An Extended Downturn 

 Patient population in mental hospitals in New York State rose more rapidly 

during the period of the great depression from 1929 to 1934 than from 1924 to 

1929, with the highest in 1933 (Pollock, 1935).  

 

 In 1931, the clients of New York City social workers, stressed their general loss 

of pride and their tendency to avoid social contacts. ‘The jobless man suffers from deep humiliation’ 

(Garraty, 1976).  
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 Unemployment produced feelings of shame and anxiety in its victims, leading eventually to apathy 

(Garraty, 1976).  

 

 A questionnaire prepared for the study of the mental state of a group of English and Scottish 

unemployed workers found that many of the respondents displayed a "catastrophic" outlook toward 

life (Garraty, 1976).  

 

 Another study found that wisdom may be acquired through the successful resolution of crises and 

hardship - those whose psychological health rose in the period after the great depression scored 

greater scores for wisdom in old age (Ardelt, 1998). 

META-ANALYSES INCLUDING OTHER ECONOMIC DOWNTURNS 

 The more debts people have, the higher the risk of many common mental disorders (Wahlbeck & 

McDaid, 2012).  

 

 Increases in national and regional unemployment rates are associated with increases in suicide rates 

(Wahlbeck & McDaid, 2012). 

 

 Pooled evidence calls for protective interventions targeting both newly and long‐term unemployed, 

especially men with low educational attainment (Edwards, 2008). 

 

 Unwise austerity measures in public services for children, families and young people may result in 

long‐term costly damage to mental and physical health, and hinder economic recovery. Contrastingly, 

measures to ensure that social safety nets and supports are in place can increase the resilience of 

communities to economic shocks and mitigate the mental health impacts of fear of job loss, 

unemployment, loss of social status and the stress‐related consequences of economic downturns 

(Stuckler, Basu, Suhrcke, Coutts, & McKee, 2009).  

RECOVERY WILL VARY 

The shape of recovery from this crisis will look different in various geographic regions. In previous recessions 

certain regions bounced back quicker, and others slower, depending on the country’s reliance on international 

trade, the strength of its economy, amongst numerous other factors (Sunley & Tyler, 2015).  
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Recovery will also vary across sub-groups of individuals, especially with certain industries hit worse than 

others. Examples are the tourism & hospitality industry and the retail, apparel and textile industry. Spending 

behaviour in past recessions tell us that these industries suffers in a time when individuals reduce their 

spending on vacations and shopping (Pew Research 

Center, 2010)).  

Mental health response for working populations, 

therefore needs to be timely and come from the angle of 

what the country's recession/recovery looks like, and 

which individuals are vulnerable to the policies and 

changes that come about as a result of the recession at 

various points in time. 

A brief by the United Nations Sri Lanka (2020) 

anticipates that if the crisis continues for 6 months, the 

total incomes of citizens in Sri Lanka may experience a 

fall of up to LKR803 billion (LKR134 billion per month), 

representing around 5% of 2019 GDP. IMF statistics show the significant economic growth outlook of 4.5% in 

2020 for Sri Lanka was drastically reduced to 2.2% due to the pandemic. This is similar globally with China 

leading the loss in predicted economic growth from 6% to 2.3%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The expected 
economic 
downturn due to 
the COVID-19 
outbreak.  

 

Image Source: PwC 
Sri Lanka (COVID-
19 Outbreak: 
Impact on Sri 
Lanka and 
Recommendations
, 2020) 
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PSYCHOSOCIAL RISKS POSED BY THE 
PANDEMIC 

The home confinement resulting from the effort to fight the COVID-19 pandemic 

will inevitably have consequences for mental health. The confinement to homes was 

like at no other time in recent history of crisis. With it brought visible mental and 

social problems for individuals, families, and communities. Highlighting the effects 

of a crisis on mental health, the 2003 SARS outbreak has been documented to be a 

case in point of a  ‘mental health catastrophe’ (Mak, Chu, Pan, Yiu, & Chan, 2009). 
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IMPACT ON THE GENERAL POPULATION 

 People may be forced to live alone or be in lockdown away from loved ones. Moreover, people will be 

away from their formal and informal social support networks at places of work and in the community. 

Thus, people may suffer loneliness and depressive symptoms due to reduced social interaction. These 

are associated with behaviours that increase the risk of mortality comparable with obesity and 

smoking (Jeste, Lee, & Cacioppo, 2020).  Despite the availability of communication through online 

video calls, text messaging and social media, the need for in-person human contact may not be 

sufficiently met – a behaviour shown to independently influence health.  

 

 The symptoms of the viral infection such as cough and fever may also cause worsening cognitive 

distress and anxiety among people due to the fear of contracting the COVID-19 (Xiang, et al., 2020). 

Heightened fears of falling ill or loved ones falling ill, combined with uncertainty about what the future 

holds may trigger stress and anxiety. 

 

 Anxiety, stress and depression will increase negative coping behaviours such as substance/alcohol 

consumption as relief from these emotions (Chodkiewicz, Talarowska, Miniszewska, Nawrocka, & 

Bilinski, 2020).  

 

 Boredom, loneliness, anger, frustration, weariness of the same interactions with the same 

environment and household, poor home environments, tension among family members, and difficulty 

in obtaining essentials may all contribute to decreased mental and emotional wellbeing.  

 

IMPACT ON POOR & MIDDLE-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS 

 Those in poverty are likely to already have poor mental and physical health. These families suffer 

severely as they are likely to be daily-wage/unskilled non-essential workers who lose their livelihood 

during lockdowns. The Sri Lankan government provided emergency financial support through 

existing social assistance schemes, and new programmes for unemployed graduates, self-employed 

workers, and pre-school teachers (United Nations Sri Lanka, 2020). Statistics in UN Sri Lanka’s report 

(Tackling the COVID-19 economic crisis in Sri Lanka: Providing universal, lifecycle social protection 

transfers to protect lives and bolster economic recovery, 2020) show that despite the government’s 

efforts to reach affected households, there is a risk that 34% of households were excluded from 

support – many of whom were affected by the crisis – whilst 38% may have received more than one 

cash transfer in April. This raises 2 issues – one is that the transfers received by households are largely 

insufficient to sustain themselves, and the other is that funds were not fairly distributed, with 

neglected households perhaps forced to beg or starve. 
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 Children in these communities lack resources to study through online classes and are deprived of their 

right to education. In the long-run, it may be that they are unable to find skilled work as adults and 

break out of the poverty circle. 

 

 The above factors point to the extreme cognitive and emotional distress faced by these individuals. 

However, before psychological interventions can happen, basic needs such as food, shelter and 

healthcare should be met. Otherwise, it may have fatal results thereby acting as contributing factors 

for abuse and crime.  

Also read: The Extent of COVID-19 Pandemic Socio-Economic Impact on Global Poverty. A Global 

Integrative Multidisciplinary Review  

 

 Middle-income households are those that earn a fair income, yet may not have savings or assets. They 

are at risk of falling into a state of being newly poor which may be a novel challenge for them. During 

the COVID crisis, these households lacked financial protection. As UN Sri Lanka (2020) reports, the 

middle-income households who still have limited and insecure income are affected because they are 

omitted from being able to access social protection. The significant portion of the population 

experiencing this lack of social protection is represented in the following graph. 

