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Abstract

Given the importance of developing protective actions to mental health in pandemic
contexts, this study aimed to gather evidence about coping mechanisms that health
professionals use during the Covid-19 pandemic. This systematic review, developed
from international and Brazilian databases between November/2019 and July/2020,
identified 3821 potentially relevant articles published in English and Portuguese.
Checking the articles’ appropriateness to the objective of the review resulted in the
selection of 23 articles that were read in full, eight of which were selected for this
review. The main coping mechanisms described were psychological support from
relatives, colleagues, institutions, and patients; availability of continuing education
and Personal Protective Equipment (PPE); spirituality; and time for hobbies.
Promoting effective and sustainable coping strategies is vital to enable health
professionals to feel capable of facing one of the major contemporary humanitarian
challenges — the Covid-19 pandemic.

Keywords: mental health; resilience; coping styles; emotional adjustment; health
personnel.

ESTRATEGIA§ DE ENFRENTAMENTO EM PROFISSIONAIS
DE SAUDE DIANTE DO COVID-19: REVISAO
SISTEMATICA

Resumo

Considerando a importancia do desenvolvimento de acdes protetivas a saide mental
diante de pandemias, este estudo buscou reunir evidéncias sobre os mecanismos de
enfrentamento empregados por profissionais de salide em tempos de Covid-19. A
revisdo sistematica realizada em bases de dados internacionais e brasileiras, entre os
meses de novembro/2019 e julho/2020, resultou em 3821 materiais publicados em
inglés e portugués. A verificacdo da adequagdo dos materiais ao objetivo proposto
derivou na selecdo de 23 artigos para a leitura na integra, dos quais foram seleciona-
dos oito para compor esta revisdo. Os principais mecanismos de enfrentamento des-
critos foram suporte psicolégico oriundos de familiares, colegas, instituicdes, pacien-
tes; disponibilidade de educagdo continuada e Equipamentos de Prote¢do Individual
(EPIs); espiritualidade; tempo para hobbies. Promover estratégias de enfrentamento
eficazes e sustentdveis é vital para que os profissionais da salde possam se sentir
capazes de enfrentar um dos maiores desafios humanitarios contemporaneos — a
pandemia do Covid-19.

Palavras-chave: salide mental; resiliéncia; estilos de enfrentamento; ajustamento
emocional; pessoal da salde.

Psicologia: Teoria e Prdtica, 23(1), 1-20. Sdo Paulo, SP, 2021. ISSN 1980-6906 (electronic version).
2 doi:10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPC1913976



Coping in Health Professionals

ESTRATEGIAS DE AFRONTAMIENTO EN PROFESIONALES
DE LA SALUD ANTE COVID-19: REVISION SISTEMATICA

Resumen

Considerando la importancia de desarrollar acciones de proteccion a la salud mental
ante a pandemia, este estudio buscé recopilar evidencia sobre los mecanismos de
afrontamiento empleados por los profesionales de la salud en tiempos de Covid-19.
La revision sistematica desarrollada en bases de datos internacionales y brasilefias,
entre los meses de noviembre/2019 y julio/2020, resulté en 3821 materiales publi-
cados en inglés y portugués. La verificacion de la adecuacién de los materiales al
objetivo propuesto llevd a la seleccion de 23 articulos para la lectura completa, de los
cuales ocho fueron seleccionados para esta revision. Los principales mecanismos de
afrontamiento descritos fueron soporte psicoldgico, oriundos de familiares, colegas,
instituciones, pacientes; disponibilidad de educacién continuada y Equipo de Protec-
cién Personal (EPP); espiritualidad; tiempo para hobbies. Promover estrategias de
afrontamiento eficaces y sustentables es vital para que los profesionales de salud
puedan sentirse capaces de enfrentar un de los mayores retos humanitarios contem-
poraneos — la pandemia de Covid-19.

Palabras clave: salud mental; resiliencia; estilos de enfrentamiento; adaptacion
emocional; personal de salud.

