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Abstract

Introduction: The physiotherapists were one of the
health professional categories on the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic front line, however little is known
how the pandemic has affected the mental health of
these professionals. Objective: To analyze the relation-
ship between the presence of common mental
disorder (CMD) and elements related to the work of
physiotherapists who have been assisting patients
with COVID-19. Methods: This is a cross-sectional
survey study composed by physiotherapists from four
states of Brazil: Alagoas, Paraiba, Pernambuco and Rio
Grande do Norte. Working conditions evaluated were
type of contract, weekly worked hours, time working,
job satisfaction, and psychosocial aspects related to
work. The CMD assessment was performed using the
Self-Reporting Questionnaire-20 (SRQ-20). Results: A
total of 288 physiotherapists answered the electronic
form, out of which 76.2% had CMD. Fear of reinfection
(OR 2.75, 95%Cl: 1.35-5.63) and previous infection by
COVID-19 (OR: 2.03, 95%Cl: 1.09-3.78) were factors
related to a higher chance of risk of CMD. However,
those who reported being satisfied with the work (OR:
0.28, 95%CI 0.11-0.72) and being more than 30 years
old (OR: 0.46, 95%CIl 0.24-0.88) had a lower chance of
CMD risk. Conclusion: Physiotherapists showed a higher
prevalence of CMD. Fear of reinfection and previous
infection by COVID-19 were risk factors to CMD, while
satisfaction with the work and being more than 30 years

old were protective factors to CMD.
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Resumo

Introducdo: Os fisioterapeutas foram uma das categorias
profissionais da linha de frente do combate & pandemia do
coronavirus (COVID-19), todavia, pouco se sabe como esta
pandemia afetou a saude mental destes profissionais. Objetivo:
Analisar a relacdo entre a presenca de transtorno mental comum
(TMC) e elementos relacionados ao trabalho de fisioterapeutas
que assistiram pacientes com COVID-19. Métodos: Trata-
se de um estudo transversal composto por fisioterapeutas
de quatro estados do Brasil: Alagoas, Paraiba, Pernambuco
e Rio Grande do Norte. As condi¢ées de trabalho avaliadas
foram tipo de contrato, jornada semanal, tempo de trabalho,
satisfacdo e aspectos psicossociais relacionados ao trabalho.
A avaliagdo do TMC foi realizada por meio do Self-Reporting
Questionnaire-20 (SRQ-20). Resultados: Um total de 288
fisioterapeutas responderam ao formuldrio eletrénico, dos quais
76,2% tinham TMC. Medo de reinfec¢éo (OR 2,75, IC 95%: 1,35-
5,63) e infeccdo anterior por COVID-19 (OR: 2,03, IC 95%: 1,09-
3,78) foram fatores relacionados a uma maior chance de risco
de TMC. No entanto aqueles que relataram estarem satisfeitos
com o trabalho (OR: 0,28, IC 95% 0,11-0,72) e os que tinham
até 30 anos (OR: 0,46, IC 95% 0,24-0,88) tiveram menor chance
de risco de TMC. Concluséao: Os fisioterapeutas apresentaram
maior prevaléncia de TMC. Medo de reinfeccdo e infec¢do
prévia por COVID-19 foram considerados fatores de risco para
TMC, enquanto a satisfagdo com o trabalho e ter mais que 30

anos foram fatores protetores ao TMC.

Palavras-chave: COVID-19. Profissionais de saude. Saude

mental.

Introduction

Treating patients with COVID-19 presented a
challenge to health workers at both the beginning
of the pandemic, when the pathology’s mechanisms
were still being understood, and nowadays with health
professionals seeking to deal with acute and chronic
outcomes of this new condition.'® Health professionals
represent a vulnerable group during pandemics
because they experience several dilemmas, such as the
risk of death to high risk of infection, fear of contagion
and dissemination to family members, and lack of
personal protective equipment. These factors together
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can increase stressors, work overload and psychological
pressure, which in turn lead to high levels of anxiety,
stress and depressive symptoms, as well as more
subtle symptoms such as insomnia.*® These less severe
mental disorders, also called common mental disorders
(CMD), may be comprised of signs and symptoms such
as insomnia, fatigue, forgetfulness and irritability, and
have been increasingly investigated among health
professionals during the recent COVID-19 pandemic
context.®®

Among the health professionals involved in provid-
ing care for these patients, the pandemic revealed
the importance of physiotherapists in the front line of
coping with COVID-19. Physiotherapists had intensive
care units (ICUs) as their main scenarios of action,’
and presented important roles in advanced respiratory
care.' In addition, the importance of these professionals
is highlighted since they also work in hospitals, primary
healthcare and/or in homes with the objective of
returning patients’ full functionality.''2

Thus, better understanding of the impact of the
workplace on mental health in physiotherapists is
needed to analyze the factors which favor or determine
CMD. Therefore, this study sought to describe the
mental health profile of physiotherapists working during
the COVID-19 pandemic and to analyze the possible
relationship between the presence of CMD and elements
related to the work of physiotherapists who have been
assisting patients with COVID-19.

