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Return to Work Anxiety: How Do We Manage It? 
Wellness Domains: Emotional, Occupational 

 

This month marks the 2-year anniversary since CoVid-19 became a reality, as we transitioned to remote learning and 
work. Since then, we’ve experienced periods of optimism and despair, as our return to campus last fall was short-lived 
as the delta- and omicron-variants swept across the globe. And now, with cautious optimism, many of us have returned 
to campus or brace for a return. 

Our return to campus will elicit similar emotions. Feelings about returning will vary – for some it will be met with 
excitement and relief; for others, feelings of apprehension, concern and being overwhelmed. While some commonalities 
may exist, it’s important to recognize that feelings are individualized and we need to show patience and compassion 
towards others and ourselves. Whatever you are feeling, it is valid. Despite our differences, we are all in this together. 
You are not alone.     

It is normal to experience anxiety with change and uncertainty and it does dissipate over time. According to the Mental 
Health Commission of Canada, exposure is considered to be the best evidence-based treatment for anxiety. For many, 
our homes provided a safe haven and returning to campus comes with anxiety and stress. Slowly re-introducing 
ourselves to environments that induce a healthy level of anxiety, but where we feel a sense of control is the most 
effective process. Helpful recommendations include: connect with 2-3 colleagues instead of a larger group; book a larger 
space; or schedule a walking meeting. Talking about returning to campus and planning ahead is an effective first step. 
It’s also important to consciously monitor our feelings to determine when we need extra support.  

We are all entitled to have our personal views and opinions. However, if you don’t agree with current health and safety 
measures, it’s important to demonstrate concern for the welfare of others by respecting and complying with rules. For 
some, you will need to acknowledge that other people may have fewer concerns or feel completely safe, so be prepared 
to set firm boundaries while remaining cordial. Everyone should be sensitive to the unique stress of employees with 
marginalized identities; working remotely may have provided greater protection from the trauma of micro-aggressions, 
so returning to campus could trigger fear. Creating a positive workplace culture involves being aware and considerate of 
others, and showing compassion, while recognizing and celebrating our differences.   

It's important to recognize that while many have worked remotely at various points in time, a number of employees 
have remained at campus. We are grateful for their commitment and for maintaining on-campus operations. Western 
would not be where it is today without them! While their routines may not have been disrupted in a similar fashion, 
they’ve made additional sacrifices and anxiety may exist as students and colleagues return. 

Establishing open communication and understanding is vital in our successful return to full operations. We encourage 
you to share your concerns, experiences, challenges and successes with your manager, colleagues, friends, family 
members or counselling professionals.  

Have you completed the Mental Health e-Learning Module?  
Learning more about mental health enables all of us to take better care of ourselves and each other. After successful 
completion of this 15-minute OWL module, participants will receive a certificate confirming their participation in the 
course 

 

https://owl.uwo.ca/portal/site/8c41351e-8b28-494c-b5a7-e12efeb67689


The Great Architect: Re-Wiring the Brain  
Wellness Domain: Emotional 

The brain is arguably the most complex organ in the body. It is responsible for coordinating movement, allowing us to 
think and feel, and enabling us to store memories. Despite the mysteries surrounding the human mind, we know that 
the brain is capable of physical change – we can create new neural connections through learning and experience – a 
process referred to as neuroplasticity. 

When we have a thought, a signal is sent from neurons in the brain to other neurons making neuro connections. Our 
brain is home to billions of neurons making trillions of neural connections.  

When we learn something for the first time, the signal isn’t strong yet and can take a lot of mental energy. Like creating 
a new trail through a thick bush – it can be tough and tiring. Hence the reason why we resort back to old thinking 
patterns. But, with practice, dedication and time, these new thoughts become easy and eventually automatic. Like our 
new trail in the forest, the track stars to show, the grounds become flattened, and it becomes easier to walk the new 
pathway. The more we use the new thought patterns, the less we use the old ones, in turn weakening them. Like our 
hiking trail, the old, unused path starts to become overgrown and eventually we don’t even know that it was ever there.  