1. Introduction

At the end of 2019, the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2), often referred to
as Covid-19, the disease it causes, began its spread in the Chinese city of Wuhan.
It quickly spread, becoming a pandemic. By the first week of August 2020, there
were 18.614,177 cases of Covid-19 in the region of the Americas. Of these, 702,642
people died, and 5.089,581 people recovered from the infection (OPAS, 2020).

This adverse scenario has a significant impact on daily life and can lead to
several mental health problems, both in the general population and in specific
situations of greater vulnerability (Albott et al., 2020; Barbosa, Gomes, Souza, &
Gomes, 2020; Huang et al., 2020; Ornell, Schuch, Sordi, & Kessler, 2020; Pimentel
& Silva, 2020). A literature review by Barbosa et al. (2020) describes that hysteria
and paranoia in the general public are part of the context of pandemics. Other
authors observe a wider range of mental health problems, varying according to the
kinds of activities people are engaged in, highlighting a greater disposition to

psychic complications among health professionals (Aksoy & Kogak, 2020; Cipolotti,
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Chan, Murphy, Harskamp, & Foley, 2020; Dong et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Ornell
et al., 2020; Pimentel & Silva, 2020; Schechter et al., 2020).

Specifically, those at the “front-line,” such as nursing professionals, provide
emergency, acute, and end-of-life care to Covid-19 patients over extended periods
and may present greater proneness to mental health problems. During the Severe
Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) epidemic, anxiety and fear were common in
front-line workers (Chong et al., 2020). As learned from Ebola outbreaks and
epidemics, an absence of mental health and psychosocial support systems increases
the risks of psychological distress and progression toward psychopathology in
medical staff (Zhang, Wu, Zhao, & Zhang, 2020). A higher prevalence of psychological
symptoms was found among medical health workers during Covid-19 compared to
previous pandemics and epidemics (Yang et al., 2020).

The psychosocial and economic crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic
generates extensive negative consequences associated with the need for mental
health care. Therefore, studies that address psychological support needs and
interventions for health professionals are necessary both in the emerging period of
the pandemic and in the post-pandemic period (Pimentel & Silva, 2020).

Among the negative consequences of the pandemic on the mental health of
health professionals who provide daily care for people affected by Covid-19, high
levels of anxiety and stress stand out. These professionals lack the knowledge and
protection to work with Covid-19 patients (Huang et al., 2020) and experience
other stressors related to their work. These include uncertainty about resources,
skills, and risks in the work environment and significant psychic suffering associated
with the life-threatening nature of Covid-19 for their patients and the number of
deaths they witness. This tends to lead to high levels of anxiety, fear, stress, and
burnout syndrome in the short and long term (Albott et al., 2020; Chong et al.,
2004; Maunder et al., 2006), and demand coping resources and protective support
and care measures.

There is limited empirical evidence on mental health interventions for front-
line professionals in direct interaction with the infected patients. The literature
emphasizes the need for studies aimed at providing psychological support to nursing
professionals (Aksoy & Kocak, 2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020; Schechter et al., 2020)
and the importance of coping strategies, i.e., behavioral patterns that reduce threats

to physical and mental integrity. Coping strategies operate at the intrapsychic,
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interpersonal, and intergroup levels (Breakwell, 2015). Coping strategies such as
accepting the need for social distancing, for example, can contribute to mitigating
risks. Maintaining interpersonal connections online can reduce feelings of loneliness
and participating in group activities can provide feelings of belonging. Thus, by
supporting coping, there is potential to enhance individual and collective positive
actions in response to the threats of Covid-19.

Given the importance of supporting mental health in the face of pandemics,
the study inquiry was “What coping mechanisms do health professionals who
provide care for patients with Covid-19 use?”. To answer the question, this
systematic review aims to summarize and describe existing research about the
coping mechanisms that health professionals use in the face of the Covid-19

pandemic.

2. Method
The systematic review involves a detailed and comprehensive plan with a
priori research strategies, aiming to minimize biases through the identification,
evaluation, and synthesis of studies relevant to the subject being studied (Uman,
2011). In this perspective, this systematic review was conducted according to
the recommendation proposed by the PRISMA guideline — Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, &

Altman, 2009).

