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INTRODUCTION

Incorporating healthy habits during the COVID-19 pandemic will help us to better survive this unusual time and may even stay with us for longer. Furthermore, new socialization, self-care, and exercise habits will continue to promote our health after the pandemic is over. While for many people the current situation is not very favorable, it is certainly quite new; as such, the environment is conducive to habit change (Duhigg, 2012; Ingram et al., 2020). It is up to each individual to decide whether or not to build healthier habits; however, in the context of the constraints imposed by the pandemic, most of us have had to significantly change our daily activities anyway (Maltagliati et al., 2021). An increasing number of people are seeking psychological help, and they link their reduced well-being directly to the pandemic imposing different ways of functioning than before. This reduced well-being is not surprising in specific crisis situations, such as job loss or health issues related to COVID-19. However, most people are simply uncomfortable with the long-term constraints of the pandemic. They find it difficult to organize their lives in the new conditions, including the ongoing satisfaction of their basic needs. This article explores the main areas of concern regarding the current constraints and lists ways to meet our most important psychological needs. The deprivation of these needs in periods longer than a few weeks is associated with negative consequences, and these consequences can already be observed.

In the first one and a half years of the pandemic, many published studies tackled the subject of the functional and psychological conditions of various groups affected by COVID-19 precautions. The most commonly reported symptoms were decreased sleep quality (Franceschini et al., 2020), changes in appetite (Shailaja et al., 2020), increased intake of alcohol and sleeping pills (Ingram et al., 2020; Pinkham et al., 2020), exacerbation of anxiety and depression symptoms, increased stress levels, and decreased well-being (Anyan et al., 2020; Shailaja et al., 2020; Paredes et al., 2021; Saddik et al., 2021). Many of these studies were conducted in the first few weeks of the lockdown, when the resources for coping with stress had not yet been depleted (de Zepetnek et al., 2021; Fernandez-Abascal and Martín-Díaz, 2021; Saddik et al., 2021). However, a study conducted on a large group of students in June and July of 2020 showed that, after several months of pandemic, the anxiety and depression indicators of the participants were almost twice as high as the corresponding values for the general population (Villani et al., 2021). Interestingly, people who were constantly coping with psychological conditions did not report any noticeable changes in symptoms related to mood shifts or even psychotic episodes from the period preceding the pandemic (Pinkham et al., 2020).

Psychological resilience is an important factor responsible for the reduction of the aforementioned effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (Anyan et al., 2020; Huffman et al., 2021; Kocjan et al., 2021; Paredes et al., 2021). Activities promoting health, concentrating on the formation of healthy habits such as physical activity, regular sleep patterns, or positive interactions with other people, can facilitate an increase in psychological resilience (Matvienko-Sikar et al., 2020; Brog et al., 2021; Strahler et al., 2021). Thus, the focus of the article is on the formation of attitudes that promote healthy behaviors in circumstances that are less favorable than usual.



WHY ARE THESE NEW MODES OF FUNCTIONING DIFFICULT FOR MANY PEOPLE?

When the first lockdowns started in Europe in the spring of 2020, rapid and temporary adaptation to the new reality prevailed. Scientific journal databases already contained texts describing the negative consequences of pandemic-related constraints (Clemente-Suárez et al., 2020; Filipas et al., 2020; Franceschini et al., 2020; Gismero-González et al., 2020; Ingram et al., 2020; Shailaja et al., 2020).

As a psychotherapist, researcher, and psychologist supporting personality development, I wondered what might be helpful and accessible to those affected by the current situation. For about a year, I have been collecting ways to offset the negative consequences of the protracted pandemic. In this text, I share what tends to be difficult for the people I work with and what methods I have found helpful in coping with the constraints imposed by COVID-19. Most of the ideas listed here are easily accessible and relatively simple to implement independently.


Change as a Source of Stress

Let me start by recalling a simple principle of the psychology of stress: Every change is a source of stress, and the bigger the change, the higher the level of stress that accompanies it (Terelak, 2008; Clemente-Suárez et al., 2020). It should be added that for many, pandemic stress has already crossed the threshold into chronic stress. This stress, which has persisted long enough to put a significant strain on our coping resources, can lead to health problems (Terelak, 2008).