Methods

The study implemented a cross-sectional, obser-
vational, analytical research design. The population
studied was composed by physiotherapists from four
states in the northeast region of Brazil: Alagoas, Paraiba,
Pernambuco and Rio Grande do Norte. The study had
the following eligibility criteria: to be a physiotherapist
and to be in effective professional practice in the
assistance area for COVID-19 for at least three months
before data collection started (data was collected
between April 26, 2021 and June 25, 2021), without
distinction of gender or age, to be registered in Regional
Council of Physiotherapy and Occupational Therapy of
the 1st Region (CREFITO-1) and to accept to participate
in the study by signing an informed consent form.
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Considering a prevalence of CMD in health profes-
sionals of 23.2%,' a precision of 5% and a confidence
interval of 95% for a finite population of 37,346

4 a minimum

physiotherapists in the northeast region,’
sample of 271 individuals was reached. The sample
selection was by convenience through social networks
and direct mailing through CREFITO-1.

The participants answered a semi-structured ques-
tionnaire prepared by the researchers, consisting of
questions related to sociodemographic characteristics
(age, gender, marital status, and education level)
and working conditions for data collection. Working
conditions were evaluated through information about
the type of contract (temporary and permanent), weekly
worked hours (in hours), and time working (years).
Participants were also asked about job satisfaction (yes
or no) and psychosocial aspects related to work: support
for the prevention of health problems, coronavirus
infection of professionals and fear of (re)infection, all of
them with yes or no answers.

The CMD assessment was performed using the Self-
Reporting Questionnaire-20 (SRQ-20), an instrument
developed by the World Health Organization to measure
levels of suspected CMD. It was tested and validated
for Brazilian population, for which it had sensitivity of
68% and specificity of 70.7%, and showed a predictive
capacity of 73.9% and a cut-off value for best perfor-
mance between 6/7." The SRQ-20 is composed of 20
questions for tracking non-psychotic disorders involving
the following groups of symptoms: depressive/anxious
mood, somatic symptoms, decreased vital energy and
depressive thoughts. The sum of each positive answer
was used to identify mental suffering. The cut-off used
for the presence of CMD was values greater than seven
points.151

Data collection was performed on the Google®
Forms platform and disseminated via WhatsApp, e-mail,
Facebook and Instagram. The project was submitted
to the Ethics and Research Committee of the Health
Sciences Center of Universidade Federal de Pernam-
buco, and approved under No. 42898920.5.0000.5208.
All collected data were transferred to the SPSS version
22.0 data and

psychosocial aspects related to work were analyzed

software program. Occupational
using the Chi-squared statistical test. Finally, a multiple
logistic regression model was performed based on the
relationship between CMD and occupational data and
psychosocial aspects. Variables included on the multiple
logistic regression was those that presented p-value
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< 0.20 in the bivariate analysis. Data were considered
significant when p < 0.05.

Results

A total of 288 physiotherapists answered the
electronic form, however, five questionnaires had to
be excluded as the professionals who responded had
less than three months of providing care for COVID-19.
The profile of the studied sample consisted of 283
physiotherapists working in the states of Alagoas (8.5%),
Paraiba (17.4%), Pernambuco (52.8%) and Rio Grande do
Norte (21.3%), with age between 23 and 56 years, and a
mean of 32.35 (+ 6.79) years. This study demonstrates
that there was a predominance of female professionals
(72.7%), single (58.9%), aged over 31 years (54.2%), and
with specializations (69.5%), as described in Table 1.

Regarding the occupational characteristics of the
sample, 66.3% worked in ICUs, 13.8% in outpatient
clinics and/or in rehabilitation centers, 7.8% in wards,
6.4% in primary care, 4.3% in households, 0.7% in
urgency and emergency care, and 0.7% referred to other

workplaces.

