Journal of Health
and Rehabilitation
Research GEEED

For contributions to JHRR, contact at email: editor@jhrimc.com

Original Article

Psychological Impact of COVID-19 on Speech and Language
Therapists Working with Adults in Dysphagia.

Rizwana Khalilt, Anum Ashraf2, Mahrukh3*, Amara llyas*, Rida Khalid>

*Razi Khalil Special School and Rehabilitation Center Depalpur Pakistan

?Assistant Professor, Department of Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Lahore Pakistan
3Speech & Language Pathologist, Back to Life Speech Clinic & Rehabilitation Center Pakistan
“Abdus Sami Free Psychiatric Clinic Lahore Pakistan

*Speech Therapist, ljaz Psychiatrist Institute Johar Town Pakistan

“Corresponding Author: Mahrukh,; Email: mahrukhrajpoot.slp@gmail.com

Conflict of Interest: None.

Khalil R., et al. (2024). 4(1): DOI: https://doi.org/10.61919/jhrrv4i1.640

ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic has imposed unprecedented challenges on healthcare systems worldwide, with significant
attention to the mental health of healthcare workers. Speech and Language Pathologists (SLPs) working with dysphagia patients
represent a unique subgroup, whose psychological well-being during the pandemic has been less explored. Understanding the
psychological impact on these professionals is crucial for developing targeted support mechanisms.

Objective: This study aims to investigate the psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on SLPs working with adult dysphagia
patients in Punjab, Pakistan, identifying key factors influencing their mental health and providing insights into their experiences and
perceptions regarding the pandemic.

Methods: A cross-sectional study design was employed, utilizing a non-probability convenience sampling technique to recruit 87
SLPs from various hospitals and rehabilitation centers across Punjab. Participants completed an online survey, which included
demographic questions and standardized instruments: the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21) and the Impact of
Event Scale-Revised (IES-R). Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25.0, focusing on descriptive and inferential statistics.

Results: The majority of respondents were female (81.6%), with a significant proportion aged between 23 to 29 years. Qualifications
predominantly were MS SLP (43.7%), and experience ranged mostly between 1 to 2 years (26.4%). The DASS-21 results indicated
mean scores of 6.67 (SD=4.02) for depression, 7.71 (SD=3.4) for anxiety, and 7.87 (SD=4.4) for stress, suggesting elevated levels of
psychological distress among participants, particularly regarding anxiety and stress.

Conclusion: The findings highlight the substantial psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on SLPs working with dysphagia
patients, emphasizing the need for comprehensive mental health support for these professionals. Enhancing support mechanisms
can contribute to the resilience and effectiveness of SLPs in managing dysphagia patients during and beyond the pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19, psychological impact, speech and language pathologists, dysphagia, mental health, healthcare workers, DASS-
21, IES-R.

INTRODUCTION

Dysphagia, characterized by difficulty in swallowing, manifests through various symptoms and signs and is occasionally described as
a condition in its own right (1). This medical condition, which complicates the passage of solids and liquids from the mouth to the
stomach, presents not only physical challenges but also significant psychological implications, especially in the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic that began with reports from the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission to the World Health Organization on December
31,2019 (2). The pandemic's emergence in Wuhan, a major city in China's Hubei province, marked the onset of a global health crisis
that led to widespread hospitalizations, intensive care unit admissions, and the necessity for mechanical ventilation among severely
affected patients (3). As the pandemic unfolded, healthcare workers, including speech and language pathologists (SLPs), were
notably impacted, comprising 32% of confirmed cases by July 6, 2020 (4).