2.1 Criteria for material inclusion in the review

The material selected for this study consisted of empirical articles, with
qualitative, quantitative, and/or mixed designs, about health professionals’ coping
mechanism(s) to face the Covid-19 pandemic. The eligibility criteria were: articles
published in 2019 or 2020, in peer-reviewed, indexed journals, available in full
text, in Portuguese or English, and classified as open access in their respective
scientific journals. The outcome evaluated was indicators related to health
professionals’ use of coping strategies in the context of Covid-19. The exclusion
criteria were duplicate publications in the databases, comments publications,
editorials, scientific literature, review articles, grey literature, and articles that
referred to the pandemic’s effects in health professionals but did not mention

coping mechanisms.
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The articles’ search covered an eight-month period from November/2019 to
July/2020, thus including publications from the pandemic’s beginning. The
databases searched for this review were PsycINFO, PMC-NCBI, SciELO (Scientific
Electronic Library online), MEDLINE, PubMEd, and LITCOVID-NCBI. These databases
are relevant to the review question as they consider the content and coverage of
multidisciplinary studies, contemplating Brazilian and international publications,

methodological approaches, and the targets of this study.

2.2 Documentary data collection procedures

Initially, searches were performed in the Medical Subject Heading of the US
National Library of Medicine (MeSH) and the Health Sciences Descriptors (DeCS) to
identify the descriptors defined together with the Boolean operators. A Boolean
strategy was employed, using the descriptors “pandemic” OR “COVID-19” AND
“coping” OR “resilience” AND “health professional” with the respective corresponding
terms in Portuguese. The choice of the keywords aimed to discover the largest
number of articles involving indicators of coping.

The search identified 3821possible publications in PMC-NCBI (n = 3621),
PsycINFO (n = 151), LITCOVID-NCBI (n = 18), SciELO (n = 14), MEDLINE (n = 12),
and PubMed (n = 05). For the remaining publications (n = 3821), the title and
abstract were read, and the inclusion criteria were applied. Next, 3798 publications
were excluded because they did not comply with the inclusion criteria in this review,
such as letters to the editor, opinion articles, reviews, duplicated articles,
publications that did not address the topic of interest or involved another type of
participants, had variables unrelated to coping mechanisms of health professionals,
and the language of publication.

The selected articles (n = 23) were, then, read in full. Of these, 15 articles
were excluded, considering the inclusion and exclusion criteria, for the following
reason: describing psychologic effects on health professionals instead of coping
mechanisms. Accordingly, eight articles were elected to compose the qualitative
analysis, which aimed to summarize and describe existing research about the
coping mechanisms that health professionals use in the face of the Covid-19
pandemic. Figure 2.2.1 shows the article search strategy in this systematic review

and the results achieved.

Psicologia: Teoria e Prdtica, 23(1), 1-20. Sdo Paulo, SP, 2021. ISSN 1980-6906 (electronic version).
6 doi:10.5935/1980-6906/ePTPC1913976



Coping in Health Professionals

Figure 2.2.1. Flowchart of the article search strategy in the databases and the
results found.

PMC-NCBI PsycINFO LITCOVID SciELO MEDLINE PubMed
n = 3621 n =151 n=18 n=14 n=12 n =05
\4
Total publications
n = 3821
Publications removed due to
duplication, not addressing
the research theme, letter
» to the editor, comments,
correspondences, and
editorials.
A n=3798
Eligible articles
n=23 )
Articles removed for not
addressing the objective of this
> systematic review.
n=1s
\4
Total articles included
n=08
3. Results

Figure 3.1 displays the following information about the studies in this
systematic review: authors, year and country of research, objective, study design,
population, sample characteristics, instruments, statistical analysis, and coping
mechanisms identified in the results.
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Figure 3.1. Description of the articles on coping in health professionals in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic
(2019-2020).

