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All I want for Christmas is some Emotional 

PPE!  No, not some.  Loads of it. The Pastor 

of the Worship Harvest Church in Naalya, 

often says that Church begins on Monday 

and Sunday is garage time.  It made me 

reflect on what this Christmas season ought 

to be about—getting fixed!  I do not know a 

single friend, family member, colleague, or 

even a stranger who isn’t in desperate need 

of renewal. At the time of writing this article 

(December 23rd) nearly 77 million total cases of Covid-19 had been reported around the world., 43 

million had recovered and 1.7 million deaths had been registered.  Here at home, the tally is at 31+ 

thousand cases; 10+ thousand recovered, and 230+ deaths have been reported.  Among the reported 

cases in Uganda, a little over 1000 are nurses and clinical officers (see Health in Africa Dec. 13, 

2020).  On October 28th, the International Council of Nursing (ICN) reported at least 1500 nurses 

from 44 countries had died of Covid-19.  With the total health worker covid-19 fatalities estimated 

to be more than 20,000 (ICN, 2020).  

 
But the major impact of Covid-19 is not seen or felt just in numbers, it is the degree to which our 

lives are inextricably affected.  I recently asked people to describe the year 2020 for me in one word 

or a sentence. The answers were not surprising and represented a collective mix: from hope to 

despair. Grief to opportunity.  Here are a few ways of how people described it:   

 

"It has been a twisted year” 

"A year of grief and despair, and of lockdowns and loneliness."  

“I see no end in sight…its quite hopeless".   

“It has been a year of weeping” 



“It has been physically, mentally and psychologically exhausting” 

“Catastrophic” 

“Apocalyptic” 

“Unprecedented” 

“It has been a very, very, dark year” 

“Simply depressing”  

“Traumatic”  

 
Other people described the year in more positive terms:  
 

“It has been hard, but there are opportunities as well”, one person said. 

“I feel extremely clean” (referring to all the handwashing and sanitizing).  

“We are discovering what we can achieve with technology. I think that is good” 

“It brought nurses and midwives together in a way that has never happened before” 

“I hope for a vaccine” 

“We need renewal; and you know, for once, it feels as though we are all the same—this 

disease does not discriminate” 

“We are resilient, we will overcome this” … et cetera.   

 
So, I used some of these words to create a graphic (See Fig I: A Twisted Year) and in that creative 

process, I zeroed in on Resilience and Renewal.  

 
Over the last nine months, nurses and midwives and other healthcare providers have showed up to 

work every day. They have pushed back against fear, trauma, depression, exhaustion and lack of 

safety and resources.  They have demonstrated an admirable collective strength and solidarity.  They 

have mobilized communities towards preventive practices, kept hope alive for many families who 

couldn’t get to their Covid-19 isolated patients, cried with colleagues who were dying, delivered 

healthy babies, and sent home many other patients with positive health outcomes. If this isn’t the 

hallmark of resilience, I don’t know what else is. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Fig I: A Twisted Year 
 

 
Emotional PPE is a Survival Toolkit for All 
 

Psychologists define resilience as “the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress—such as family and relationship problems, serious 

health problems, or workplace and financial stressors…That's the role of resilience” (APA, 2020).   

This is not to say the resilient individual will not experience extreme grief, pain and despair. But 

building resilience requires intentional practices or disciplines that renew, restore and rejuvenate our 

physical, psychosocial and mental health wellbeing.   This may 

be a challenge for busy people and nurses, midwives and doctors 

are the worst culprits when it comes to prioritizing their own 

wellness.  Most of their work is driven by purpose, passion and 

often a grand goal of saving the world one patient at a time.  But 

let's be honest: you simply won't be able to save anyone if you 

ignore the principal disciplines of rest and renewal.  One thing is 

true for sure, our mental reservoir of strength (and resilience) is 

not an endless fountain from which we can dip again and again 
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without the necessary refills. The pandemic has taken its toll and both our bodies and minds “keep 

the score” (I recommend Van Der Kolk’s, book (2015): The body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and 

Body in the Healing of trauma) of all the stress, trauma, anxieties, uncertainties and fatalities we 

encounter and therefore must endure.  This holiday season do not just endure.  Healthcare providers 

need more than medical supplies, they need “Emotional PPE” and taking active steps towards 

rebuilding and sustaining your resilience is one way to foster emotional wellness and ultimately a 

healthy workforce.  

 

Look for Bucket Fillers 

Active steps require mindfulness and intentionality.  The internet is full of advice of what healthcare 

providers need to do to sustain their mental health wellness.  We have had more than our share of 

webinars on this.  And yet, it is so easy for us to go through these emotions, attend every webinar, 

listen to podcasts, read every WhatsApp message, and “hang out” with people without really getting 

what we need from those encounters.  This means we need to intentionally connect with others who 

add value; or seek only those events that are lifegiving.  And it wouldn’t hurt to pace our social 

media/WhatsApp encounters and instead identify persons or events that trigger joy, happiness, 

relaxation, and stress-relief.   

 

The “Bucket Man” Merrill Lundgren popularised the idea that people carry invisible buckets (also 

referred to by Covey as emotional bank accounts).  According to Lundgren, a bucket filler is an 

individual who fills the buckets of others with kindness, empathy, love and consideration; while a 

bucket dipper is an individual or event that empties our bucket (dips and takes)—leaving us feeling 

empty and sad.  A children’s book by McCloud and Messing (2016) illustrates this concept very 

well.  Nurses and midwives fill and protect other people’s buckets every day.  That’s the job.  But 

who is filling your bucket?  I encourage you to seek those persons out or engage in 5-minute daily 

disciplines or routines that restore your emotional reservoir.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Author, Dr. Rose Clarke Nanyonga, is the Vice Chancellor of Clarke International University 
and a member of the NMLTT Executive Team 

The NMLTT recognises that this has been a year of collective woundedness. We 
have all experienced waves and waves of emotions.  Despite these challenges, 
nurses and midwives have shined brightly.  We hope that the holidays whether 
celebrated at work or home, would inspire renewal for each and every one of you.   
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