The critical role of SLPs in diagnosing and managing dysphagia became even more challenging amid the pandemic. Dysphagia, often
confused with odynophagia (painful swallowing), varies in its presentation, with some patients experiencing a sensation of food
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being stuck in the throat or neck region, leading to potential complications such as aspiration, pneumonia, dehydration, and weight
loss (5, 9, 12). The complexity of dysphagia, encompassing oropharyngeal and esophageal forms and spanning a range of
neuromuscular symptoms, necessitates precise diagnostic and therapeutic approaches (12). Techniques such as fiberoptic
endoscopic evaluation of swallowing are instrumental in assessing swallowing difficulties, albeit the underlying causes of dysphagia,
including psychogenic factors like phagophobia (fear of swallowing), underscore the multifaceted nature of this condition (7, 14).
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the psychological strain on healthcare professionals, including SLPs engaged in the
treatment of dysphagia. The heightened risk of infection, coupled with the stress of managing a potentially increased caseload of
dysphagic patients, has implications for the mental health of these practitioners. Research has highlighted the prevalence of
depression, anxiety, stress, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among nurses and other healthcare professionals globally due
to the pandemic (16). However, specific investigations into the psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on SLPs working with
dysphagic patients are limited. This gap in the literature points to the necessity of conducting focused research to understand the
unigue mental health challenges faced by SLPs in this context, with the aim of developing tailored psychological interventions to
support these vital healthcare workers during and beyond the pandemic.

In conclusion, while dysphagia presents significant clinical challenges in its diagnosis and management, the COVID-19 pandemic has
introduced additional psychological burdens on the healthcare professionals tasked with treating this condition. The recognition of
these challenges is critical for the development of effective support mechanisms for SLPs, ensuring their well-being and enabling
them to continue providing essential care to patients with dysphagia during these unprecedented times.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

In this study, a cross-sectional design was adopted to investigate the psychological impact of COVID-19 on speech and language
pathologists (SLPs) working with adult patients suffering from dysphagia. A total of 89 SLPs, employed in various hospitals and
rehabilitation centers across Punjab, were selected through a non-probability convenience sampling technique. The inclusion criteria
for participation were SLPs actively engaged in the management of dysphagia patients. Those who were not willing to participate or
who primarily dealt with dysphagia patients with syndromic conditions were excluded from the study. To determine the sample size,
a 95% confidence level and a 5% confidence interval were employed using an online sample size calculator, which justified the
inclusion of 89 participants for the studly.

The data were collected through a comprehensive Performa, which was distributed online and consisted of two main sections. The
first section gathered demographic information of the SLPs, including their experience and qualifications in dealing with dysphagia
patients. The second section employed standardized tools for assessing psychological distress: the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress
Scale-21 (DASS-21) and the Impact of Event Scale-Revised (IES-R). These instruments were chosen for their validity and reliability in
measuring the respective constructs of depression, anxiety, stress, and the impact of traumatic events.

In adherence to ethical standards, all participants were informed about the purpose of the study and their consent was obtained
prior to participation. The study conducted followed the ethical guidelines outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki, ensuring the
confidentiality and anonymity of participant responses. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Institutional Review
Board of the corresponding research institution.

The collected data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25.0. Descriptive statistics were
used to summarize demographic information and the levels of psychological distress among the SLPs. Inferential statistics, including
t-tests and ANOVA, were applied to explore the associations between demographic variables and the psychological outcomes
measured by DASS-21 and IES-R scales. The analysis provided insights into the prevalence of psychological distress among SLPs
working with dysphagia patients during the COVID-19 pandemic, thus contributing to the body of knowledge on the mental health
impacts of the pandemic on healthcare professionals.

RESULTS

In this investigation, a total of 87 speech and language pathologists (SLPs) completed the survey questionnaire online over a span of
two months. The distribution of responses for each survey question is detailed in subsequent tables and figures under specific
subheadings.

The gender distribution of respondents showed a predominance of females, with 81.6% (n=71) of the participants being female and
18.4% (n=16) male, as illustrated in Table 1 and Figure 1. Regarding age, the most common ages were 25 years (11.5%, n=10) and
29 years (10.3%, n=9), as shown in Table 2 and Figure 2. In terms of academic qualifications, a majority held a Master of Science in
Speech-Language Pathology (MS SLP), accounting for 43.7% (n=38) of the respondents, while only 1.1% (n=1) possessed a Bachelor
of Science in Speech-Language Pathology (BS SLP), as indicated in Table 3 and Figure 3. The experience level among the participants
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varied, with 26.4% (n=23) having 1-2 years of experience and 19.5% (n=17) having 3-5 years of experience. Remarkably, only 1.1%

(n=1) of the SLPs reported having more than 34 years of experience in the field. This distribution of years of experience is depicted
in Table 4 and Figure 4.