Knowing that there is more stress now than before the pandemic, additional ways of coping can be implemented, and methods that have worked well so far can be intensified. We should also remember to think positively, which already reduces our levels of stress (Fredrikson, 2011). Other useful practices for stress relief include simple and varied relaxation exercises (e.g., focusing on relaxing specific parts of the body), physical activity (e.g., regular walks), meditation (e.g., basic mindfulness), and other activities that can serve the relaxation state (e.g., reading or knitting).



Contact With Other People

We are social animals, as Aronson (2001) writes in the title of his book on social psychology. As a species, we are evolutionarily adapted to live in groups (Gazzaniga, 2011). According to Maslow's (Maslow, 2017) pyramid of needs, a person's social needs are just below their physiological and safety needs in terms of importance. This means that a person who is well-fed and well-rested and whose direct safety is not threatened needs socialization with other people to maintain a basic psychological balance.

A recent study found that the social support experienced by pregnant women during the pandemic was significantly lower than the support experienced by pregnant women before the pandemic (Matvienko-Sikar et al., 2020). This is an important observation, as the emotional state of a mother during pregnancy influences the development of the child in its fetal and neonatal periods (Schore, 1994; Grzegołowska-Klarkowska, 2018).

It is therefore advisable to at least look for substitute social supports. Telephone conversations with friends and virtual meetings in small groups are available options. We can also spend quality time with our family members or occasionally hang out with friends on a one-on-one basis. We should make sure that the time we spend together is productive. Conversations with others can be a good way of providing support in the current situation, as long as we avoid catastrophic themes—scaring each other (Terelak, 2008). These conversations should focus on sharing how to cope with the current circumstances, positive thinking, and humor.

Paradoxically, among members of a shared household, spending time apart can be a challenge. People differ in their needs to be alone; however, most people require some time for this kind of intimacy. Household members should avoid sharing the same room for 24 h a day, as this generates additional tension, especially in small spaces. Sometimes the need for solitude can be satisfied simply by going for a walk alone.



Need for Stimulation

Working from home can mean spending a lot of time in a much quieter environment than the office. However, your home environment can be much louder if you have children who by nature make a lot of noise. In either situation, it is worth considering how your current level of stimulation—sensory impressions coming to you from the outside—compares to the level you are accustomed to, and how it relates to your personal preferences (Terelak, 2008; Cyniak-Cieciura et al., 2016).

The optimal state of stimulation for productivity can be defined by growth motivation theory in the context of “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 2005). Flow is characterized by the performance of tasks in an effective way. The flow state is found between boredom (when the level of stimulation is too low) and overload (when the level of stimulation is too high) (Katahira et al., 2018; Yazidi et al., 2020). Csikszentmihalyi (2005) theory can be useful, as it contains practical skill building suggestions related to gaining and prolonging a flow state. Such skills are commonly used by athletes trying to perform at their best. Flow is also increasingly recognized as facilitator of mental work (Katahira et al., 2018).



Need for Activity

Due to remote work and the closure of leisure and entertainment facilities, many people have reduced their (already normally limited) physical activity (Maltagliati et al., 2021). In one study, about 50% of the respondents reported reduced physical activity, and only about 17% indicated an increase (Ingram et al., 2020).

Research findings suggest that there is a positive association between physical activity and psychological well-being (Filipas et al., 2020; Gismero-González et al., 2020; Ingram et al., 2020). Currently, the simplest and most available form of exercise is daily walking. It is also possible to exercise at home, supported by instructional workouts that can be easily found online.



Need for Rhythm

People are by nature more or less rhythmic in terms of their bedtimes, meal times, and other daily routines (Cyniak-Cieciura et al., 2016). Under normal circumstances, we have far more rigid time frames imposed on us from the outside. Normally, most of our lives run according to a fixed schedule; however, remote working is characterized by much greater flexibility. When working from home, it can be difficult to separate the professional and personal spheres of life. Nowadays, many people are working, dealing with day-to-day household chores, relaxing, and finding entertainment within the same environment. Therefore, when working remotely, it is advisable to control office hours and avoid extending them.

Small rituals can help separate your work life from your home life, especially if the two share the same space. For instance, when you finish work, it is advisable to rearrange your surroundings slightly. These few minutes spent organizing your workplace in the morning and tidying it up in the afternoon are habitual signals similar to going to or leaving the office under normal circumstances. The function of such signals can also be fulfilled by going for a walk after work or performing any other form of activity clearly different from your work activities.