 

IMPACT ON WORKING PROFESSIONALS 

 The physical environment in which people work, their level of exposure to the virus, and a lack of PPE 

can cause stress and emotional distress to employees. 

 

 Workloads may increase significantly, especially for essential workers. They may be working under 

pressure, for longer hours, performing more tasks than usual, with less periods of rest. In sectors 

Samurdhi, Senior 
Citizens' and Disability 

Allowances
'Missing Middle'

Civil service pensions 
& provident funds

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Population, from poorest to richest
(LKR amounts refer to per capita consumption per day)

Representation of Sri Lanka's Social Protection System 
Source: UN Sri Lanka, 2020

<LKR162 LKR162-337 LKR337-613 LKR613-1,328 >LKR1,328
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where redundancies are occurring, workers may feel more pressure to perform, without making 

mistakes or without taking time off, so that they are not laid off. 

 

 Workers may be affected in terms of receiving pay cuts, reduced prospects for promotion/increments, 

a sense of job insecurity, being laid off, and reduced prospects to find another job.  

 

 People may feel that their current skill set is inadequate and may have to be reskilled to meet the 

demands of the current and the future world of work. 

 

 People in managerial and leadership levels may be burdened with the challenge of managing multiple 

aspects, their personal, family matters, the wellbeing of employees, the survival of the business, 

organizational debt, government decisions, and the economic instability of the country, region and the 

world. 

 

 Some workers find it challenging to maintain motivation and therefore are less productive when 

working from home (Onecom, 2020, Nangia & Mohsin, 2020). Workers may face challenges of working 

from home such as balancing their home and work life, with household chores and taking care of 

children including home-schooling, they are burdened with more responsibilities which can increase 

stress and fatigue. The following are some of the work from home challenges faced in Sri Lanka. 

Poor internet connectivity
Lack of resources/ information to 
WFH Burden of childcare

Isolation/ poor communication 
with coworkers/teams

Difficulty staying motivated/ 
focused, distractions at home

Lack of routine, difficulty 
unplugging after work

Lack of dedicated, comfortable 
space for work
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THE LIKELY EFFECTS OF JOB LOSS & 
REDUCED INCOME 

A staggering 305 million jobs lost to COVID - 19 in Q2 of 2020 (International 

Labour Organization, 2020) 
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IMPACT ON THE INDIVIDUAL 

 “Weak levels of economic development, weak unemployment protection systems, and unequal income 

distribution have a stronger negative effect on mental health” (Paul & Moser, 2009).  

 

 Feelings of job loss can be as severe as traumatic loss and grief (Blau, 2006). Job loss has also been 

found to increase risk of suicide (Eliason & Storrie, 2005), and increased drug/alcohol dependence 

(Eliason & Storrie, 2009). 

 

 Experience of fear, anxiety, anger, aggression, depression, are likely to stem from uncertainty and risk 

of financial distress. Lowered self-esteem, self-confidence, morale, life satisfaction, sense of purpose, 

sense of control; and loss of economic security and valued societal position as a result of job loss 

(Brand, 2015). Societal stigma of unemployment cause anxiety, insecurity and shame (Newman, 

1988).  

 

 Certain individuals strongly identify themselves by their job title/organisation. For these individuals 

losing a job may damage their self-concept, leading to decreased self-esteem, self-efficacy and feelings 

of impotence (McArdle, Waters, Briscoe, & Hall, 2007) (Eden & Aviram, 1993). Self-efficacy is 

connected to the capacity to conduct a successful job search and find reemployment (Eden & Aviram, 

1993). 

 

 The extent to which well-being reduces when losing a job is determined by employability (Green, 

2011), and during this global economic downturn, there may be little hope for employability. This 

means that individuals who have lost their jobs will face immense psychological distress, and those 

still employed will feel an extent of distress due to fears of losing their jobs[33] (Green, 2011).  

IMPACT ON MARRIAGE 

 The frustration of financial strain and lowered standards of living resulting from job loss, pose an 

increased risk of family tension, family disruption and divorce (Brand, 2015). Research suggests that 

financial hardship caused by job loss produce more conflict for men than women, reflecting the 

traditional belief that men are failing in a major social role when they become unemployed (Price, 

1992). 

 

 Disadvantaged families may have acquired particular coping skills and support structures as a result 

of past experiences with economic struggles, whereas for advantaged families this maybe a novel 

challenge and they may lack the experience and referents to similarly struggling families and “a social 

norm of deprivation” (Brand, 2015). 
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 Other research has found that the marital relationship provides a strong support system that has 

positive effects on mental health. Unmarried people who face job loss and are living away from home, 

lack this support and are at greater risk for mental health problems (Price, 1992).  

IMPACT ON CHILDREN  

 Adapting to online learning and having the facilities at home to do so, determine a child’s ability to 

continue to be a part of the class and the success of learning remotely.  

 

 School for some children may have been the place of safety and away from a toxic home environment 

(Svensson, Håkan, & Kerr, 2012). 

 

 Children, whose parents lose their jobs and are unable to support the standard of living that their 

children previously enjoyed, may experience lowered self-esteem (possibly resulting from 

comparison to wealthier peers, or from not being able to hold the same social status as before). 

 

 Higher likelihood of grade repetition, dropout, and suspension or expulsion from school, lower 

educational attainment, and lower income when they reach adulthood, have been previously reported 

amongst children whose parents lost their jobs (Brand, 2015). 

 

 Financial strain may force a family to relocate causing disruption of online-schooling/social networks 

leading to reduced social capital. Financial strain also restricts ability to purchase goods critical for 

child development (schooling, housing, food) (Brand, 2015). 

 

 Distress of parents foster psychological distress amongst children, and frustration of parents result in 

lack of emotional warmth and increased risk of violence/abuse/erratic parental practices (Brand, 

2015). Child abuse may also increase as a result of economic and social stressors (Price, 1992). 

IMPACT ON RELATIONSHIP VIOLENCE  

 Economic and social stressors increase tension in households, women and children are trapped at 

home with their abusers, increased substance abuse and lack of peer support/services are 

exacerbating the issue. 

 

 A policy brief by the United Nations on ‘The Impact of COVID-19 on Women’ revealed alarming data 

showing the increase of violence against women since the outbreak of COVID-19 across various 

countries (United Nations, 2020). Pre-COVID-19 data indicates that Sri Lanka starts from a high 

baseline of intimate partner violence and gender-based violence within households, and within just 
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days of the island wide curfew, there was a reported increase in women admitted to the accident ward 

for domestic violence-related injuries (Daily Mirror, 2020).  

 

 The National Child Protection Authority reported an increase in complaints received - 127 of the 307 

complaints received from the March 16 to April 9 were related to child cruelty (Daily Mirror, 2020). 
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THE CURRENT STUDY 
Webinars, Focus Groups, Interviews 
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WEBINARS ON WELLBEING DURING LOCKDOWN 

Observations were made on the responses of the attendees to a series of webinars for organizations and 

professional bodies to better educate the working professionals about general wellbeing during the lockdown 

in the months of April, May and June 2020. The knowledge from this study allows organizations to create 

empirically supported prevention programs to reduce the number of employees from getting psychologically 

affected and in turn negatively influencing their family and community relationships and work performance. 

Moreover, once we are informed about the psychological mechanisms through which these effects take place, 

we are able to formulate intervention programs to tackle existing mental health, relationship, and employment 

related problems by addressing the underlying emotional responses.    