Variable Mean Score Standard Deviation
Depression 6.67 4.02

Anxiety 7.71 3.4

Stress 7.87 4.4

Demographic analyses revealed that the majority of participants were females aged 25 years, holding an MS SLP qualification, and
possessing 1-2 years of professional experience. The results from the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21) indicated
that the mean scores for anxiety and stress were notably higher compared to depression. This finding suggests a heightened level
of concern among participants regarding the future impact of COVID-19 on their professional and personal lives. Furthermore, it
was observed that a significant portion of SLPs experienced psychological challenges, particularly in maintaining their work
performance during the COVID-19 pandemic. These results highlight the substantial psychological strain faced by SLPs working with
dysphagia patients amidst the ongoing health crisis.

DISCUSSION

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, significant attention has been directed towards understanding the psychological impact
on healthcare workers globally. This study represents one of the few efforts to delineate the mental health effects specifically
experienced by speech and language pathologists (SLPs) working with dysphagia patients in Pakistan, thereby enriching the discourse
on the occupational stressors encountered by this subgroup of healthcare professionals. The survey revealed that a predominant
portion of the respondents were female (81.6%) compared to males (18.4%), a demographic distribution that echoes findings from
previous studies highlighting the heightened vulnerability of female healthcare workers to psychological distress during the
pandemic. For instance, an online survey conducted among 413 community-based individuals during COVID-19 lockdowns identified
young females, particularly those with pre-existing chronic conditions or existing psychological treatments, as being at significant
risk of experiencing adverse psychological effects (16).

Contrary to the general consensus in the literature that older age groups might be more resilient to the psychosocial impacts of
COVID-19 due to life experience or potentially more stable psychological resources, our findings indicated that younger SLPs,
especially those aged between 23 to 29 years, were notably affected. This divergence from previous research, which suggested
benefits in preventing pneumonia and starvation among older dysphagic individuals, underscores the unique stressors and
professional challenges faced by younger healthcare workers during the pandemic.

The study contributes valuable insights into the necessity for comprehensive support mechanisms for healthcare professionals
during such global health crises. It underscores the imperative for targeted interventions that address the specific needs of SLPs
working with dysphagia patients, who may be particularly susceptible to psychological distress due to the nature of their work and
the pandemic’s exacerbation of existing challenges. The incorporation of more objective measures, alongside subjective evaluations
such as detailed interviews, in future research could enhance our understanding of these professionals' experiences and the
effectiveness of different support strategies.

While the study offers important contributions, it also presents limitations that merit consideration. The reliance on self-reported
measures and the study's focus on a specific region within Pakistan may limit the generalizability of the findings. Moreover, the cross-
sectional design precludes causal inferences regarding the psychological impacts observed.

In light of these findings and limitations, future research should aim to explore the psychological well-being of SLPs across different
provinces and healthcare settings within Pakistan and beyond. Such studies could employ longitudinal designs to better capture the
evolution of psychological impacts over time and leverage mixed-methods approaches to provide a more nuanced understanding of
the challenges and coping mechanisms of SLPs during the pandemic. Additionally, investigating the efficacy of specific support
interventions tailored to the needs of SLPs could inform the development of targeted strategies to mitigate the adverse psychological
effects of future public health crises on this crucial segment of the healthcare workforce.

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the significant psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on speech and language pathologists (SLPs)
working with dysphagia patients, particularly highlighting the vulnerability of younger, predominantly female professionals. The
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findings advocate for the urgent need for targeted support and intervention strategies to safeguard the mental health of SLPs amidst
such global health crises. These insights call for a broader healthcare implication, emphasizing the necessity to develop robust
psychological support systems not only for SLPs but for all healthcare professionals facing unprecedented challenges during

pandemics. Implementing these strategies could enhance resilience, ensure the sustainability of healthcare services, and improve
patient care outcomes in the face of ongoing and future health emergencies.

REFERENCES

1. Boczko F. Patients’ awareness of symptoms of dysphagia. Journal of the American Medical Directors Association.
2006;7(9):587-90.

2. Kobau R, Bann C, Lewis M, Zack MM, Boardman AM, Boyd R, et al. Mental, social, and physical well-being in New Hampshire,
Oregon, and Washington, 2010 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System: implications for public health research and practice
related to Healthy People 2020 foundation health measures on well-being. Population health metrics. 2013;11(1):1-16.