Author Objective Study Design Population Sample Characteristics  Instruments Statistical Main Results
Analysis
Aksoy Determine the Cross-sectional 758 nurses and  Predominance of female  Personal Kolmogorov- Main coping mechanisms reported: i)
& Kogak psychological survey. midwives. gender identity, with an  information Smimov test; appropriate development of continuing
(2020) impact level average age of 30 (SD= form; ANOVA analysis education; ii) easy access to personal
Turkey of nurses and 7,24). Average years of State-Trait with statistical protective equipment (PPE); iii) availability
midwives due professional experience  Anxiety significance of of access to psychological support.
to the Covid-19 is 8.5. Inventory (STAI);  p <0.05. Nursing professionals and midwives
pandemic. Intolerance of have difficulties in developing coping
Uncertainty Scale mechanisms.
(IUS-12).
Austin & Characterize how  Descriptive, 21 pharmacists.  Predominance of the Semi-structured  Not applied. Coping mechanisms described: i) the use
Gregory pharmaceutical qualitative study. female gender identity, interview of a single focus on the task instead of
(2020) professionals mean age of 42 years protocol. multiple tasks; ii) decrease in the daily
Canada from the old. Average years of workload; iii) Organization of work and
province of professional experience institutional support.
Ontario reacted is19. The pharmacists’ resilience was directly
to the pandemic linked to the support of the institution
in the winter and where they worked for.
spring periods.
Caietal. Investigate the Cross-sectional 534 Predominance of Semi-structured  The chi-squared x>  Coping mechanisms: i) following safety
(2020) psychological survey. professionals, nurses, followed by questionnaire test, and descriptive  recommendations, such as hand-washing,
China impact of the including physicians, female about health statistics analysis wearing a mask, a face shield, and
pandemic and anurse, a gender identity. Mean professionals’ with statistical appropriate clothing; ii) thinking that
coping strategies physician, age of 36 (SD=16.18). feelings, significance of patients with fever may be contaminated
of professionals a medical Average years of factors for p <0.05. with Covid-19, no matter whether the
working at the technician, and  professional experience  reducing stress, nucleic acid test is negative; iii) training
front-line in hospital staff. is not informed. personal coping on the mechanism of transmission and
the province of strategies, prevention of the disease; iv) safety
Hunan. and confident measures for transportation to work; v)
questions. watching movies, conducting readings,
talking with friends, and family; vi)
motivation and positive attitudes of
the professional; vii) support from a
psychologist; viii) avoiding overwork and
daily news about Covid-19.
Cipolotti, Assess the Cross-sectional 158 Mean age between 38 Researcher t-tests analysis Coping mechanisms mentioned: i)
Chan, distress of health  survey. professionals (SD, 9.7, allied health developed a with statistical psychological support of the work-group,
Murphy, professionals — physicians, professionals) and 44 questionnaire significance of the institution, the patients, and their
Harskamp, and obtain nurses, (SD 11, physicians). with items p <0.05. families; ii) updated and reliable news
& Foley information allied health Average years of including about Covid-19; iii) greater number of
(2020) about the professionals professional experience  psychological opportunities to dialogue with supervisors
England interventions (AHPs), and is not reported. distress, specific and colleagues; iv) access to places for rest;
they consider non-clinical concerns, and v) continuing education on issues relevant
most useful. staffs. interventions to care; vi) greater access to PPE; vii) good

deemed useful.

flexibility in work agreements.
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Figure 3.1. Description of the articles on coping in health professionals in the face of the Covid-19 pandemic
(2019-2020).