Unfortunately, this process doesn’t discriminate. It works with negative thought patterns too.  

By constantly worrying, we “wire” our systems to worry. The state of worrying become more accessible. These thoughts 
are so engrained that our brain goes to them by default in nearly every situation. Worry, stress and anxiety all have 
profound effects on the brain and other organ systems. It activates the fear centre of the brain, deteriorates parts of the 
brain associated with learning, memories and stress control, and can even shrink the pre-frontal cortex – the part of the 
brain that regulates behaviours like concentration, decision-making, judgment, and social interaction.  

So where is the silver lining? We can re-wire the brain and build new neural pathways.  

How?  

Self-awareness and reflection. Take note of the thoughts you have and have write them down in a journal. Practice 
replacing these thoughts with more rational, helpful thoughts. Ask yourself: are these thoughts true? 

It isn’t easy. The key is to be patient and understand that re-wiring is possible, but will take considerable time and effort. 
Each time you practice self-awareness and reflection, you are building and strengthening new neural pathways with 
positive and constructive ways of thinking. With practice, they become more accessible. You are re-wiring your brain, 
one hiking trail at a time. 

Stop yourself. Reflect. Choose a constructive approach. Repeat. 

To learn more, check out these helpful resources: 

Automatic Thoughts (YouTube Video)  

Thought Record (Worksheet) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m2zRA5zCA6M
https://beckinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Thought-Record-Worksheet.pdf


Mini Workouts: When Time Isn’t on Your Side 
Wellness Domain: Physical  

We’ve all been there. That feeling of guilt when you know that you should be more physically active, but can’t find time 
to workout. It seems to be an insurmountable task. Well good news - whether it’s to improve overall health, 
performance or energy levels, mini-workouts might be the solution you’ve been looking for.   

The Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology (CSEP) advises adults to accumulate at least 150 minutes of moderate-to-
vigorous intensity exercise per week; this guideline was based on a systematic review of research where the risk of 
premature death, coronary heart disease, stroke, hypertension, colon/breast cancer, type 2 diabetes and osteoporosis 
significantly decreases. It is also the threshold where improved fitness, body composition and mental health are 
observed.  

However, a common misconception remains. You don’t need to workout for prolonged periods of time, belong to a 
commercial gym, own the latest technology or wear expensive, brand-name fitness apparel. Without any specialized 
equipment, you can leverage mini-workouts to improve your health and well-being.   

Mini, or micro-, workouts consists of a series of short workouts (5-10 minutes/workout) interspersed throughout the 
day. If you need to multi-task, these workouts can be done while reading an email, watching a webinar, or listening to a 
podcast. Dr. Martin Gabala (McMaster University), has even shown that significant benefits can be achieved in as little as 
one-minute. The key to these type of workouts is to select compound movements (multi-joint) that target larger 
muscles group and to exercise at a high intensity level.  

Here is a list of activities that can be done within your mini-workouts.  

Marching/Running on the spot (Cardio) 
Brisk Walk/Run (Cardio) 
Stair Climb (Cardio) 
Jumping Jacks (Cardio) 
Skipping (Cardio) 
Bodyweight squats (Lower Body/Core) 
Bodyweight Lunges (Lower Body) 
Glute Bridges (Lower Body/Core) 
Planks (Core) 
Bird-Dog (Core) 
Crunches (Core) 
Push-Ups (Upper Body) 
Wall Pushes (Upper Body) 
Burpees (Cardio + Whole Body) 
Lateral Hops (Lower Body/Cardio) 

Examples of Mini-Workout Formats 

Tabata – select an exercise and complete 20 seconds of repetitions as quickly as possible with good form, followed by 10 
seconds of rest; repeat 3x (1.5 minutes/exercise) 

Circuit – select 3 exercises and complete 30 seconds of each exercise with no rest between; at the end of the circuit, 
take 30 seconds rest before repeating 2-3x  
(6 minutes per workout!) 