Table 1 - General characteristics according to common
mental disorder (CMD)

i CMD
Variables Total p-value
Yes No
Gender
Female 206 161 45
0.236
Male 77 55 22
Age
< 30 years 125 106 19
0.005
= 31 years 148 104 44
Marital status
Single 167 129 38
Married 93 68 25 0.446
Divorced 10 7 3
Stable union 13 12 1
Educational level
Graduated 42 31 11
Specialization 196 151 45 0.474
Master's degree 39 28 11
Doctorate degree 6 6 0

Note: Values in bold indicate statistical significance.

Fisioter Mov. 2023;36:e36105 3



Table 2 indicates that most physiotherapists had
a permanent employment contract, weekly working
hours of up to 30 hours, total working time with
COVID-19 patients of up to 12 months and reported
being satisfied with their work. Furthermore, the majority
reported not receiving support for the prevention
of health problems at work, having been infected
or reinfected by the coronavirus and being afraid of
reinfection.

The SRQ-20 results regarding mental suffering
indicated that 76.2% of physiotherapists had CMD.
Bivariate analyzes between occupational data, psycho-
social aspects related to work and CMD showed that
working time during COVID-19, type of employment
relationship and weekly working hours did not seem
to influence the mental health of physiotherapists.
However, job satisfaction, the support received at the
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workplace for preventing health problems, having been
infected by the coronavirus and being afraid of (re)
infection seem to influence the presence of CMD in the
studied physiotherapists (Table 2).

After conducting the bivariate analyses, factors
such as support for preventing health problems, fear
of (re)infection, previous infection by COVID-19, job
satisfaction and age were included in the regression
model. Fear of reinfection (OR 2.75, 95%Cl: 1.35-5.63)
and previous infection by COVID-19 (OR: 2.03, 95%Cl:
1.09-3.78) were factors related to a higher chance
of risk of CMD. However, the odds of CMD in those
physiotherapists who reported being satisfied with the
work were 72% less than those who were not satisfied
(OR: 0.28, 95%Cl 0.11-0.72). The older physiotherapists
(> 30 years old) had 54% less odds of CMD (OR: 0.46,
95%Cl 0.24-0.88) (Table 3).

Table 2 - Bivariate analyzes between occupational data, psychosocial aspects related to work and common mental

disorder
A Common mental disorder
Variables n (%)
Yes No p-value
Working time with COVID-19 patients
Up to 12 months 186 (66.7) 137 48
0.295
Over 12 months 93(33.3) 75 18
Type of contract
Te 114 (41.8 82 31
emporary ( ) 0.266
Permanent 159 (58.2) 125 34
Weekly worked hours
Up to 30 hours 170(60.9) 128 42
0.736
Over 30 hours 109 (39.1) 83 25
Job satisfaction
Yes 202 (71.4) 142 60
0.001*
No 81(28.6) 74 7
Support for the prevention of health problems
Yes 120(42.7) 82 38
0.005*
No 161(57.3) 133 28
Infected by COVID-19
Yes 164 (58.4) 134 30
0.015*
No 117 (41.6) 81 36
Fear of (re)infection
Yes 234 (83.3) 189 45
0.001*
No 47 (16.7) 26 21

Note: *Chi-square test.
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Table 3 - Multiple logistic regression between the
presence of common mental disorder (CMD), occupa-
tional data, and psychosocial aspects related to work

Variables OR cMb

95% CI* p-value
Support for the prevention
of health problems
Yes 0.538 0.287-1.007  0.053
No Reference -
Fear of (re)infection
Yes 2.758 1.350-5.632  0.005
No Reference -
Infected by COVID-19
Yes 2.034 1.092-3.786  0.025
No Reference -
Job satisfaction
Yes 0.286 0.114-0.721  0.008
No Reference -
Age
= 31 years 0.466 0.246-0.883  0.019
< 30 years Reference -

Note: OR = odds ratio. *Confidence interval: lower and upper limit.

Values in bold indicate statistical significance.

Discussion

The present study demonstrated a high prevalence
of CMD in physiotherapists who worked at the front
lines of COVID-19, in addition to factors such as previ-
ous infection and fear of reinfection by COVID-19, job
satisfaction and age being factors associated with CMD.
Our results pointed out that 76.2% of physiotherapists
had CMD symptoms, constituting a high percentage
when compared to similar studies conducted with the
population of other categories of health professionals
like medical doctors (49.79%)° and nurses (40%)."”