Webinars covered 1453 individuals and over 25% of people responded to the question on their ‘emotional 

state in the last one week’. Ninety-eight percent of the total number of participants were working individuals 

and the other 5% consisted of students. 

RESPONSES DURING WEBINARS (1ST APRIL - 10TH JULY) 

Even though not everyone answered, it was 

observed that the ratio of Positive to 

Negative emotions mentioned to be 1:8. It 

was not surprising given the adjustment of 

working from home and escalating 

unemployment rate locally, regionally and 

globally. The cloud portrays the emotions, 

with the font size representing the 

frequency of which the emotion was 

reported.  

The results indicate that insecurity was the most frequently represented emotion, followed by frustration. 

Both of these most frequent emotions were negative. Two positive emotions, grateful and thankful, follow the 

negative emotions as most frequently expressed. These can be traced to the insecurity and frustration of being 

locked down, under curfew, and at risk of the deadly Covid-19 infection, while being thankful and grateful may 

be due to being healthy and alive in through this pandemic.  

HUMAN RESPONSE TO CHANGE 

 Many who responded during the Webinars held from March and April (during the times to curfew and 

lockdown) reported going through shock and surprise.  
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 In early April, many respondents from organizations underestimated the magnitude of economic 

impact and expected things to turn around and bounce back to the former state.  

 

 From late April onwards, into the height of the curfew, the emotions reported included frustration, 

aggression, complaining, agitation, anger and restlessness. Depression, insecurity and anxiety were 

other emotional states that were often reported in May and June. 

 

 In early July, the emotions reported from industries (where recovery in the near future was bleak), 

were mainly insecurity, fear, lack of motivation, a sense of limbo, depression, wanting to give up, 

confusion, helplessness and desperation.  

 

 The observations of the emotional responses at webinars conducted on different times of the curfew 

and lockdown period can be related to the research and the grief work of Kübler-Ross (1970).  

 It is important to remember that organizations may have similar thoughts, behaviours, and responses as 

individuals and families. In the case of families, a crisis brings about a series of reactions from its individuals 

in order to cope with the event. Scientific research has shown that in the event of a crisis, families come 

together emotionally and behaviourally to a far closer level of relationships than they would normally. A main 

point of scientific discovery in family research is that after the crisis, these enmeshed relationships due to the 

crisis will never come back to the normal pre-crisis levels and patterns in marital and family relationships.  

 

The relationships within an organization are much like a family – thus the consequences of a crisis for its own 

organizational relationships will be similar. As for individuals and families, organizations too will have to go 

through an extended process of psychological interventions to bring them back closer to ‘normal relationships’ 

as required for functioning at an optimal level of performance. 

The evidence from the present study shows the significant challenge organizations face in keeping 

psychological health among its workers. The highly prevalence feelings of frustration, anger, negativity, 

depressed and anxious feelings, and many more negative affects translate to a workforce unable to perform at 

its optimal level.  

INTERVIEWS  

Over the course of 5 months (mid- March to mid- July), 151 interviews were conducted on a random group of 

working professionals from different industries in Sri Lanka. The participants included working millennials, 

working Generation X and Senior leaders who handle grievances predominantly from HR teams, business 

owners, and heads of organizations. 
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Below is a list of common struggles experienced by the participants while working from home: 

Work-related struggles  Personal struggles  

• Collaborating and communication with the team  

• Reduced engagement among the team members 

• Maintaining company culture  

• Over-working and working outside normal work 

hours 

• Apprehensions of taking leave 

• Job uncertainty and insecurity 

• Invisibility of the extent of contributions while 

working from home 

• Inability to have difficult conversations online  

• Availability of reliable Wi-Fi connections and working 

devices  

• Different time zones for teams  

• Unplugging after work 

• Loneliness when working alone 

• Distractions at home  

• Childcare 

• Taking vacation time 

• Blurred lines between work and 

personal life 

• Staying motivated 

 

The struggles of most men were associated with the job, business, loans and leases, and decisions on how to 

communicate a move to downsize. The role of a man as the bread-winner was highlighted in most of these 

interviews with married male participants. On the contrary, the struggles of the females who were married 

with children mainly were associated with their role as a home-maker and a child-rearer, while also being the 

provider, a role that seemed less visible to them (when they did not have support at home) even though at 

times these women reported higher earnings than their partners or in higher designations.  

The responses highlighted two areas of coping: coping resources and coping responses, and the following 

findings emerged from the interviews. These findings are supported by the work done on coping mechanisms 

of unemployed African men with dependents (Van Der Merwe, 2010).  

 

Male, 
43%Female, 

57%

MILLENNIALS
n=47

Male, 
54%

Female, 
46%

GEN X
n=104
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COPING RESOURCES 

This section contains the observations based on participant responses. The response quotes have been 

removed due to its sensitive nature. 

Psychological Resources 

 Internal Locus of Control 

People who claimed to have an internal locus of control, redefined the variables that were still under their 

sphere of control in this post Covid-19 and bid farewell to variables that were once under their control but not 

anymore.  
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The participants’ responses reveal the difficult organizational decisions made by the leadership. These were 

prompted by the distressful economic conditions brought about by the pandemic. Such difficult work decisions 

are made amidst personal psychological struggles due to the Covid crisis, making both work, and individual 

experiences even more stressful.   

 Self-Efficacy and Positive Self-Concept  

Persons who mentioned that they had the belief that they had the capacity to get through the hard times and 

who identified themselves as someone who had always been able to bounce back with greater strength, 

reported emotions such as ‘hopeful’, ‘terrifyingly excited what tomorrow may hold the world’, ‘an opportunity 

to recreate a better world for our children’, ‘a lesson that needed to be learnt about this broken world and to help 

teach the younger ones that they can add less of being selfish, materialistic and greedy’.  

 Emotional Intelligence 

Emotional intelligence is the ability to identify, understand, manage and use one’s emotions in a constructive 

way that helps relieve stress, overcome challenges, empathize with others and defuse conflict. Persons who 

were quick to become aware of their emotional state and to regulate it reported more control over their 

emotions and the situation in which they were challenged. One participant, a mother of two toddlers, working 

from home reported asking this question of ‘how am I feeling, why am I feeling this way, what can I do to change 

it’. The participants who reported a sense of control over their emotions, also reported how they were able to 

identify what needs to change and who needs to be influenced to change the situation.  

The above response from a participant is evident of the greater challenges faced by working men and women 

in balancing work and family, especially in the face of a crisis. Moreover, the data also exemplifies the 

effectiveness of psychological resources in buffering the adverse psychosocial and economic consequences of 

these experiences.  

 Life History and Resilience 

Persons who claimed to have experienced life struggles (be it financial, physical health, family or death of a 

loved one) reported feeling like this is another experience (including two persons who have lost their jobs) 

that they would bounce back from this experience as stronger individuals, more hardy psychologically and 

even spiritually. Such persons reported past incidents in which they have learnt ‘non-attachment’, ‘inner fight’, 

‘learning to live with uncertainty and discomfort’. Few individuals used the word ‘resilience’ and how ‘perhaps 

the past has given the edge to focus on what can be done and not what is lost’.  