Train to Failure  – select a lower-body or cardio focused exercise and repeat as many repetitions as quickly as possible 
(with good form) until the targeted muscles are near exhaustion; note: while safe with body-weight exercises, a spotter 
is necessary if using weights  

https://csep.ca/
https://csepguidelines.ca/guidelines/adults-18-64/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/1-minute-workout-1.3971313
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/hamilton/1-minute-workout-1.3971313
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1b98WrRrmUs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aclHkVaku9U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QOVaHwm-Q6U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wPM8icPu6H8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1IJp0aPcXtg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-LRjkbEy-qU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0t4t3IpiEao
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pkj8LLRsoDw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g-RRQmQ4JQE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dZgVxmf6jkA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bqbZqxqs8tY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bqbZqxqs8tY


We need to change our perception of exercise. Doing something is better than nothing – movement is the key! We 
shouldn’t feel guilty if we miss a day, workout for shorter periods of time, or structure our workouts in a fashion that 
isn’t deemed conventional.  

Disclaimer: Before starting any new fitness or exercise program, you should consult with a medical professional. If you 
start to feel any kind of pain or dizziness, you should stop immediately.  

World Water Day 
Wellness Domain: Community, Environmental 

Open to all. The Water is Life event on March 22nd @ 3:00-4:30pm will feature discussion with Carol Hopkins and Irene 
Peters about the history of Water Walks and the wonderful connections of water to life. Information & registration.  

2022 Innovation & Impact Symposium 
Wellness Domain: Community, Environmental 

Western community members are invited to join Western Sustainability in celebrating campus sustainability champions 
at the 2022 Innovation & Impact Symposium! The event will be held in-person on Wednesday, March 30th at 1:00-
2:30pm in IGAB Atrium. Event details and registration information can be found on our Eventbrite page.  

Native Plant Seed Giveaway 
Wellness Domain: Environmental  

Support environmental wellness by growing native plants this year! Western Sustainability is giving away 200 packages 
of native plant seeds over March and April, while supplies last. These seeds are native to the Carolinian Life Zone, which 
stretches from Toronto to Windsor. Native plants support biodiversity by providing food and habitat for pollinators and 
other wildlife. They also contribute to soil health and healthy water systems. Once established, native plants are very 
low-maintenance; providing beauty and ecological benefits in your landscape. Sign up form. 

Green Office Program 
Wellness Domain: Environmental  

Whether it's converting to reusable water bottles, switching off your computer at night, or adding some living plants to 
your space, going green in the office is often a simple matter of changing habits. 

Western's Green Office Program will help your office identify areas of improvement, track its progress and celebrate 
achievements. Learn more about the program and how to become a Green Office Representative for your office.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.events.westernu.ca/events/western-sustainability/2022-03/water-is-life.html
http://www.events.westernu.ca/events/western-sustainability/2022-03/water-is-life.html
http://www.events.westernu.ca/events/western-sustainability/2022-03/water-is-life.html
https://www.eventbrite.ca/e/innovation-and-impact-symposium-tickets-296861840757
https://uwo.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1zbl2KAjdWJtvWS
https://uwo.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_1zbl2KAjdWJtvWS
https://sustainability.uwo.ca/get_involved/green_office/index.html


Winter Wellness – “It’s Never Too Late to Take Time for Wellness” 
If you were unable to attend our Winter Wellness session, we’ve got good news! The following presentations were 
recorded and available for viewing: 

Hygge: The Art of Creating Coziness  
Presenter - Michelle  Phillips (CMHA) 
Wellness Domain: Environmental, Spiritual, Emotional 

Self Compassion Workshop 
Presenters – Kelsey Sick and Vanessa Coulbeck (Body Image and Health Lab) 
Wellness Domain: Emotional 

Connecting with Environmental Wellness at Western  
Presenters - Jessica Cordes and Evan Green (Sustainability, FM) 
Wellness Domain: Environmental 

 

Internal Wellness Rewards Program – Earn wellness points for your chance to win! 
 

Participate in on-campus wellness activities, like Living Well @ Western events or other wellness themed workshops, to 
receive a participation code.  

