
Protecting health workers mental 
health in COVID-19



“Health workers are all people primarily engaged in actions with the primary 
intent of enhancing health.” (World Health Report, 2006)

• Includes people with health-training, people with non-healthcare training, 
people with no formal training working in the health sector

• Prior to COVID-19, health workers reported higher common mental health 
disorders than the general population, than other workforces, and an increased 
risk of suicide compared to other occupations. 

• Early published synthesized data from COVID-19 for health workers suggests 
just over 1 in 5 report symptoms of common mental health disorders
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Why health workers and MHPSS?



• Poor mental and psychosocial health can contribute to changes in 
behavior related to work: 

• increased error or patient safety incidents, 

• poorer performance (presenteeism: attending work but not functioning) 

• reduced activity level at work, 

• reduced motivation at work, 

• absence from work (absenteeism), 

• resignation or reduced willingness to stay in the profession. 
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Impact 



Higher demands at work, such as:

• long work hours

• increased patient numbers 

• Strict PPE measures

• Physical strain of protective equipment

• Safety protocols may prohibit providing comfort or support to individuals e.g. someone who is sick or 
in distress

• Insufficient basic equipment for personal protection

• Limited opportunity for rest preventing opportunities for basic self-care activities

• Constant awareness and vigilance

• Strict procedures to follow preventing spontaneity and autonomy

• keeping up to-date with best practices as information about COVID-19 develops

• Insufficient information about the long-term exposure to individuals infected by COVID-19

Risk Factors for Health Workers’ Mental 
and Psychosocial Health during COVID-19



Stigmatization; violence and harassment:

• Stigmatization towards those working in health settings, with COVID-19 patients or their 
remains

• Fear from family, friend or community at large that health workers will infect others with 
COVID-19 as a result of their work

• Reduction in social support networks if health workers are ostracized

• Acts of discrimination including violence and harassment towards health workers 

• Family of health workers may also experience stigma and discrimination from 
community at large

Risk Factors for Health Workers’ Mental and 
Psychosocial Health during COVID-19 



Fears and realities:

• Fear of becoming infected and/or fear of death

• Facing challenging ethical dilemmas and decisions in life-saving work

• Witnessing high suffering and mortality or exposure to potentially traumatic events

• Fear or guilt from not being able to work if quarantine is required, and of being dismissed from 
work 

• Feeling powerless in protecting loved ones and fear of losing loved ones because of the virus 

• Stress from being separated from family due to quarantine regime

• Fear of reliving the experience of a previous epidemic 

• Memories of adverse circumstances may remain with you after work

• Ongoing personal stressors outside of work

• Not being paid for work

Risk Factors for Health Workers’ Mental and 
Psychosocial Health during COVID-19 



• Health workers themselves

• Colleagues/ teams, supervisors or managers

• Health facilities and persons or entities responsible for 
the provision of occupational health services

• MHPSS services

• The public

Who has a role in protecting health 
workers’ mental health?



Practical work 
arrangements that 
promote MHPSS 
-A buddy approach, pairing
newer staff with more experience 
staff, Implement peer support 
systems

-e.g. regular meetings with time 
dedicated to discuss the ethical 
dilemmas. To give clear 
instructions.

- rotating from high to low stress
functions.-Encouraging breaks
and rest where possible. Or 
sufficient breaks between shifts. 
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Orient before during and after
deployments on MHPSS



Taking care of health workers 
wellbeing
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Provide access to all health
workers to MHPSS 
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Promote positive image of Health 
workers through local champions
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