Mental Resources 

 Learning Agility  

Even though ‘Learning Agility’ needs more conceptual clarity and theoretical grounding (DeRue, Ashford, & 

Myers, 2012), Learning Agility is defined as a mindset and a set of corresponding  practices that enables a 

person to continuously develop and grow to utilize new skills and strategies that equip the person to 
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successfully face complex situations and solve increasingly complicated problems faced in their organizations 

(Flaum & Winkler, 2015). Enablers of Learning agility are innovating, performing, reflecting and risking.  

 Creativity and Innovative Thinking  

Many interviewees mentioned how they turned to their ‘own space’ to cope thereby capitalizing on creative 

hobbies such as music, art and painting, sewing and cross stitch, cooking, baking, trying out new recipes and 

online creative games and challenges. Some mentioned how they redesigned their gardens and started to grow 

vegetables and fruits. Some also played board games and video games with family and did puzzles both online 

and on paper.  

This is a significant insight brought out by participants – use of creativity as a tool to confront pandemic stress. 

In the form of unique answers, arrangements, situation specific solutions and out of the box ideas to resolve 

work-family conflicts, to be productive in work tasks, and to maintain good family relationships and personal 

health are ways that creative thinking can be used to intervene in the novel demands brought about by the 

pandemic. 

Physical Resources 

 Health and Wellbeing 

One’s health and physical wellness including healthy eating habits and regular exercise allowed people to cope 

better. There were some individuals who came to the realization of being physically healthy and who started 

to eat healthy, eat less and even go on a fast. Some participants also realized that some of the unhealthy eating 

habits were part of their work culture and now that they were forced to work from home, the same need and 

cravings for certain foods related to stress and the context was no longer there.  

Some persons however reported ‘not feeling up to it’ when it comes to exercise as they were feeling low and 

anxious about the work and financial situation.  

A few participants were significantly sleeping more and some significantly less and some experiencing 

disturbed sleep with dreams that were symbolic of their current emotional situation.   

A few participants mentioned a change in their food intake with some over-eating and binge-eating while 

others feeling unable to eat. Some common cravings were chocolates, cakes, pizzas, and burgers. 

A few people reported losing the drive to be intimate with their spouse or partner while two persons 

mentioned that being intimate was a form of relief.  

One person mentioned turning to pornography as a way of dealing with boredom, distraction from the sense 

of insecurity and ‘negativity around the house’. This behaviour maybe under-reported.  

Some also mentioned using alcohol and drugs as a way of numbing themselves in the face of uncertainty. 

http://www.forteconsultancy.org/
http://www.forteconsultancy.org


www.forteconsultancy.org 

 
 

26 

THE WATERSHED PROJECT | THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND THE WORKING 
POPULATION IN SRI LANKA’S CORPORATE SECTOR: IMPLICATIONS FOR WORK, FAMILY, 

AND ITS BALANCE WITHIN A CONTEXT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL STRAIN 

These various personal struggles expressed by participants as results of the pandemic experiences not only 

effect their personal health and family relationships but directly and indirectly influence work. 

Spiritual Resources 

 Faith in God 

People who have had a spiritual anchor before covid-19, in terms of faith and belief in God reported coping 

during the lockdown to be ‘back to basics with God’, ‘opportunity to realign with God’s will’, ‘to take a stock of 

life and change’, ‘to surrender to the will of God’. The findings showed a strong relationship between faith and 

coping responses such as gratitude, individual and family prayer, reflection, seeking guidance from a religious 

counsellor, sharing and generosity, forgiveness and letting go.  

Some findings regarding faith and belief as negative and increased arousal and stress.  

 Faith in Karma 

People who had faith in karma showed coping responses of sharing and generosity and acceptance of the 

situation as something that is ‘justifiable, given how man has been abusing the nature and environment for over 

the years’. Some were comforted by the way that they have always lived; ‘if you have done good, good will 

happen in return to you’.  

In past research, individuals with psychological resources such as spirituality, religiosity, and certain rituals 

and belief systems have shown to reduce adverse effects of stress such as symptoms of mental illness, negative 

family interactions, and work performance.  

 Existentialism and Non-Attachment  

Some participants made meaning of the pandemic and what they were going through, through their belief in 

purposelessness. 

The results show the role of religiosity and spirituality as a coping strategy. Scientific research has shown the 

significant influence certain spiritual beliefs and practices can have beneficial effects on symptoms of stress 

such as depression, anxiety, and post-trauma stress.  

 Gratitude  

People who had cultivated an attitude of gratitude in the past seem to see their mindset supporting them in 

their general outlook in the pandemic and its effects. 

Financial Resources 

 Savings 

People with savings in banks reported that they were happy that they saved and that they had the ‘peace of 

mind provided that the banks don’t crash’.  
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 Family Wealth 

Persons who considered themselves to be wealthy as a result of what they inherited mentioned that they were 

less burdened by finances. However, some persons mentioned how even ‘selling property during this downturn 

does not make sense, and we may not be able to do so even when we need the money’. Many reported, that having 

it in a form of cash would have helped them to feel more ready should the economic downturn continue.  

 Second Income  

People who had a second income through a family business, small businesses they have started (specially 

food), giving tuition, lecturing reported relooking at their income avenues and how best they could adapt the 

service/product to the current times.  

 Absence of Debt 

People with debts and loans to pay reported high stress, sleeplessness or disturbed sleep. Some mentioned, 

how they are left with no option given that they had lost their jobs.  

Organizational Resources 

 Job Security  

People who were assured of their jobs found it easier to deal with the changes initially. However, with time, 

for most persons in non-essential industries and services, the insecurity began to be more real. Persons 

appreciated when their salaries were paid in full or the commissions and bonuses were still given. Most knew 

however, that in certain areas, that it would be a matter of time. The people who reported most satisfaction, 

energy and drive were people who had the confidence that their jobs were safe.  

 Competent Team  

Managers reported having a team that is competent and a ‘can-do’ attitude allowed them to get things done 

on a timely matter, efficiently and effectively.   

 Clear and Timely Communication  

The people reported that they were able to accept and come to terms with the loss, if the decisions were 

communicated clearly with empathy and in a timely manner. Some preferred to hear it from the Head of the 

Company/Business Owner if the message was negative. When the organization callously handled the 

communication; when leaders selfishly acted by quitting overnight; when redundancies were announced in 

large forums in a defensive manner; when employees were treated as dispensable; or when loyal employees 

were not fairly compensated; these individuals reported emotions of anger and betrayal. Such persons felt 

that they were not acknowledged (at least by a word in some cases) for what they have contributed over the 

years.  

Some who lost the jobs who understood the situation and accepted it readily, were the ones who were 

acknowledged, appreciated, understood and felt valued overall.  
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From a manager’s/leader’s perspective, many felt that they were ill-equipped to have a redundancy 

conversation, that this was something that they had to do and not something they wanted to do, that they 

themselves didn’t have all the information, that they felt ‘bad’ about having to do it especially when they could 

not connect them with avenues that could give the person hope (connecting with a potential employer, placing 

them in a different business in the same company, possibility of starting a business, or migration).  

 Making Coming to Office an Option 

Some participants felt that knowing that they can always go to work even though work-from-home was 

recommended, to be a relief. Persons who went to work to be physically present found comfort in the familiar 

working environment and having a few people in the team coming together to work. ‘This group was almost 

like a support group and helped us to deal with the grief of letting go of how things used to be.’  

