
17

Hacia promoc. salud., Volumen 26, No.1, enero - junio 2021, págs. 17-19 ISSN: 0121-7577 (Impreso) ISSN: 2462-8425 (En línea) 

Mental health of colombian general 
practitioners during the pandemic: 

reflections from a brief survey
Mayra Alejandra Martínez Miranda*

Jorge Homero Wilches Visbal**

Citar este artículo así: 
Martínez MA, Wilches JH. Mental health of colombian general practitioners during the pandemic: 
reflections from a brief survey. Hacia. Promoc. Salud. 2021; 26(1): 17-19 DOI: 10.17151/
hpsal.2021.26.1.3

 
Dear Editor,

Since before the COVID-19 pandemic, the fact that physicians and other health professionals are subjected 
to different states of emotional and physical fatigue associated with their work has been known (1). 
Recent studies have found a significant incidence of depression in this population compared to others, 
but this reality has been insufficiently addressed by state agencies (2). In the context of a pandemic, 
a greater emotional impact on health workers is predictable due to the stress of this unprecedented 
situation. Once this thesis is verified, the need to address the underlying risks that health personnel have 
regarding the development of various mental health problems associated with anxiety, depression or 
suicide is raised by means of efficient preventive measures that stipulate protocols aimed at improving 
the work environment (2).

Indeed, some countries where public health policies have been implemented to protect the mental health 
of physicians and other health professionals show considerable decrease in cases of intolerance by the 
population towards the health personnel as well as a general increase in confidence in medical judgment 
(3). In the practice of medicine during the pandemic, various populations of physicians have had in 
common stressors caused by workload increase, low work experience, collapse of health-providing 
institutions due to a large number of critical patients, and being part of the front-line physicians, all this in 
line with higher scores on the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21) observed in previous studies 
(4). These factors worsen in young people and women because they are a higher incidence of depressive 
and anxiety disorders in these populations (5). General practitioners in Colombia have been affected 
by a series of unusual situations in their professional practice during the COVID-19 pandemic. Some 
of those many reported incidents have been related to physical and verbal attacks, untimely payments 
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and deficiencies in the provision of personal protection elements by employers, increased workload and 
witnessing massive deaths of COVID-19 patients. These events represent an emotional burden that can 
affect the performance of the medical practice and generate a deterioration in the quality of life (6,7).
To explore the stressful situations to which Colombian physicians have been subjected in the exercise of 
their work during the pandemic, a psychological survey was designed and sent to about 600 Colombian 
physicians. The survey questions were associated with the degree of satisfaction of physicians with 
respect to their employers and the personal protection elements provided by them, as well as with the 
presence of mood disorders and physical aggression. 

The survey was completed only by 35 out of the 600 physicians to whom it was sent, although they had 
a 2-month margin (July-August 2020) to answer it. The results are listed in the table below.

Table. Percentage of surveyed physicians who responded positively to questions related to various stressful 
situations during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Stressful situations Percentage of Positive Responses (%)
Symptoms associated with mood disorders 97.0
Suicidal ideas 11.4
Dissatisfaction with the employer 77.8
Deficiency in personal protection elements. 66.7
Victims of physical assault 54.3

According to the results, 54.3% of the surveyed physicians said they had been assaults victims, 77.8% 
were not satisfied with their working conditions, 66.7% indicated that they did not receive the adequate 
personal protection elements and this generated fear of contagion. Symptoms associated with mood 
disorders were reported by 97% of those surveyed, 11.4% also stated that they had suffered from suicidal 
ideation at some point during the pandemic. More than 50% of the participants experienced some type of 
altered mental state or physical violence derived from situations related to the pandemic. Furthermore, 
almost 100% of those who completed the survey stated that they had suffered symptoms associated with 
mood disorders.

The emotional burden of health professionals in Colombia involves unusual situations of psychological 
and physical stress derived from the problems in the types of hiring, since this aspect usually lacks 
inspection and control by the governmental entities. Additionally, the growing events of physical and 
verbal violence as a result of the intolerance of certain social sectors, the discredit or unfounded hoaxes 
about medical criteria and the scant security surveillance of some clinics and hospitals have also caused 
distress. The increasing workload due to the emergency triggered by the pandemic is another explanatory 
factor for the recurring changes in the moods of health professionals. One of the lessons that COVID-19 
has taught is the imperative need to generate effective policies that protect physicians, especially those 
who begin their professional career, both in its physical and mental dimensions.
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