3. Beigel JH, Tomashek KM, Dodd LE, Mehta AK, Zingman BS, Kalil AC, et al. Remdesivir for the treatment of Covid-19. New
England Journal of Medicine. 2020;383(19):1813-26.

4. Burke RM, Midgley CM, Dratch A, Fenstersheib M, Haupt T, Holshue M, et al. Active monitoring of persons exposed to
patients with confirmed COVID-19—United States, January—February 2020. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 2020;69(9):245.
5. McCarty EB, Chao TN. Dysphagia and swallowing Disorders. Medical Clinics. 2021;105(5):939-54.

6. Christmas C, Rogus-Pulia N. Swallowing disorders in the older population. Journal of the American Geriatrics Society.
2019;67(12):2643-9.

7. Pezdirec M, Strojan P, Boltezar IH. Swallowing disorders after treatment for head and neck cancer. Radiology and Oncology.
2019;53(2):225-30.

8. Rouse R, Regan J. Psychological impact of COVID-19 on speech and language therapists working with adult dysphagia: A
national survey. International journal of language & communication disorders. 2021;56(5):1037-52.

9. Bolton L, Mills C, Wallace S, Brady MC, COVID LTR, Group A. Aerosol generating procedures, dysphagia assessment and
COVID-19: A rapid review. International journal of language & communication disorders. 2020.

10. Regan J, Walshe M, Lavan S, Horan E, Murphy PG, Healy A, et al. Dysphagia, Dysphonia, and Dysarthria Outcomes Among
Adults Hospitalized With COVID-19 Across Ireland. The Laryngoscope. 2022;132(6):1251-9.

11. Coutts KA. Dysphagia services in the era of COVID-19: Are speech-language therapists essential? South African Journal of
Communication Disorders. 2020;67(1):1-6.

12. Dawson C, Capewell R, Ellis S, Matthews S, Adamson S, Wood M, et al. Dysphagia presentation and management following
coronavirus disease 2019: an acute care tertiary centre experience. The Journal of Laryngology & Otology. 2020;134(11):981-6.

13. Chadd K, Moyse K, Enderby P. Impact of COVID-19 on the speech and language therapy profession and their patients.
Frontiers in Neurology. 2021;12:629190.

14. Miles A, McRae J, Clunie G, Gillivan-Murphy P, Inamoto Y, Kalf H, et al. An international commentary on dysphagia and
dysphonia during the COVID-19 pandemic. Dysphagia. 2022:1-26.

15. Zhao S, Lin Q, Ran J, Musa SS, Yang G, Wang W, et al. Preliminary estimation of the basic reproduction number of novel

coronavirus (2019-nCoV) in China, from 2019 to 2020: A data-driven analysis in the early phase of the outbreak. International journal
of infectious diseases. 2020;92:214-7.

16. Clayton NA, Walker E, Freeman—Sanderson A. Clinical profile and recovery pattern of dysphagia in the COVID-19 patient: A
prospective observational cohort within NSW. Australian Critical Care. 2022.

17. Castellano-Tejedor C, Torres-Serrano M, Cencerrado A. Psychological impact in the time of COVID-19: A cross-sectional
population survey study during confinement. Journal of health psychology. 2022;27(4):974-89.

18. Chew NW, Lee GK, Tan BY, Jing M, Goh Y, Ngiam NJ, et al. A multinational, multicentre study on the psychological outcomes
and associated physical symptoms amongst healthcare workers during COVID-19 outbreak. Brain, behavior, and immunity.
2020;88:559-65.

19. Dykes N, Johnson O, Bamford P. Assessing the psychological impact of COVID-19 on intensive care workers: a single-centre
cross-sectional UK-based study. Journal of the Intensive Care Society. 2022;23(2):132-8.

20. Lima MS, Sassi FC, Medeiros GC, Ritto AP, Andrade CR. Preliminary results of a clinical study to evaluate the performance
and safety of swallowing in critical patients with COVID-19. Clinics. 2020 Jun 12;75.

© 2024 et al. Open access under Creative Commons by License. Free use and distribution with proper citation.