 Protective Measures  

Knowing that the organizations put people’s safety first was a relief. Certain organizations promptly 

announced work-from-home policies and provided them with free tele-medicine services and helplines.  

 Knowledge and Skill Building 

Most participant managers deployed outside experts and employees (trained on various subject matter), to 

deliver sessions on awareness and the skill building to cope with the changes. Some of such topics were, 

wellbeing, stress management, financial planning, working from home, reset and restarting the work etc. A 

few programs on competence building on creating new business plans and reimaging the business aligned to 

the current situation were also well-received.  

 New and Novel Challenges   

Some managers fast-forwarded the items on the business plans and allowed the teams to work on some 

projects that were not situation-dependent. Most teams reported to have eliminated waste as they felt they 

utilized the time to the fullest. However, some reported how this can be scary for people who ‘don’t really 

work and slack’ and incompetence and bad attitude got highlighted.   

However, there were many individuals who reported being burnt out due to the new challenges of working 

from home and how the organization ‘really didn’t get it’. Some reported that they felt being used as ‘people 

would now do anything to keep their jobs. However, it’s not fair that they expect us to work till late and assume 

that we are always behind the computer’.  

 Approachable Managers and Leaders  

Having an understanding manager or boss was mentioned to be a valued resource, especially the managers 

who allowed the persons (when the work permits) to manage work with the demands of the home-front 

including children and their education.    
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Managers mentioned about the challenge of coming across as being overly strict if they were to monitor their 

teams but also said that some employees took this opportunity not to work and bring up excuses that they 

know are not true.  

When people reported high stress working online and attending meetings back to back, one manager allowed 

people to take a nap during mid-day and as a rule asked people to silence their phones during that period of 

time.  

Most managers mentioned how they set new rules and readjusted them as and when they were not working 

for the team.  From an employee’s point of view, some felt that the rearrangement of rules and expectations 

have added more stress and ‘just doesn’t work for some of us’.  

 Providing Psychological Counselling and Monitoring on Wellbeing 

Certain companies deployed a counsellor to support the staff and connected people with helplines. Pre-trained 

counsellors within the organization were deployed to follow up and check on people and their situations. 

Certain HR personnel were mobilized to create online support groups with teams and they also conducted 

online focus groups and surveys to keep a tab on how people are coping.  

The above evidence from the study clearly supports the need for flexibility from organizations, family, and the 

individual to address the changing needs, arising stressors, and psychosocial and economic needs due to the 

pandemic. In order to maintain a productive and healthy workforce, the results show the importance in 

assurance of job security when possible, work teams with a positive attitude and constructive communication, 

supervisors and a management that is open to discussion, flexible and understanding of the difficulties and 

struggles of distance working and work-family balance, employers who are willing to provide flexibility to 

workers that fit the practical needs of the pandemic, and providing the necessary psychosocial interventions 

and prevention programs.  

Family and Social Resources 

 Supportive Partner 

Having a partner whom one could talk to was one of the key resources mentioned by a majority of the 

participants who were married. This included a partner who could financially support the family and even 

otherwise. If the breadwinner of the family had had a pay cut, the spouse who was the dependent was willing 

to find work. Most participants appreciated the fact that their partner was willing to listen, understand and 

encourage.  

An interesting observation was also made with two individuals who had been working on their marriages and 

who had been attending couple therapy, found the lockdown to be a ‘common enemy’. One such person 

explained the period as ‘confrontationally healing and an opportunity for the wound to fester, before the healing 

process begins’. 
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For two participants, the situation aggravated the incompatibilities even more with one female reporting how 

she had to leave with her son to her parents’. There were also two reports of a partner finding out their spouse 

was having an affair outside of marriage which became very stressful to handle. There were also reports of 

couples who officially split during this time, weddings arranged through proposals that got called off (mainly 

due to one partner losing the job). 

A supportive partner one was dating or engaged to and were living separately, also played a crucial role in 

coping. There were reports of persons’ weddings that were cancelled due to the lockdown and how these 

weddings had to be re-planned with a limited number of guests. Two couples found this to be ‘disappointing’, 

‘utter waste of money and time’, ‘simply not fair’ while one person mentioned ‘at a time where so many 

relationships are breaking, I am glad that the problem is not between us and that it is because of this pandemic 

the wedding needs to be cancelled’.  

The study participants have expressed the significant role played by family in facilitating productive work 

performance. Marital interactions and other family dynamics play a supportive role and a direct and indirect 

influence on work relationships and work quality. Partners who are thoughtful and flexible toward a spouse 

in their work needs, family obligations, and collaborating to achieve amicable solutions to the needs of both 

have shown to be important and critical in successfully addressing psychosocial and economic challenges due 

to the pandemic.  

 Children who are Adaptive 

A few persons with children above 13 years who were still living at home mentioned how the flexibility and 

adaptability of their children was a source of encouragement for the persons. One person who had lost the job 

mentioned that having children around in the first place gave him a purpose to remain calm and to do the best 

they could. He added… 

There was one report of one 17-year-old volunteering to provide tuition online and another home schooling 

a few children in the neighbourhood as an extra income for the family.  There was a record of children starting 

home-businesses such as small food businesses they promoted online. There was also a report of children (7 

years and 10 years) who helped in the packing in a small home business of stitching masks.  Both children and 

parents reported improved family unity and understanding as a result of ‘working like one to achieve a goal’. 

 Financially Stable, Healthy and Supportive Parents 

Most persons who were unmarried and were living separately when they experienced a job loss or pay-cut, 

moved back with the parents. A similar trend was reported by persons who were married both with and 

without children, when they moved back in with their parents to ease the burden on the rent. Some reported 

that this helped in home schooling when some parents supported the participants to look after and home 

school the young children while they worked from home. One participant said how his parents supported 

them when buying food and with children’s school fees.  
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 Supportive Extended Family  

There were participants who reported borrowing money from a cousin, relative or uncle/aunt. There were 

also cases where extended family volunteered to look after the children, give money for children’s school fees 

and send cooked food or groceries for the month.  

 Friends and Colleagues  

Many participants mentioned having friends and colleagues whom they can trust and share your ‘grief’, 

‘concerns’, ‘stress’ with, helped them to realize that their worry is common and shared by many. This is 

particularly strong for females of the study when some mentioned ‘knowing that someone you know is going 

through what you are going through eases the burden somehow even for a short time’.   

Environmental Resources 

 Home Environment & Neighbourhood 

Home environment of the participants were crucial is coping during the lockdown. The participants who 

mentioned that they have a large house, ‘more space’, ‘garden’, ‘place to relax’ and ‘separate rooms for people 

working from home to work in peace’. Opposite was true for two participants when they mentioned that… 

 Office Environment  

For those who had to report to work including for persons from essential services, adherence to safety 

methods to protect the staff, clean office environments, distance from home to office, and whether they had to 

take public transport or not were some of the variables that were reported as contributing to the safety of the 

work away from home. 

The present study also provides evidence for the significant role of the home and contextual environment in 

intervening in adverse psychosocial outcomes and facilitating creative solutions for pandemic related 

problems.  

