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Abstract

The fast spreading of the COVID-19 virus led WHO to consider it as a pandemic. All over the world the entire population of
different nations was lockdown. From the Psychological and Psychopedagogical Counseling Service (SAP) at the University
of Cadiz, a health promotion program called “Well-being and Health” was designed and implemented. Participants belonged
to two different groups considered as “at risk” in the context of health alert: students from the Elderly University Program of
University of Cadiz and women with a breast cancer diagnosis. The program aimed to promote the well-being of participants
during lockdown due to the pandemic; and to evaluate the effectiveness of an online health promotion program based in
relaxation and meditation techniques, the principles of positive psychology and the promotion of a healthy lifestyle. It is
possible to conclude that participating in an on line group health promotion program, with an emphasis on a healthy lifestyle,
training in relaxation and meditation techniques, and based in the positive Psychology perspective, protected people from the
impact of stress associated with lockdown.
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Introduction

Due to the worldwide spread of the new disease generated by COVID-19, on March 11, 2020 the World Health
Organization (2020) declared the SARS-CoV-2 / COVID-19 outbreak as a pandemic. Disasters such as
earthquakes, terrorist attacks, plane crashes, among others, have in common their potential becoming a trigger for
a "disaster shock or trauma", due to "the emotional stress that adults as well as children may experience after a
disaster” (Gerrard et al, 2020: 10).

Ensuring a healthy lifestyle and promoting well-being for all at all ages is the third Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG) proposed by the United Nations (UN, 2015). Health psychology is concerned with people's well-being and
from the perspective of the health promotion, the need to give a comprehensive response to health problems and
highlight the health potential of individuals and communities is emphasized.

In Spain, on March 14, 2020, the state of alarm was declared (Royal Decree 463, 2020) and the social, preventive
and compulsory lockdown of the entire population was ordered. This measure was maintained for 99 days. As a
community and massive emergency, the pandemic impacts everybody’s lives. However, such impact could be
higher if person belongs to a risk group, considered as such the elderly or those who have a diagnosis of a chronic
pathology. It would increases the chances that they develop some type of behavioral or emotional imbalance
(Gerrard et al, 2020; Urzua, Vera-Villarroel, Caqueo-Urizar & Polanco-Carrasco, 2020).
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Isolation implied the separation of relatives and affections, a restriction on the usual sources of individual and
social reinforcement, a disruption in the normal course of daily life, so stress, fear, sadness, and uncertainty may
settle in some people. Anxiety increases psychological discomfort (low mood, irritability and sadness) and
decreases positive emotions (joy, hope) affecting people’s well-being (General Council of Psychology of Spain,
2020a).

Due to the growing boom of the internet and new information and communication technologies (ICT), the Official
College of Psychology of Madrid, in collaboration with the Center for Applied Psychology of the Autonomous
University of Madrid, published the Guide for Intervention in Tele-psychology (De la Torre Marti & Pardo
Cebrian, 2018), to regulate the offer of psychological services through ICT. Some on line interventions are self-
guided web programs, videoconferences, therapy, follow-up, counseling and evaluation or screening tasks.

The European Federation of Psychologist’s Association (EFPA) established that, during lockdown, consultations,
especially through video chat, are a viable alternative for offering psychological therapy. It recommended the need
to agree with the client the web tool they will be using to have the meeting, to have a private space to protect the
privacy during it, and not to use public computer (Consejo General de la Psicologia de Espaiia, 2020b).

In Spain, as a result of the state of alarm, all educational institutions nationwide were forced to close their doors
and, therefore, immediately put an end to face-to-face classes. This implied the need of a huge and rapid
reorganization process to guarantee the continuity of the classes in an on line basis. On April 10 it was decided not
to return to face-to-face classes at the universities until next September 2020 (Royal Decree 487, 2020). The state
of alarm was maintained until June 21, 2020 (Royal Decree 555, 2020) completing a total of 99 days of it in the
country.

The health alert situation brought the urgency to design intervention programs promoting people's health in an on
line format during lockdown, and, even though its quality of on line, facilitate the establishment of close
interpersonal relationships, so necessary and protective in that particular situation. Universities around the world
began to use the on line format to offer different psychological o pedagogical services for students. It was necessary
to implement this kind of intervention to promote social interaction and learning experiences preserving the care
of everyone's health. From the Psychological and Psychopedagogical Attention Service of the University of Cadiz
(SAP), a specific course was designed to groups considered at risk: students of the Elderly University Program of
University of Cadiz. Due to circumstances derived from research agreements between institutions, the proposal
was extended to members of an association of women with a diagnosis of breast cancer. Both groups were offered
the online intervention program called "Well-being and Health", which was designed considering topics of interest
to these groups and the unprecedented situation.

Mental health prevention and promotion interventions enhance the development of individual, social and
environmental conditions to improve the person's quality of life and they “are effective and have brought benefits
for health and also for society” (Jané-Llopis, 2004:67).

Barlow et al, (2019) consider that people use emotional regulation strategies that, as a paradox, contribute to the
maintenance or deterioration of the symptoms that they intend to eradicate: “everyone can benefit from learning
healthy ways to respond to their emotions” (p .25). The authors suggest the acquisition of new and healthier ways
of coping with emotions when they interfere with one’s well-being, and they emphasize the active role of the
person in restoring its own health and well-being.
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Several contributions were considered for the design of the online intervention program to promote health and
well-being called “Well-being and health” during lockdown. First of all, some principles of the Unified Protocol
for the Transdiagnostic treatment of Emotional Disorders (Barlow et al, 2019) were considered. This Protocol aims
to improve the emotional regulation of the participants, to increase their positive emotions and well-being, and
emphasized the role of the person in restoring its own well-being.

