
 

Study shows pediatric health professionals
had accentuated psychological disorders
during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Study Flowchart. Credit: Pediatric Critical Care Medicine (2022). DOI:
10.1097/PCC.0000000000003119

Concern about the mental health of hospital professionals has been
increasing in recent years, and when, in early 2020, the COVID-19
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pandemic was declared and rapidly spread, there was a large increase in
the overload of workers in Intensive Care Units (ICUs).

Given this, researchers from the D'Or Institute for Research and
Education (IDOR) and other national institutions assessed the prevalence
and extent of psychological disorders such as burnout, anxiety,
depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in pediatric ICUs
(PICUs) health professionals. The study was published in the scientific
journal Pediatric Critical Care Medicine and selected as the Feature
Article and Editor's choice of the month, receiving a specific editorial.

In the editorial published about the study, Dr. Gillian Colville starts by
asking, "How was work today?" and points out, "It is an innocent
question, but not an easy one to answer when you work in intensive care.
Aside from obvious issues relating to confidentiality, so much of what
we witness working in these settings is unspeakable, shocking, and sad.
And when the unit is one that treats children, it feels socially
unacceptable, outside the hospital, to even hint at what we are dealing
with daily."

The COVID-19 pandemic imposed an exhaustive and prolonged
workload on health professionals, especially those in the ICU, due to the
clinical condition of the patients and, as highlighted by Dr. Fernanda
Lima-Setta, the first author of the study, "Pediatric ICU workers also
faced the biggest challenges, even though children were not the age
group most seriously affected in the pandemic. There were many
changes in clinical protocols, and the team had to deal with the
multisystem inflammatory syndrome associated with COVID-19, which
had a fatality rate of 6.85%."

Furthermore, children remain a sensitive group in many countries due to
the delay in the progress of pediatric vaccination.

2/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/post-traumatic+stress+disorder/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+professionals/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/fatality+rate/


 

This research included 29 PICUs (13 public and 16 private) in different
Brazilian regions between July and October 2020. Participants received
an online survey that encompassed demographic variables, occupational
characteristics, and self-reported mental and emotional well-being
questionnaires. Among the professionals eligible for the study, 1,084
answered the questionnaire, which included physicians, nurses,
physiotherapists, and nursing technicians.

The respondents were mostly young, female, and one-third were
physicians. About 20% of the participants reported a previous mental
health disorder diagnosis confirmed by a specialist, and almost 80%
declared themselves satisfied or very satisfied with their current job. On
the questionnaire, burnout scores concerning emotional exhaustion and
personal achievement were high.

The prevalence of anxiety (33%), depression (19%), and PTSD (13%)
were also found. In addition, the researchers also noted that those with
prior mental health issues scored the highest, and that younger staff
members reported more burnout.

It is worth noting that professionals working in the public health system
were more exposed to the risk of burnout and PTSD. In Brazil, public
health institutions are responsible for most of the population's care, and
these have a chronic scarcity of resources and labor, culminating in a
much greater workload and stress for the PICU team.

In the professional categories, physicians had worse burnout scores,
although no differences in prevalence were found between subgroups.
Complex decision-making when dealing with limited resources in the
face of the extremely high demands imposed by the pandemic may have
influenced this data.

The authors report that there are few studies related to pediatrics to
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make a comparison possible. However, burnout rates were higher than
those obtained in another study conducted by a group of IDOR
researchers before the pandemic, involving adult ICU professionals. A
limitation point of this research is the fact that it is a cross-sectional
study, and it is not possible to assess the cause-effect relationship.

Brazilian PICU workers appear to be at greater risk of experiencing
symptoms of mental disorders during the first peak of COVID-19 in
2020 compared to the pre-pandemic period. Despite high levels of
personal achievement combined with general satisfaction with the
current job, organizational support can help in challenging situations of
psychological distress and traumatic stress.

In the editorial, Dr. Colville concluded that "We need to be able to
answer honestly 'How was work today?' and to acknowledge that even in
the darkest of times, it is possible to find meaning in what we do."

  More information: Fernanda Lima-Setta et al, Mental Health and
Emotional Disorders During the COVID-19 Pandemics: Prevalence and
Extent in PICU Staff*, Pediatric Critical Care Medicine (2022). DOI:
10.1097/PCC.0000000000003119
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