Gender and Gender Roles as a Moderator 

As mentioned above, there is a clear difference in the content that males and females reported as struggles 

they needed to navigate through. The struggles of the males were work related and some of the male 

participants in higher management showed greater identification with their job and profession than their 

female counterparts. The struggles of a female that emerged are largely associated with working from home, 

looking after children and elderly parents, home- schooling, cooking and maintaining the day to day functions 

of the house. The married females with children in the study identified themselves more with the role of the 

mother in the home context than with the role of an employee, manager or professional. This highlights again 

the importance of the context and environment and what it does to individuals in deriving an identity in that 

context hence enabling them to be fully functional in that identity. When the males reported adjusting to work 

well, their female partners reported distress and anxiety in ‘trying to make things right for everyone in the 

house to be ok and forgetting take care of themselves (ourselves) in the process’.  
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Personality as a Moderator 

The study did not include a personality inventory but given the past research on stress and personality, some 

of the comments are mentioned below that can act as a self-report of who people are and their perception of 

how they may behave in a stressful situation (De Francisco Carvalho, Pianowski, & Gonçalves, 2020).  

The experience with the Covid-19 crisis and resulting stress responses are affected not only by the coping 

resources but also by personality types – one-way and two-way interactions in the direct effects from stress 

exposure to response outcomes. Extending from these findings, we can understand that thoughts and 

behaviours are significantly influenced by personality in daily work of employees at organizations even 

without a crisis such as Covid-19.  

 Extroversion -Introversion 

Extroversion is an individual’s propensity to be sociable, gregarious, and assertive. Contrastingly, 

introversion is the preference to be alone and for the inner-world of oneself over the outside world.  

 Perceived Invulnerability  

The perception of being uniquely immune to consequences that might befall others. 

 Conscientiousness  

Characterised by high levels of thoughtfulness, impulse control, and goal-directed behaviours. 

 Openness to Experience  

The propensity to be imaginative, broad-minded, and curious. 

 Neuroticism 

A predisposition toward negative cognitions, intrusive thoughts, and emotional reactivity. 

Pre-Existing Health-Conditions (Including Mental Health Conditions) as a Moderator 

The study findings clearly point to the moderating role of personality and pre-existing health conditions on 

the effects of the pandemic on psychosocial and economic wellbeing. Each personality type brings with it both 

strengths and weaknesses in facing adversities. Prevention and intervention programs aimed at individual, 

family, and organizational coping of pandemic stress should incorporate these characteristics as effective 

resiliencies, strength, and vulnerabilities. 
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COPING RESPONSES 

Some of the coping responses reported a mentioned in the table below.  

 

 Constructive Coping Responses Destructive Coping Responses  

Physical  Exercising, healthy eating, diets and fasting, yoga, 

learning to dance, adjusting to a new routine 

(eating, sleeping, working) 

Smoking, alcohol, drugs, 

pornography, over-eating, self-

harm, insomnia, psychosomatic 

responses to stress such as 

headaches, cramps, backaches, 

hair loss and skin diseases   

Mental  Contemplation and reflection, creative capacity 

building (online courses), household chores, new 

hobbies (gardening, cooking, writing, arts and 

crafts, music), learning a new language, 

information-seeking, reading, taking courses online 

related to wellbeing, mental preparedness for a 

second wave 

Catastrophising, feeling shame & 

humiliation, lack of confidence, 

dwelling on negative thoughts, 

actively searching for negative 

news and information, spreading 

negativity, complaining  

Psychological  Venting, optimism and hopefulness, seeking help, 

listening to webinars on mental health and stress 

management  

Spiritual  Yoga, reconnecting with self, prayer (for individual 

and the world), meditation, gratitude, charity and 

generosity, seeing it as a common enemy against 

humanity 

Disillusionment, religious 

discontentment, feeling of being 

punished by universe/ 

God/karma, demonic reappraisal  

Financial Cutting down on groceries, bills and re-evaluate 

their needs and wants, saving and financial planning 

for the future, borrowing from trusted friends  

Maintaining the same spending for 

work, family, and community 

engagements and upkeep of costly 

lifestyle, in the face of decreasing 

income.  

Social  Calling and keeping in touch, on-line coffee 

meetings 

Isolating, ignoring, withdrawing 

Family  Family Prayer, family exercise, watching movies, 

puzzles, board games, home gardening, spending 

time with kids, teaching and home-schooling   

Verbal and physical abuse, 

shouting, arguing, ignoring, 

nagging, blaming the people 

around 

Environmental   Rearranging the house, redesigning the garden, 

cleaning, creating a space to work 

Neglect of garden, home, 

cleanliness, environmental 

hygiene and health.  

Work Prioritizing, revisiting the KPIs, being connected 

with the team, fun team activities 

Overworking, or underworking 

 

http://www.forteconsultancy.org/
http://www.forteconsultancy.org


www.forteconsultancy.org 

 
 

34 

THE WATERSHED PROJECT | THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND THE WORKING 
POPULATION IN SRI LANKA’S CORPORATE SECTOR: IMPLICATIONS FOR WORK, FAMILY, 

AND ITS BALANCE WITHIN A CONTEXT OF PSYCHOLOGICAL STRAIN 

INSIGHTS FROM THE STUDY  

 Resilience was not determined by age or generation; rather it was determined by the persons past 

circumstances and experience in success in overcoming those experiences. Self-efficacy, positive self- 

concept and internal locus of control resulted in more constructive coping responses.  

 Faith and spirituality emerged both as a strong and significant coping resource and coping response 

or strategy. However, not all beliefs were helpful in coping well. 

 

 People whose jobs were secure, persons who received a satisfactory voluntary retirement package 

and persons with financial stability at home viewed the experience more positively. 

 

 Travel, hospitality, entertainment, apparel, retail, and construction were some of the worst hit 

industries.   

 

 There is a need for support (both in know-how and emotional) and equipping of managers who have 

to communicate the redundancies. They need to have a sounding board with whom they could connect 

to, to vent and share their concerns of their own dissonance and even grief.  

 

 Job security is strong theme that emerged; persons who were clearly communicated that their jobs 

were secure and, if and only if these organizations represented industries/services that are least 

affected by the pandemic, would then the individuals feel that they had the job security. Such 

industries/services included telecommunication, essential services, agriculture, health, and some IT 

companies.  

 

 Financial security in terms of job security, job security of a partner (if the participant was female), 

family wealth, second income from family businesses and savings acted as the foundation of coping 

resources that enabled feeling ‘financially safe’. A majority of participants represented industries that 

were affected by the pandemic and the majority of the participants did report feeling insecure 

financially and ‘taking one day at a time’. 

 

 Family and social support significantly contributed to constructive coping responses.  

 

 Persons who looked after children with special needs and older/ critically ill elderly reported high 

stress.  

 

 There were reports of self-harm in close relatives and friends of the participants.  

 

 Skill development during times of crisis were shown to be positive use of time. 
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 The importance of positive communication – conveying empathy, online-support groups and 

organizational mediation, were highlighted to be effective. 

 

 Development of novel and creative ways to accomplish work and family tasks that may persist is 

important. Open platforms for people to share the strategies that work and don’t work will also help 

in experiencing a sense of shared challenge, hence, shared support.  

 

 The importance of the context – environment in which we live and work was starkly evident. 