Author Objective Study Design Population Sample Characteristics  Instruments Statistical Main Results
Analysis
Dongetal. Examine the Cross-sectional 4618 Predominance of nurses, Questionnaire The Chi-square Coping mechanisms associated with lower
(2020) emotional state survey. professionals followed by physicians, about basic test, Fisher’s exact distress: i) comply with the safety measures
China and coping — physicians, predominance of demographic probability method, described in the protocols; ii) be informed
strategies nurses, female gender identity. exposure to and t-test. about Covid-19; iii) accept the risks of the
of health technicians, Age between 30 and the Covid-19 work environment and avoid thinking about
professionals health 39. Average years of outbreak; the risks imposed; iv) maintain positive
during the administrators.  professional experience ~ Covid-19 thinking; v) cultivate a healthy lifestyle, use
Covid-19 is 12 (SD= 9.39). concerns and vitamins and other supplements and talk
pandemic. coping methods; with others; vi) stay away from crowds and
and, Huaxi people with colds; vii) avoid traveling.
Emotional-
Distress Index
(HE).
Liu et al. Describe Phenomenological  Nine nurses. Predominance of Semi-structured  Haase’s adaptation Lack of psychological counseling and virtual
(2020) the health approach. female gender identity questionnaire of Colaizzi’s care. Coping mechanisms: i) multiple
China professionals’ and mean age of developed by the  method. sources of support from the hospital,
experience in the 28 years old; four authors. colleagues at work, family members,
early stage of the medical professionals, friends, people from the society; ii) talking
pandemic. predominance of male with other people (friends/family) about
gender identity, mean work experiences; iii) continuous education,
age of 38. Average accommodation, dialogue in the team; iv)
years of professional focusing attention on work at the expense
experience is 8.7. of news; v) avoiding frustrations; vi) eating
well, occupying oneself with reading,
writing, and watching movies.
Munawar Examine the Descriptive 15 emergency Predominance of Semi-structured  Thematic analysis. Coping mechanisms: i) not disclosing
& psychological qualitative. healthcare male gender identity, interview detailed information about actions in
Choudhry  impact of workers. mean age of 31 years protocol. the treatment of patients diagnosed
(2020) Covid-19 and old. Average years of with Covid-19; ii) religion of the health
Pakistan understand professional experience professional; iii) thinking that it is just
coping strategies. is 6.5. another emergency situation and think
positively; iv) passion in serving humanity
and the country; v) limiting exposure to
and sharing of news about the Covid-19
pandemic.
Shechter Examine coping Cross-sectional 657 Predominance of 4-item Primary ANOVA analysis Coping mechanisms: i) performing physical
etal. mechanisms survey. professionals: nurses, female gender Care PTSD; the with statistical activity; ii) therapy; iii) yoga; iv) spirituality;
(2020) used by health physicians, identity, aged between Patient Health significance of v) meditation; vi) virtual support groups.
USA professionals. nurses, 25 and 34. Average Questionnaire-2;  p <0.001.with
advanced years of professional 2-item post-hoc Bonferroni
practice experience is not Generalized test for group

provider, other.

informed.

Anxiety Disorder;
Semi-structured
questionnaire
about coping
behaviors

and wellness
resources.

comparisons.
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Figure 3.1 shows that the study design is predominantly cross-sectional.
Some used validated psychological measures, but most of them used a questionnaire
created by the authors. There is a preponderance of international studies, with no
Brazilian research. Sample sizes ranged from 9 to 4,618. The field’s average length
of professional experience varied considerably within the nine studies, between 6.5
and 19 years of experience.

The studies show different coping mechanisms developed by health
professionals at the front line in the care of individuals suspected of or diagnosed
with Covid-19. Figure 3.2 illustrates three types of coping mechanisms described in
the studies: personal practices, social support, and actions to reduce the personal

risk of Covid-19 infection.

Figure 3.2. Description of the coping mechanisms, personal practices, social
support, and actions to reduce the personal risk of Covid-19 infection.

Reduce risk of
Covid-19 infection

Social support Personal practices

o Continuing education.
e Using personal protective

e Support from
colleagues,

Regulating exposure to
news related to Covid-19.

supervisors,
patients, friends,
and family,
including talking

about experiences.

Support from a
professional (i.e.,
psychologist).

e Flexible schedule.
e Virtual support

group.

Engaging in a hobby or
pastime (e.g., reading,
watching movies, writing.
Religious and spiritual
practices (e.g., medication,
yoga).

Focus on one work task at
a time.

Reduce workload/avoid
overwork.

Resting/taking a break at
work.

Think positively/don’t think

about the risk of Covid-19.
Healthy lifestyle (eating

well, exercising, and taking

vitamins).
Focus on altruism and
passion for work.

equipment.

e Engaging in infection
control procedures.

e Assuming that patients
are infected with
Covid-19.