HOW TO SHAPE HEALTHY HABITS?

Most of the things we do on a routine basis become automatic and habitual (de Houwer, 2019). Our brain looks for “shortcuts” in action patterns wherever possible. This saves energy for activities that cannot be done according to a well-worn pattern (Gazzaniga, 2013). Habits enable us to function efficiently. What we should know is that the automation process that underlies habit formation requires a lot of effort, but only for a short time—once a habit becomes automatic, it works on its own, with minimal effort from the subject (Jarymowicz and Ohme, 2002; Khaneman, 2011). Once trained, a habit can serve us for years if we find the time for it in our daily schedule.

We can distinguish two basic paths of habit formation. The first pathway is to change an existing habit into a new one that includes a routine we are interested in. The second pathway is to form a new habit where there was no existing custom. A third pathway, extinguishing a bad habit, should also be mentioned; it should be stressed that it is easier to swap an old habit for a new one than it is to extinguish an old habit entirely. By swapping a habit for a different one, we simply replace the routine when our minds are in a “what instead” mode. Here, I will focus on the first two paths mentioned, both of which can lead to the formation of healthy habits.

First of all, we need to consider the habits we want in our lives and whether they will actually serve us over a long period. This reflection is all the more important when considering that it is much easier to form a new habit than to get rid of it later. Secondly, developing a new habit must involve the emotional, cognitive, and physical spheres of motivation. It takes a lot of motivation to form a habit, and if we want something wholeheartedly, it is easier to strive toward (Jarymowicz, 2009; Jarymowicz and Szuster, 2017).

Our brain's process of habit formation constitutes a three-step loop of the components, cue, routine, and reward. A cue should be simple, clear, and unambiguous. A routine could be a habitual action that works to our advantage, e.g., an hour of physical activity, doing specific work tasks, household chores, or even creative work. The reward is usually the satisfaction of an important need (e.g., contact with other people, stimulation or activity). If a given action stimulates the reward system in our brain, there is good incentive to repeat the action in the future (Gazzaniga, 2013). This is why it is prudent to support the initial phase of habit training with additional external rewards that we find pleasant. However, external rewards should sporadic and in moderation so that they don't become an intrinsic part of the newly formed habit—the habit must provide gratification by itself.

Replacing an old habit with a new one may require careful self-observation and self-analysis to determine which important need was satisfied by the old habit and how it can be taken care of in the context of the new routine. While we are altering the routine, we can leave the old cue (e.g., the specific time or circumstance when the need appears), so that the way we satisfy the need becomes healthier (e.g., by eating something healthy instead of junk food). The reward (gratification) can also remain unchanged. If everything goes according to plan, the cue will be an effective signal to the brain as to which behavioral patterns it should trigger, and after the routine is completed, we will get the reward we need. The cycle will recur regularly. With time, the satisfaction resulting from the effects of the new habit will start to add to its total gratification (Duhigg, 2012).

We should often return to the question of why we want this habit in our life. It will remind us that the hardship of the present moment is part of a bigger plan, and this thought will stimulate self-motivation. The company of others is also helpful; being involved in a group that praises a particular habit or whose members already have it or want to work on building it together can be an additional, important source of motivation for us. In addition, we can support ourselves with modern technologies. There are more and more useful apps that work according to the habit formation process. These apps can remind us of our daily routine, give us praise for completing it, and monitor our progress.



DISCUSSION

The new circumstances in which many people are currently functioning due to the COVID-19 pandemic encourage the formation of new habits. This novel situation can be an opportunity to make small changes to the way we live our daily lives. In this way, firstly, we can better cope with the restrictions, and secondly, we can take better care of our health in the long term. It is advisable to concentrate new habits around the needs that are currently inadequately met: contact with other people, stimulation, activity, and rhythm. Finally, it is important to add to, review, and intensify our daily methods of coping with stress so that we can have moments of relaxation every day.

Habit formation is a simple mechanism that is based on the process of automation. To use it for our purposes, we must find a simple, unambiguous cue that will trigger a habit. Next, we must develop a desired routine that can be habitually followed. After that, we should clearly define the reward. Once such a cycle becomes automatic, the habit can work to our long-term advantage with minimal effort.
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