 

 Job security is clearly shown to be reassuring for workers. Results show the agony of those that are 

laid off and the greater devotion to work and gratitude to the employer that follows continued 

employment. Insightful is the finding that even if a job loss is inevitable in these difficult times, the 

workers are understanding but want it to be done in a dignified manner such as conveying it directly 

to them by their supervisors with a personal message to them by the Head of the organization.  

 

 Furthermore, in the delivery of such unfortunate news, workers clearly convey their desire for 

empathy for their situation, sympathy for their job loss, and appreciation for work done. Positive 

aspects of this difficult situation for both employers and employees include an opportunity to regroup, 

retrain, recreate novel ways of thinking and working related to all aspects of the organization, 

developing unique inter-personal relationships between workers, and an opportunity to be closer at 

both personal and professional levels.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

TO ORGANIZATIONS 

Some but not all of the following suggested actions are recommended by the International Labour 

Organization (2020). 

Improving Work from Home  

The results provide evidence for the significant role of the context in work quality and family relationships. 

The participants state diverse views of this effect. For undertaking work from home, some prefer spacious and 

quiet home environments to get away from family sounds while others dislike them for the differences they 

feel with their former office. Unfortunately, adjusting a worker’s home environment is beyond the control of 

an organization, the employer can be understanding of the individual desires, needs, and their contextual 

experiences in managing their work. Following are few recommendations. 

http://www.forteconsultancy.org/
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 Provide those working from home with the resources necessary to facilitate work from home. 

 

  Provide practical guidance on how to set up a safe home work environment, and to set up their 

workspace in as much as an ergonomic manner as possible.  

 Advise workers about creating a dedicated workspace free from disruptions and about how to 

establish boundaries around their working hours with their partners, children and/or house mates. 

 

 Increase flexibility in working-time arrangements so that working hours and leave are organized in a 

way that allows workers to meet their increased personal duties and responsibilities.  

 

 Recognize that balancing work-life demands can impact on productivity and make adjustments to 

address these concerns, when needed. 

 

 Promote a focus on the quality of work rather than the quantity of work, communicate clearly the 

expected outputs. 

 

 Promote understanding of workers’ increased family conflicts, problems faced at home, and work-

family conflicts. The responses from the participants regarding the Covid-19’s effect on their marriage 

and family life is important for organizations to understand. The dramatic changes to their patterns 

of marriage and family relationships have clearly raised stress, anxieties, and decreases in marital 

quality, parenting quality, and general inter-personal relationships in the family context specially 

among those already having low quality marital and family relationships. Organizations would greatly 

benefit from knowing the challenges their workers face at home while engaging in work related 

activities. This information can be used to formulate and administer counselling and therapeutic 

intervention programs as well as to adjust work tasks to be more manageable for the employee.   

 

 Provide psychosocial services workers may need to cope with the increased stress and demand.  

Reducing the Psychosocial Risks of Redundancies: 

 When there is certainty of business continuity, reduce feelings of job insecurity and help employees 

to feel a sense of security about their future by clearly and openly communicating via email circular 

whether there will be no redundancies; be clear whether there will be pay cuts or forgoing 

bonuses/increments. Outline plans to recover from the crisis and keep workers informed of the 

current situation. 

 

 Try to avoid redundancies by reducing work hours, and explore the options that the government is 

implementing to support your business before proceeding to redundancies. 
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 Protect workers from unfair dismissal. 

 

 Reiterate people’s rights in terms of leave, that they will not be penalised or lose their jobs for taking 

their entitled leave. In a situation where people are being laid off, people may feel insecure about 

taking leave when they need it. 

 

 When communicating the redundancies, ensure that the personnel who have to deliver the critical 

news are trained to use the right language and the heart that is important in preserving one’s dignity, 

appreciating the work done and ensuring that the lay-off comes as a last resort. 

 

 Provide psychosocial and emotional support via workshops/trainings on coping, resilience, managing 

finances, work life balance, and other topics that would help them manage their circumstances during 

the crisis. 

 Appoint persons with the right personality to lead at the ‘socio-emotional’ front. Be willing to lead 

with these socio-emotional leaders, side by side.  

 

 The results are very insightful regarding the personal financial struggles of individuals. As the Covid-

19 crisis hits the employment and salaries of workers, individuals are going through turmoil as to how 

to cover their expenses, live within their new-means, answer to their debts, and adjust to a new way 

of life. When salaries need to be reduced due to practical reasons, financial planning and financial 

management should be an essential part of worker counselling during this crisis period and preferably 

as part of regular skill building of organization’s participants.  

 

 Create an internal/external resource pool of persons who can provide support to counsel on financial 

planning, career guidance, upskilling and connecting them with free physical/ online resources 

depending on the need. Get these support champions to be ambassadors of resilience. Facilitate and 

encourage the resource persons to be aware of every service within the pool of support and to refer 

the client-worker depending on the need.  

 

 Create small online groups such as WhatsApp groups or other intra-organizational tools to check on 

each other. Call whenever possible to see how they are coping especially if they represent a vulnerable 

population (people with prior mental and physical heath challenges, pregnant or mothers on 

maternity leave, people who live alone, people who have young children and looking after elderly 

parents and the sick etc).   
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Sustaining a Healthy Culture: 

(Factors that can inform selection, training and development and succession planning) 

 The impact of one’s locus of control is reflective of the important role a sense of control plays in one’s 

self confidence in facing the crisis and subsequent mental health. Thus, the results regarding the 

internal local of control in light of Covid-19 should be taken seriously in forming policies and work 

arrangements of employees. 

 

 Findings show that ones with beliefs and attitudes of greater personal efficacy having greater 

resilience to cope with difficult times. This is a significant finding that can be incorporated into 

intervention and prevnetion programs to help individuals cope with similar stressors in the corporate 

sector.  

 

 Resiliency factors such as inner strength, spirituality, religiosity, social support, self concept and 

others within an individual have shown to significantly reduce the influence of stress experiences, 

whether it is eventful or daily strains, on health and relationship outcomes. One can expect these 

influences and associations to take effect among workers of an organization as well as apply these 

concepts to organizational dynamics.  

 

 With positive effects shown with greater emotional intelligence, prevention and intervention 

programs targetting an organization’s employees should aim to increase their ability to better control 

and use their emotions. Not only will this have implications for personal and family outcomes but have 

a direct effect on workplace relationships and performance.  

 

 The role of personality was highlighted in individual behaviours, attitudes, and performance. The 

personality types in general are evident in these situational reactions of study participants. Taking 

from this, organizations can learn the important role played by psychology of an individual, namely 

personality type, in their attitudes, behaviours, reactions, and eventually work at a time a crisis.  

 

 Past life experiences are clearly shown to be resilience-building within an individual. These can be 

used as important learning experiences to deal with the present crisis. Moreover, it will be important 

to build the morale of workers by reminding them that the successfully facing with the Covid-19 crisis 

will again build to their skills and resiliencies to face future challenges in both the personal and 

professional environments.  

 

 The findings indicate that mental agility should be a skill developed among individuals to better face 

crisis situations such as Covid-19. As indicated by the interviews, the flexible thinking and adaptive 
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practices utilized in agility provides individuals a means to manoeuvre the challenges of the Covid-19 

crisis experiences and beyond.  

 

 Creative and innovative ways of stress relief have shown beneficial mental and physical health effects 

in empirical studies. Not only as personal coping strategies but also such creativity can be utilized by 

organizations and their employees for the stress and strain they experience at an organizational level 

and at an employee level. 