¢ Avoiding crowds.

e Not traveling.
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Figure 3.2 shows that the most reported way of coping was through informal
and formal social support — by talking to colleagues, friends, family, and others or
talking with a psychologist. The next most reported strategy was continuing
education and learning more about Covid-19, and infection control was also
reported across studies. Regulating exposure to news about Covid-19 was reported
in several studies. Other personal coping practices included engaging in a hobby or
pastime, physical activity, other healthy lifestyle practices, religious and spiritual
practices, regulating workload, trying not to think about Covid-19, and positive
thinking. Minimizing the risk of Covid-19 infection at work and outside of work

was also reported across studies.

4. Discussion

The literature review on the coping mechanisms that the health professionals
use in response to the Covid-19 pandemic shows that the Brazilian literature
presents an important lack of publications on the theme, as the Covid-19 pandemic
began later, as well as research about the impact of the pandemic in the health
professionals’ daily activities. There is a predominance of international publications,
which are, nevertheless, scarce. The largest number of publications come from the
Asian continent, as the beginning of the pandemic occurred on that continent, as
well as the development of research and intervention measures for health
professionals.

Concerning the health professionals’ experience, the results point to an
extensive work period, ranging from 6.5 to 19 years of service. This is interesting
when observing that women with more than ten years of experience, concomitant
chronic illnesses and a history of mental disorders were more susceptible to stress,
depression, and anxiety during the outbreak (Zhu et al., 2020). Thus, the experience
factor does not seem to guarantee better resources for coping with Covid-19, and
the mental health conditions of health professionals seem to require constant
assistance and evaluation.

Some studies highlight that nursing professionals are at risk of greater
vulnerability to mental health and experience greater difficulty using coping
strategies (Aksoy & Kocak, 2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2020; Schechter
et al., 2020). Reasons for this include long hours of work, lack of protective

equipment and shortage of masks, high risks of contracting an infection, having
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physical fatigue, and suffering separation from families, as well as problems in
interpersonal interaction because they are potential vectors of virus transmission.
The lack of positive coping measures was related to major mental health impairments
(Dong et al., 2020). These results corroborate previous studies showing that, after
the SARS outbreak in 2003, about 77% of the health professionals who were in
contact with infected patients during the outbreak had mental distress symptoms,
ranging from anxiety to depression, and somatic symptoms (Chong et al., 2004).
One year after the epidemic, they had a higher prevalence of burnout, distress, and
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Maunder et al., 2006).

The health professionals’ stress tends to disturb their emotions and weaken
their coping behavior. For example, being quarantined is significantly and positively
associated with avoidance behavior (Chong et al., 2004). Impaired interpersonal
communication by wearing an N95 mask and protective clothing can induce a bad
mood (Dong et al., 2020). Combining the aforementioned emotional losses makes
us think of the need for support to promote favorable response strategies to reduce
situational stress and decrease its lasting effects.

In this perspective, the availability of multiple sources of support, coming
from different areas, such as health institutions (hospitals and basic health units),
in offering psychological and mental health care through a virtual route (Aksoy &
Kogak, 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2020), family support, friends, patients,
and society (Cipolotti et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020), the willingness of family and
friends to talk about the experiences at work (Cai et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2020;
Liu et al., 2020) and contact with co-workers and people from the institution
(Austin & Gregory, 2020; Liu et al., 2020) were widely highlighted in the studies
listed in this article. The use of these strategies shows that maintaining interpersonal
connections can provide feelings of belonging, even if sometimes one cannot reach
a consensus of ideas. Sharing experiences and anxieties can bring positive
experiences and strengthen the sense of identity, confirming literature data (Jaspal
& Nerlich, 2020).

Other important elements are greater access to the use of PPE and the
flexibility of the work shift, reduction of the daily workload, continuing education
(Austin & Gregory, 2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020), compliance with
the safety measures described in the protocols (Dong et al., 2020) and religious

beliefs (Munawar & Choudhry, 2020). For some professionals, being informed with
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news about Covid-19 was mentioned as coping resources (Cipolotti et al., 2020;
Dong et al., 2020), but, for others, focusing on work and avoiding news about the
pandemic was a more effective help measure (Liu et al., 2020).