Also the Live with Vitality Program (Ferndndez-Ballesteros, Caprara & Garcia, 2004) was taken into account. It
addresses certain domains in which the elderly person can experience greater control over actions that can
contribute to his well-being and a better personal adjustment (Caprara, Fernandez - Ballesteros & Alessandri,
2016). Gutiérrez, Tomas & Calatayud (2018) consider that certain aspects related to health and life satisfaction are
directly related to better aging.

Due to the pandemic, the psychological guideline against isolation and principles for mental health care during
emergency scenarios provided by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2012), the American Psychological
Association (APA, 2020) and the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC, 2020), the reference group on
psychosocial support at WHO, were also considered.

Facing a pandemic could imply a multitude of physical and mental health problems, so “an individual can take
care of his health as much as possible to prevent a fall out later onwards. Yoga intervention can be a crucial
remedial factor that aids the individual to become physically as well as mentally capable of functioning” (Giri et
al, 2020:886).

The general objectives were to promote the well-being of elderly people who make up the educational community
of the University of Cadiz or who form an Association of women with a diagnosis of breast cancer, during
confinement and to evaluate the effectiveness of an online health promotion program.

Program Overview

Since April 2020, the “Wellbeing and Health” Program was developed. It consists in eight on line group sessions,
held weekly that last two hours. The theme of each meeting are: 1st) Psychological orientations against isolation,
2nd) Healthy lifestyle, 3rd) Positive Psychology, 4th) Cognitive flexibility, Sth) Sleep hygiene, 6th) Cognitive
training, 7th) Active aging and 8th) Sharing my own experience during lockdown. Different task were assigned in
between sessions such as self-recording of emotions or regular relaxation practice.

The program emphasized the regular practice or the relaxation techniques that have verified to be effective in
managing anxiety (Weekly, Walker, Beck, Akers & Weaver, 2018). Relaxation as well as meditation practice in
yoga are positively associated with mental health (Birdee et al, 2017), that is why yoga practices can be considered
as a mind-body practice which produces positive effects on health as well as on the quality of life. Research
suggests that providing yoga practices “[...] may be an effective way to help students develop self-regulation,
mind-body awareness and physical fitness, which may, in turn, foster [...] positive student outcomes such as
improved behaviors, mental state, health and performance” (Butzer et al, 2020, p.3). Yoga practices should produce
positive effects on health, behavior and emotions (Butzer et al., 2016; Guerra & Rovetto, 2020).

Positive psychology is focused in promotion of positive subjective experiences, positive individual traits and
positive institutions, in few words, it is interested in everything that improves the quality of life and prevents the
appearance of pathologies. It highlights the characteristics that make life worth living, such as hope, creativity,
courage, responsibility and optimism (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The PERMA’s model by Seligman
(IEPP, 2020) was also considered. This author emphasized the importance of the enhancing of positive emotions,
interpersonal relationships, a sense of meaning and personal accomplishment for the person’s own well-being.
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Some principles of the positive psychology were taken into account, such as the consideration of the capacity of
positive emotions to contribute to enhance people to be more creative, socially integrated and healthy (Fredrickson,
2002). Baiios et al. (2017) proved that the ICT can be used to promote and train positive emotions, to improve the
quality of the personal experience and to increase the person’s well- being. A group based program was designed,
as there is enough evidence that has proven its effectiveness to increase the experience of positive emotions (De
Ornelas Nardi & Cardoso, 2015; Coto-Lesmes, Fernandez-Rodriguez & Gonzalez-Fernandez, 2020). The sense of
humor is considered as a useful tool to mitigate stress and to strengthen the person’s immune system (Lefcourt,
2002), that is why recreational activities were included for the group of participants in each session.

The program was also nourished by the contributions of Walsh (2011) related to its proposal of the eight
therapeutic lifestyles changes (TLC) which promote the acquisition of healthy lifestyle habits such as physical
exercise, adequate nutrition, relaxation, close interpersonal relationships, recreation and pleasant activities, to
name some of them, due to the highly positive effects of the TLC on people's physical and mental health.

Conclusions

The main objective of this paper was to share the characteristics of a specific program for the promotion of health
and well-being designed and developed during lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants reported
an increasing in subjective well-being and positive emotions as well as a decreasing in discomfort.

Due to the fact that the proposal was completely online and developed during lockdown, results are suggestive in
regards to the implementation of an online health promotion program: "Psychological treatments delivered through
the Internet represent an emerging model to improve access to evidence- based Cognitive Behavioral Therapies"
(Sandin et al, 2020, p. 197).

From the Positive Psychology perspective for the treatment of mental health problems, it is considered that
psychiatric as well as psychological practices should promote positive psychosocial factors that have proved to
enhance the improvement of people's well-being from a cognitive behavioral framework (Rosen, Gilld & Salvador-
Carulla, 2020). Optimism, expectations of self-efficacy and social commitment should be promoted (Jeste &
Palmer, 2015). The program promoted mental health because “not only work, but also contribute to a greater
mental well-being and increasing the quality of life at the individual and community level" (Jané-Llopis, 2004, p.
74).
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