 

 The results clearly indicate the influence of Covid-19 on consequences for work and family 

experiences and resulting personal health consequences as the participants report the changes to 

their work and family patterns of behaviour. These may be both positive and negative. The shifts in 

the influences have come as moving from a balanced home and work influences, both positive and 

negative, to all influences now coming from home. Consequently, there has been both a reduction of 

negative health behaviours from work, a loss of positive health behaviors from work, a gain in 

positive health behavioural influences from home, and an increase in the negative health behavioural 

influences from the home environment. It would be vital to identify the positive influences on health 

received both at home and work for an organization’s employees to increase these beneficial effects 

while trying to mitigate the negative health behavioural influences. These findings have an extended 

relevance to an organization’s experience, over and above that of its employees, as the experiences of 

the employees will impact the organization’s performance: the same shift in the location of operation 

to homes is experienced by the organization itself just as its operators – the employees.  Going forward, 

organizations need to integrate physical/mental health in to their development initiatives and 

monitor evaluate the same to ensure a sustainable healthy culture.  

 

TO MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS SUPPORTING THE WORKER 
POPULATION AND THEIR FAMILIES  

 According to a meta-analysis, the risk for mental health problems has been found to continuously rise 

throughout the first nine months of unemployment and recede only partially afterwards. This stresses 

that the goal of any intervention should be to end a period of unemployment as fast as possible (Paul 

& Moser, 2009). This may be aided by employment services, career guidance, and unemployment 

recovery. 

 

 Funding and intervention requires an establishment of multidisciplinary mental health teams 

(including psychiatrists, clinical psychologists, psychological counsellors, social workers, career 

counsellors, child and youth counsellors and other mental health workers etc) to deliver 
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free/affordable mental health support to those who have lost their livelihoods as result of the 

pandemic, and to build mental/emotional resilience to engage in a long-winded job search.  

 

 Ultimately mental health services should be able to empower the individual with more coping 

resources. In order to do that, mental health services, for example a helpline, should also be able to 

connect the person with other resources such as foodbanks, charities, shelters, loan schemes, and 

relief funds by the government. As Rochelle Burgess (2020) stated, isolated mental health responses 

can easily neglect social realities. Providing individuals with the resources they need in order to cope 

with crises, protect vulnerable people from becoming mentally ill, support people in areas they lack 

the capacity to deal with compounding crises, whilst not ignoring the lives of those with existing 

mental health conditions, need to be thought through and planned.  

 

TO GOVERNMENT & POLICY-MAKERS 

 More funding has to be allocated to the current and future research on mental health in Sri Lanka 

amongst the worker population and their dependents in order to really understand and tailor-make 

the support systems available for the work force.  

 

 Policy makers should support acculturation and the role of primary health care workers in the early 

detection of suicidal thoughts, suicide attempts, and suicide in times of economic recession (Van Hal, 

2015). 

 

 Social protection systems (labour market programs) play a paramount role in reducing the adverse 

impact of the crisis on mental health (Piovani & Aydiner-Avsar, 2014). A major stimulus to the 

economy must be provided, reducing the severity of the impending recession while many businesses 

and producers continue to find markets for their goods (United Nations Sri Lanka, 2020). The working 

professional with multiple dependents who may have lost the job should not be forgotten. As the UN 

Sri Lanka (2020) highlighted, social protection should extend to the financially vulnerable households 

in the current pandemic (that includes the working professional) that may be omitted from existing 

social protection schemes, and ensure that funds from existing schemes are fairly distributed.  

 

 At provincial and district level coordinated Resilience Training, Psychological First Aid should be 

provided, to first responders and encourage reaching out for support in the form of tele-counselling, 

tele-health (physical and mental), encourage positive use of social media for connectedness, and 

discourage negative use of social media which could cause undue panic/worry/negativity. 
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 Furthermore, this crisis situation has highlighted the need to integrate essential life skills such as 

informed decision making, creative problem solving, adaptability, and resiliency into students of 

primary, secondary and tertiary education to survive future pandemics as this and crises in general. 

 

 Awareness on mental health has to be integrated into television programs (dedicated time for 

discussion on mental health for various populations including minority groups, television drama & 

entertainment), brands & brand advertising, awareness campaigns on both social media & 

mainstream media. 

 

 Mental health awareness and education has to be a part of the education curriculum development and 

should be delivered as a part of online teaching. Education curricula should include emotional skills 

for life such as emotional intelligence, effective coping, self-efficacy and resilience. The same should 

include enablers for learning agility such as innovation, reflective thinking and risk-taking. In 

whatever the elements that will be introduced, monitoring and evaluation of the implemented 

changes need to be continually worked on. Taking this as a continuous working process, even at a 

leadership and policy-making level, room should be given for such initiatives to be fine-tuned and 

customized over time.  

CONCLUSION 

The underlying theme of mental health concern arising from traumatic experiences such as the survival of a 

pandemic is clearly present in the study findings. This is the context within which work, family, and individual 

wellbeing is carried out. Psychological wellbeing is a direct result of the pandemic experience and an indirect 

result of work, family, and individual subsystems and their experiences due to the traumatic experience. Thus, 

mental health and general psychological wellbeing mediates, moderates, and in another words interweaves 

with work, family, and life experiences of an organization’s workforce to result in desirable and undesirable 

results for an organization, family, or individual outcomes. Organizations in both the public and private sectors 

must recognize this well documented evidence to this regard and address this bedrock human need to move 

forward and rebuild. Thus, mental health and general psychological wellbeing should play a central and 

foundational role in prevention and intervention programs to recover from the pandemic. 

 

The present study makes significant conclusions regarding family dynamics and stress coping in the face of 

traumatic experiences due to COVID-19. In addition to the strained work-family balance, changes in parenting, 

and marital relationships, an alarming fact that has arisen in the present study and others nationally and 

globally is the increase in negative relationship experiences, domestic violence, relationship/partner violence, 

and child abuse. With a central role played by women within families in their maintenance, functioning, and 

wellbeing, in addition to work roles, further stress and strain through violent experiences are devastating to 
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the mental and physical wellbeing of women. Organizations both private and public assisting individuals to 

cope from the pandemic should take this into account in formulating prevention and intervention programs.  

 

Work quality and experiences resulting from COVID-19 are shown to be paramount in importance to 

individual wellbeing, and vice versa. The present study evidence concludes that experiences with and changes 

in the work context and family context are critical factors affecting worker productivity and work experience 

within an organization. Intervention and prevention programs aimed at work quality must take into account 

each of these work-family experience and the important psychological context within which individuals work 

during the COVID-19 pandemic and going forward.  

In the end, a country can be as healthy as its citizens and as strong as its builders. Organizational theory and 

Economics had ignored the vital element of the mental health of the worker until very recently. In order to 

build an economy or a country that is resilient, the leaders be it at a country level or an organizational level 

need to focus on a healthy workforce, who create, build and sustain the economy of the land – and health 

means body and mind both. The message of mental health needs to be integrated into every plan at every level 

in every sphere, with decision-makers questioning the implications of their action on the working person and 

his/her dependants. Physical and mental health services need to integrate support services from all areas that 

can be coping resources for the individual worker. And as a people, our thinking needs to shift from a more 

'my survival' to a 'our survival'.   
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