It is observed that the way people react to potentially threatening situations
reveals specific characteristics of their cognitive, behavioral skills and are also
influenced by their beliefs and cultural aspects. Some people can absorb and relate
with new information without any critical judgment; others can add meaning and
value to the information and read the reality critically. Considering the identity
process theory (Breakwell, 2015; Jaspal & Breakwell, 2014), it can be assumed that,
when identity processes are unable to operate according to the coherent principles
of identity itself, the accumulation of adverse information about the threats of
Covid-19 can challenge the individual’s sense of continuity and operate to intensify
the traumatic psychological effect of the pandemic.

In view of the diversity of emotional reactions and coping strategies adopted,
this study highlights the importance of offering personalized psychological support
services, adapted according to each group of professionals. This validates authors
who recommend such services, in addition to the application of generic approaches,
to reduce stress, and to achieve positive and protective responses by health
professionals against Covid-19 (Shanafelt, Ripp, & Trockel, 2020).

Some experiences of the primary author of this study as a nursing
professional working at the front line in the care for individuals suspected or
diagnosed with Covid-19 attest to the relevance of the findings. The author
experienced several of the stressors identified in the research. Limited availability
of PPE and the uncertainties about how to proceed due to the different changes in
the care flow and care for the users of the public health system (SUS) resulted in
fear and anxiety because of the insecurity about transmitting the disease to
relatives, particularly the elderly in the risk group who shared the same housing,
showed to be potential factors for the emergence of instability and emotional
frailty. In combination, isolation at home, away from the family, as a protective
measure of the loved ones, due to the possibility of contamination with Covid-19
during professional practice, was considered an important potentiating factor of
adverse emotional effects.

Given the harmful psychological effects resulting from the necessary

adaptations as a nursing professional in the line of care for infected patients, at
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least three coping mechanisms employed, which corroborate this systematic
review's findings, should be highlighted. First of all, the daily reflection on the
capacity to act in times of crisis, helping to minimize anxiety and strengthen the
sense of independence and security; second, to provide care considering that all
individuals with signs and symptoms of a respiratory problem are suspected cases
of Covid-19 and, for this reason, the protective care of the nursing staff in patient
care, needs to be doubled; and third, the dialogue with colleagues about other
topics than work; these contributed as coping mechanisms to alleviate the stress
and anxiety that develop in the environment of professional practice. The case
report ratifies preview studies that recommend the provision of mental health
interventions by institutions to minimize the impacts of the pandemic and
contribute to the successful development of coping mechanisms in health
professionals (Aksoy & Kogak, 2020; Austin & Gregory, 2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020;
Schechter et al., 2020).

To better exemplify the theme addressed in this study, it is worth mentioning
that many hospital institutions in Brazil do not provide professionals to offer
mental health care to the professionals who work directly in the care for Covid-19
patients, a factor that could contribute to support the emotional frailties in
situations of collective psychological trauma, as is the case of this pandemic. The
importance of mental health care availability in work institutions has been widely
highlighted in other countries’ studies (Aksoy & Koc¢ak, 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Sun
et al., 2020).

As for organizations’ support strategies, these should be adopted through
active communication, using clear protocols for the PPE, professional action
guidelines, and prevention measures to prevent the virus’s spread. It is important
to recognize the normality of negative reactions to the pandemic and emphasize
the use of preventive interventions, combat stigmas, and promote collective efficacy.

Institutions need to make efforts to provide resources in interventions aimed
at minimization, promotion, and prevention in the mental health of health
professionals who act on the front line against Covid-19 (Aksoy & Kogak, 2020;
Ornell et al., 2020; Schechter et al., 2020), but should also provide resources to the
other professionals, as they are all facing atypical situations that promote negative
effects on the physical and mental integrity. Among the mental health actions the

governmental entities and individuals develop, the following are cited: the creation
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of protocols and training for the professionals, the standardization of medication
and resources to be offered to the infected patients, the availability of appropriate
infrastructure to enable the health professionals to act, making available educative
materials and support networks and, finally, the data collection to analyze the
situation presented in each region, so that protective measures can be created and
developed in favor of physical and mental health, following the statistics that were
presented (Ornell et al., 2020).