As evidenced in recent studies, the impact of
COVID-19 on the psychological health of health
workers is indicated by a significant prevalence of
anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder,
sleep disorders and suicidal thoughts.”'® Brooks et al.’”
showed that some factors such as limited resources,
deterioration in the work performance of professionals,
emotional exhaustion and social distancing have a
considerable impact on the mental health of workers.
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Bivariate analyzes between occupational data, psy-
chosocial aspects related to work and CMD showed that
working time during COVID-19, type of employment
relationship and weekly working hours do not seem
to influence the mental health of physiotherapists.
Considering the multivariate analysis, only factors such
as having been contaminated by COVID-19, fear of
reinfection, age over 30 and job satisfaction were factors
related to CMD in the studied physiotherapists.

Danet’ showed that the presence of psychological
support in the work environment, being infected and
being afraid of reinfection by the coronavirus were
determining factors in the occurrence of CMD, which is
in line with our results. Similarly, Danet” and Sousa et al.?°
showed that dissatisfaction with work was significantly
associated with the presence of CMD. The literature
reports the relationship between dissatisfaction with
work and adverse effects on mental health of health
workers. There is evidence between the organization
and conditions of work and mental illness and CMD.?'

Regarding the predominance of the female gender
and age of the sample, our findings corroborate the
results of similar studies in Italy, Spain and Wuhan,
where there was a predominance of women with CMD
and with a mean age in the range of 30 to 40 years.???
The predominance of physiotherapists with a degree
of specialist training in our study also shows similarities
to the findings of Carvalho and Kundsin® in a study
carried out with physiotherapists exclusively caring for
COVID-19 patients in a hospital in the Amazon from
a sample of 30, in which 63.4% declared to have a
specialist title.

The older physiotherapists had less odds of CMDs
when compared to the younger. This finding is supported
by previous studies.?*?®¢ Most physiotherapists worked in
the ICU. The role of the intensive care physiotherapist in
the context of COVID-19 brought greater recognition by
society and by health management, as well as evidenced
that this work environment presents greater physical
and emotional strain due to the presence of patients
with severe respiratory impairment and constant risk of
contagion from health workers."® Besides, it is possible
that experience acquired over the career course may
help to increase resilience and professional skills
protecting against mental health problems. Yet, it is
possible that those physiotherapists who were exposed
to poor working conditions had already mental illness

and have already leave their jobs.?”??
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As most physiotherapists work in ICUs, there may
be some relationship with the high prevalence of
physiotherapists with CMD. According to the literature
comparing health professionals from the front line with
the rest of the professionals, Western studies showed
that the greatest psychological impact occurred in cases
of direct contact with infected patients.”** In addition
to a long workday, the concentration and permanent
vigilance required when working in the emergency
care, ICUs and pulmonology services in situations
of pandemic respiratory diseases and contact with
suffering and death, aggravated the psychological state
of professionals.'?31:32

More than half of the physiotherapists in this study
were contaminated by coronavirus; this result was higher
than that found in the study by Carvalho and Kundsin,®
which had a positive result in 33.3% of physiotherapists
at a public hospital in Ronddnia, Brazil. Physiotherapists’
fear of reinfection may be related to high risk of
by COVID-19,
important role in all treatment phases of these patients

contamination since they play an
from managing spontaneous, invasive and non-invasive
ventilation to the provision of supplemental oxygen, as
well as acting in the process before and after orotracheal
intubation in the extubating phase.*?

This study has some limitations. For instance, due
to the cross-sectional design, exposition and outcome
were analyzed at the same time; consequently, we
cannot exclude a possible reverse causality. It is also
possible a healthy worker bias, since the participants
were physiotherapist that were in full exercise of their
activities; those who were absent from work due health
problems were not included. Despite online surveys
being helpful, low cost, and quick, some challenges
should be cited such as the response rate and non-
respondent characteristics.®* Finally, since this study
was only carried out in four Brazilian states, it cannot be
extrapolated to other populations of physiotherapists in
Brazil or worldwide. Therefore, further studies should be
carried out with physiotherapists from different countries.

Conclusion

The physiotherapists showed a higher prevalence
of CMD. Factors such as fear of reinfection, previous
infection by COVID-19 where risk factors to CMD, while
being satisfied with the work and being more than 30
years old were protective factors in the studied sample.

Monteiro GAS et al.

FISIOTERAPIA EM MOVIMENTO Physical Therapy in Movement

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the presence
of CMDs in physiotherapists assisting patients infected
with the coronavirus. These findings seem to be directly
related to the age of the professionals, as well as
satisfaction with the professional activity performed and
the support received at their workplace. In view of these
facts, there is an urgent need to create interdisciplinary
actions and guarantee effective public policies aimed
at these professionals at work and outside it in order to
minimize the risks inherent to work and its consequent
impact on the mental health of health workers.
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