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Pregnant women and COVID-19: isolation as a physical and psychic impact factor
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Abstract

This research aims to reflect upon the inherent impacts of social isolation caused by the
new coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic on the health of pregnant women. It brings up a
survey on both physical and psychological aspects of this period on a woman's life, such as
physiological and emotional changes. It also raises questions about how these aspects can be
directly or indirectly affected by periods of isolation, considering recent research and gui-
dance from health reference organizations.
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Introduction

A new virus was discovered in late 2019 in Wuhan,
China. Following an investigation of the first cases,
the virus was called COVID-19 or SARS-COV-2.
Reports of this new disease predicted a potential
outbreak, given the number of people quickly
infected. This virus is transmitted by direct contact
from person to person or by droplets spread by
sneezes or coughs of the infected person.!

Therefore, preventive measures were imple-
mented aiming to minimize the spread of the virus.
Social distancing measures were adopted urging
people to avoid crowds and maintain a minimum
distance of one and a half meters (five feet) between
each other and, in more severe cases, lockdown was
recommended, meaning that people could not leave
their homes.2 In order to reduce the transmission of
the virus between individuals, the social isolation
measure becomes essential, distancing infected or
possibly infected people from those that are asymp-
tomatic or healthy, thus avoiding the uncontrollable
transmission of the new virus.34

Due mainly to the various physiological changes
that occur in a pregnancy, especially those of the
immune and respiratory system, pregnant women
were included in the risk group of COVID-19, along
with postpartum women, as well as elderly and those
with chronic diseases, since they are more likely to
be at risk if infected.>

Some of the aspects that can be observed in preg-
nant women is that, during this period, the immune
system's NK cells, which make up 60 to 70% of
maternal lymphocytes at the beginning of pregnancy,
substantially decrease during the course of preg-
nancy, and it is almost nonexistent by the end of the
gestation period.6 A 2017 research points out that the
risk of infection of the upper respiratory tract by
viral diseases is potentially greater when the body
has a deficit in the immune system.” In the respira-
tory system, on the other hand, there is a 20 to 30%
reduction in the functional residual capacity (FRC),
as well as an increase in respiratory effort, and in the
tidal volume, which can thus induce physiological
dyspnea.8

During such period of home confinement there
are factors that can bring higher risks for pregnant
women and that can interfere negatively during preg-
nancy: sedentary lifestyle, several comorbidities
such as overweight, increased blood pressure,
glucose intolerance, as well as psychosocial disor-
ders such as depression and anxiety.?

Upon the social isolation guidelines currently
ongoing in several countries, encouraging pregnant

600 Rev. Bras. Saude Mater. Infant., Recife, 20 (2): 599-602 abr-jun., 2020

women to maintain a physically active routine
becomes a preventive measure in order to maintain
their health. In the past, pregnant women did not
perform simple activities for fear of it being
damaging for the pregnancy, however, with the
evolution of science it was possible to prove that
maintaining an active lifestyle is not only safe but
also promotes numerous benefits for the mother and
her baby.10

Thromboembolic diseases have a high incidence
during pregnancy. During this period the risk of
Venous Thromboembolism (VTE) increases five to
ten times.!1 Tang ef al.12 analyzed patients diagnosed
with severe COVID-19 and showed that 71.4% of
those who did not survive and 0.6% of those who
survived had evidence of disseminated intravascular
coagulation (ICD), indicating the frequency of ICD
in severe cases of COVID-19. Therefore, attention
and care for this risk group should be intensified.

The negative physical impacts on the health of
the pregnant woman in this period can be minimized
by practicing physical exercises. Such activities
interfere beneficially in several systems of the
maternal organism, improving the functions on the
cardiovascular system, blood circulation, promoting
an improvement in the capture, transport and use of
oxygen, as well as helping in the prevention of
several specific gestation diseases, such as gesta-
tional diabetes, by reducing blood glucose rates,!3 in
addition to being an effective measure for the
improvement of the immune system.9

The American College of Sports Medicine has
published a guide that suggests the maintenance of
an active life at home during the period of isolation
in the COVID-19 pandemic, reinforcing the impor-
tance of such habits for our health.14 Failure to
follow these guidelines can negatively affect the
individual's physical health during this period.

In addition to the physical aspects associated
with this period, several impacts related to the preg-
nant woman's emotional health may arise. Thus,
during this phase of a woman's life, hormonal imba-
lances are common and imply sudden mood swings
that consequently generate several emotional
conflicts such as fear, anxiety and insecurity.!5 When
added to the process of social isolation, which is a
situation that requires patience, and which also inter-
feres with the appearance of stress and anxiety, 16 it
increases a probable psychic illness.

One of the most stressful situations during this
pandemic period is the unpredictability and uncer-
tainty about the control and severity of the disease,
which added with the lack of information can raise
the concern of our society as a whole.17 The fear of



being infected by the virus and having pregnancy
problems because of it can be a constant concern
during this period. Fear itself is an emotional
response to a real or perceived threat, unlike anxiety
that behaves as an anticipation of a future threat.18

Studies made in areas affected by COVID-19
were carried out in order to identify the psycholo-
gical impacts of it on society. One of these studies
showed that 16.5% of the general population had
moderate to severe depressive symptoms; 28.8%
showed symptoms of moderate to severe anxiety and
8.1% of moderate to severe stress.!9 When evalu-
ating only individuals in isolation, another study
showed that the level of anxiety is directly correlated
with stress.20

An effective way of achieving psychological and
social well-being is having a social support network,
especially during pregnancy. This network is usually
formed by the partner, children, other family
members and friends who help with essentials,
domestic tasks, guidance and emotional support.2!
During social isolation the support network is
reduced, since other family members who do not live
in the same house and friends are no longer physi-
cally present. It is a time of uncertainty and fears
beyond those that are already plaguing their minds
in such a delicate period in a woman's life, which
may facilitate the onset of anxiety attacks.

The practice of physical exercise regularly has
the ability to minimize feelings of anxiety and stress
in individuals,22 in addition to improving mood, self-
esteem and well-being.23 In stressful moments, such
as the social distancing experienced nowadays,
staying active is beneficial for body and mind.
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Impacts of isolation on pregnant women

Internet and social media are widely known, so it
is recommended at this time of isolation to use them
for your own benefit. Even to get in touch with
family or friends, keeping the support network close
even when they need to be physically apart.
Moreover, the Federal Council of Psychology2?4
encouraged psychological care to be made through
video calls, if they cannot be carried out in person.

The practice of physical activities at home is also
adequate to maintain physical fitness and psycholo-
gical well-being. According to the American College
of Sports Medicine,25 it can be carried out three to
five times a week, for at least thirty minutes.
Professional guidance made by physiotherapists or
physical education teachers is necessary, even at a
distance.

Using technology in favor of physical and
psychological well-being, to interact with family
members and friends, and to receive guidance of
health professionals is of paramount importance.
Especially during pregnancy when there are so many
physical and psychological changes, it is essential to
maintain the health of body and mind within this
period.
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