Enter the code through the myHR portal to be automatically entered into our weighted monthly draw. Aligning with our 
“Keep It On Campus” philosophy, you can win prizes from some of our great internal partners. If you are part of the 
LifeWorks platform, these points will supplement those earned by completing Habitude Challenges or Daily Snackable 
content.  

To learn more about the program and how to redeem participation codes, visit the EAP Wellness Challenges & Rewards 
page.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://youtu.be/88Ocvv5B58c
https://youtu.be/88Ocvv5B58c
https://youtu.be/88Ocvv5B58c
https://youtu.be/Zo5RuOGg6js
https://youtu.be/Dmx4uGf8mBc
https://youtu.be/Dmx4uGf8mBc
https://www.uwo.ca/hr/benefits/eap/rewards.html


Recipe of the Month: Vegetarian Chili 
Wellness Domain: Physical  

Prep time: 20 min. 
Cook time: 35 min. 
Serves: 4 

Ingredients: 
2 tbs. Olive Oil 
¼ tsp. salt 
1 Onion (chopped) 
2 Garlic Cloves (minced) 
2 tsp. Chili Powder 
1 tsp. Cumin Powder 
1 tsp. Cinnamon  
1 can Black Beans (drained) 
3 cups Sweet potatoes (diced) 
1 can Crushed Tomatoes  
1 cup Low Sodium Vegetable Stock 

Toppings: 
Green onions/scallions 
Grated Cheese 
Greek Yogurt/Sour Cream  

Directions: 

1. Heat oil in large pot over medium heat. Sauté onions and garlic for 1-2 minutes. 

2. While stirring add chili powder, cumin, cinnamon & black beans. Heat until fragrant.  

3. Add sweet potatoes, tomatoes, and stock. Bring to a simmer and cook for 25 minutes or until sweet potatoes 
are cooked. If chili is too thick, add water until desired consistency achieved. 

4. Garnish with toppings of choice.  

 

March is nutrition month. Dietitians from across Canada share information about food security, literacy and sovereignty 
to create a healthier tomorrow. Visit www.unlockfood.ca to download a recipe e-book, for activities and ideas to engage 
the entire family or to find a dietitian in our community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.unlockfood.ca/


Living Well Activity Class Schedule: March 2022 
Wellness Domains: Community, Emotional, Physical, Spiritual 

Guided Meditation - Mondays, 12:10-12:50 p.m.; Zoom Link 
Mobility for Better Mentality – Tuesdays, 12:10-12:50 p.m.; Zoom Link (passcode: mobility) 
Introduction to Yoga – Recorded Sessions available every Tuesday; Visit Living Well for Video Links 

Check out Living Well @ Western for previously recorded activities. 

Featured Class of the Month: Guided Meditation with Dr. J 
This meditation practice uses techniques, such as mindfulness or focusing the mind, to train attention and awareness, 
achieve mental clarity and promote an emotionally calm and stable state. Tanaz often has a theme for each practice and 
is mindful of world events that may have an impact on our emotional state and over-all well-being. During her guided 
session, she encourages taking a moment of gratitude and sending positive energy to ourselves and others. 

A big congratulations to Tanaz Javan who earned her Doctor of Philosophy in Health Information Science from Western. 
In February, “Dr. J” successfully defended her doctoral thesis on “The Organizational Implementation of Trauma and 
Violence Informed Care”.   

Resources & Supports 
Domains: Community, Emotional, Environmental, Occupational, Physical, Spiritual, Financial 

Living Well @ Western 
Employee Well-Being 
LifeWorks (EAP) 
Canadian Mental Health Association 
Middlesex-London Health Unit 

https://westernuniversity.zoom.us/j/98754626472
https://us06web.zoom.us/j/84502611688?pwd=TFltaVFodm1YZFFPc293SllzYUhkUT09
https://www.uwo.ca/hr/safety/well_being/wellness/living_well/index.html
https://www.uwo.ca/hr/safety/well_being/wellness/living_well/index.html
https://www.uwo.ca/hr/safety/well_being/wellness/living_well/index.html
https://www.uwo.ca/hr/safety/well_being/index.html
https://lifeworks.com/en
https://cmha.ca/
https://www.healthunit.com/
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