Some limitations are evidenced in the studies, such as the fact that the
professionals answering the questionnaires were mainly nurses and physicians,
given the gap in the literature about the other health professionals’ perspectives on
coping mechanisms. It is comprehensible that most health professionals working
on the front line are nurses and physicians, but the group of health professionals
contains other areas that cannot be excluded, as they are impacted too (Austin &
Gregory, 2020; Cai et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020). Some limitations related to
statistical analysis are verified in the study by Austin & Gregory (2020), as neither
a pilot version nor a test of the adopted framework was elaborated. Also, in the
study by Munawar & Choudhry (2020), an in-depth analysis of the analysis strategy
was not found.

Related to the participants’ gender, the prevalence of the female gender was
higher in the studies. The coping mechanisms’ data could differ if the sample’s
gender representation were more homogeneous (Aksoy & Kogak, 2020; Cai et al.,
2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020; Dong et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020). Also, the data
collection period was short and covered the middle of the pandemic, so these
aspects change the impact on health professionals; the coping mechanisms could
change among the different periods of the pandemic, evidencing different effects
(Cai et al., 2020; Cipolotti et al., 2020). Shechter et al. (2020) developed a strategy
to follow participants during three months, providing a positive reflection about
the pandemic’s evaluation during this period.

Some studies recommend mental health interventions for health professionals
(Aksoy & Kocak, 2020; Austin & Gregory, 2020; Cai et al., 2020; Cipolotti et al.,
2020; Munawar & Choudhry, 2020; Schechter et al., 2020). These interventions are
applied in the instrument developed by Albott et al. (2020) and Ornell et al. (2020),
both promoting mental health care and individual support, focusing on three main

areas: self-care, self-efficacy, and social connection. For the authors, health
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professionals exposed to higher stress experiences should be encouraged to find
mental health support. Also, in situations related to isolation and isolation related
to social distancing, these professionals should find engagement strategies with
remote social connection, promote collective effectiveness, witness and share
personal stories, share positive emotions of altruism, preserve good humor, and
cultivate feelings of gratitude.

In view of this systematic review’s findings, the need to offer interventions
aimed at the problems presented by health professionals at the front line of care
for Covid-19 patients, and provide help for the use of coping mechanisms, services
need to be developed for this population. Group psychotherapy, based on the
cognitive-behavioral theory (CBT), focal therapies, with structured sessions and
behavioral techniques such as relaxation, diaphragmatic breathing, body scan,
cognitive psychoeducation techniques, and role-plays and self-monitoring can be
a good option for care and treatment. The use of the fundamentals and techniques
of contextual therapies of mindfulness, acceptance and commitment, and
emotional regulation techniques can be fundamental to this audience’s emotional
balance process.

This study’s findings point to the health professionals’ psychic suffering in
the face of threatening situations and great uncertainties experienced in the
pandemic. Therefore, and in an attempt to strengthen the emotional resources of
coping, the creation and implementation of transdisciplinary care devices are also
suggested, aimed at the promotion, prevention, and strengthening of mental
health. The services managed by psychologists, psychiatrists, and related areas
could include collective online conversation groups and address the effects of the
pandemic in the context of emergency emotional problems, especially related to
work, and increase the different coping mechanisms that can be employed.

Finally, some limitations of this study need to be mentioned. Important
variables to be taken into account are: the selection of articles restricted to those
classified as open access, the restriction to the language of publication of the
articles, the period of the research, and the fact that the grey literature and articles
describing psychological effects in health professionals related to the pandemic
were not considered. In this context, it is observed that many studies sought to
investigate issues related to health professionals in the period prior to the increased

care demand for users diagnosed with Covid-19. In addition, the different phases
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in the evolution of the pandemic and their respective outcomes in terms of
recovered cases and deaths can affect the professionals’ socio-emotional
experiences and aggravate or mitigate their effects according to the work, hospital,
or primary health care environments. In view of these limitations, the increase of
publications focusing on the coping mechanisms of health professionals should be
encouraged, which may lead to a greater understanding of the means of support
employed and contribute to the development of strategies to prevent and intervene

in the negative consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic in mental health.
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