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Abstract

Objectives

The highly contagious nature of COVID-19 has impacted both medical and dental education
worldwide. The disease presents as a substantial challenge for medical education because of limited
exposure of students to patient care because of the shift to online classes and shortened clinical
teaching. In addition, the social isolation and distancing measures have significantly impacted the
mental well-being of medical and dental students. The study aims to understand the psychosocial
experiences of junior doctors working during the Covid-19 pandemic and medical and dental students.

Methods

An online survey was assessed from May 2022 to July 2022. The following data were collected at
inclusion: age, gender, qualification, and overall impact of COVID-19. The survey was distributed
online on Google forms via WhatsApp and Facebook between medical/dental students and
postgraduate trainees.
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Result
The results showed that a significant number of junior doctors, medical and dental students were
impacted by the psychological effects of the pandemic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought significant psychological and educational
challenges for future doctors and dentists. Most of the respondents were vulnerable to anxiety.
Similarly, a large proportion of students thought that there was a decreased understanding of lectures
because of online classes.

Keywords: COVID-19, psychosocial impact, junior doctors, medical and dental students, anxiety,
fear.

Introduction

The Covid-19 pandemic resulted in adverse psychosocial outcomes because of the constantly
changing conditions and an uncertainty of the future. The readily available information obtained
through social networking services, mass hysteria and panic regarding the pandemic triggered
psychosocial problems in the public from all domains and especially the healthcare community [1].
Previous studies have further elucidated that global pandemics may a detrimental impact on the mental
wellbeing. Disease itself with nationwide lockdowns can trigger posttraumatic stress disorders,
depression, paranoia, and panic attacks. Moreover, frontline workers are at a higher risk of contracting
the disease and experiencing adverse psychological problems, such as fear of transmitting the
infection, burnout, anxiety, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder [1].

The first case of Covid-19 was reported in December 2019, and The World Health Organization
declared the novel coronavirus (Covid-19) outbreak a global pandemic on March 11, 2020 [2]. As of
July 15, 2022, there have been 557 million confirmed cases of the disease, globally and over 6,000,000
associated deaths [3]. Covid-19 is a highly transmissible disease and resulted in an unprecedented
public health response from the government of Pakistan, which enforced social distancing on a
population level, self-isolation for symptomatic individuals, school closures and banning of public
events. The government further introduced a lockdown to curb the disease outbreak. Other than the
global, social and economic challenges, the Covid-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented
disruption in the medical and dental education systems worldwide [4].

The highly contagious nature of the disease has influenced the medical education system worldwide.
The disease presents as a substantial challenge for medical education because of limited exposure of
students to patient care because of the shift to online classes and shortened clinical teaching. Similarly,
the major focus on Covid-19 patients further led to restricted opportunities for students because of a
lack of exposure to other diseases and conditions. Clinical rotations had also been suspended halfway
through the pandemic for the safety of students. Junior doctors and students were also constantly
under the fear of contracting the virus during training [5]. While all elective procedure including
dental procedures were put at a halt during the pandemic’s peak, Covid-19 has also had a significant
impact on dental education around the world. Dental students and dentists, including teaching staff
are in direct contact with salivary fluids in a closed environment [6]. The pandemic led to a global
crisis and disruption in the education system with no alternative available immediately. In addition,
the social isolation and distancing measures have significantly impacted the mental well-being of
medical and dental students.

Healthcare workers are subjected to stressful workplace demands that contribute to a higher rate of
mental illnesses, including anxiety, depression, and emotional exhaustion. Long work hours, poor
work-life balance and heavy workload are all contributing factors to mental illness in healthcare
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workers. Similarly, compared to other professional groups, junior doctors experience higher levels of
emotional exhaustion and psychological distress [7]. Other factors that contribute to mental health
issues in junior doctors include the fear of making clinical errors, the strict training environment and
poor working conditions that may lead to burnout [8]. Covid-19 has further caused significant changes
in the healthcare system and healthcare workers have had to endure several additional challenges
including increased workloads, fatigue, burnout, distress and depression, in addition to the fear of
exposing their family and friends to the virus [9]. Concerns about the availability of personal
protective equipment (PPE) and other resources were also linked with anxiety [10]. However, there
are limited studies about the impact of Covid-19 on junior doctors, medical and dental students in in
medical school and hospitals in Karachi. Given the critical role junior doctors play in the healthcare
system, it is important to understand their concerns to safeguard the workforce in the long term. This
study examines the impact of Covid-19 among junior doctors, medical and dental students in a public
sector medical school of Karachi. The study further aims to understand the psychosocial experiences
of junior doctors working during the Covid-19 pandemic. There is a dearth of literature available in
regard to public healthcare institutions and the working conditions there that contributed to the issue.

Methods
Participation in the survey was completely voluntary. The respondents were informed about the
objectives of the study and the confidentiality of data. The questionnaire was divided into three
sections including personal information (name, age, and gender), qualification and impact of COVID-
19. As the respondents consented to filling out the survey themselves, no ethical approval was
required.

Study design

Cross-sectional online survey. An online survey was assessed from May 2022 to July 2022. The
following data were collected at inclusion: age, gender, qualification, and overall impact of COVID-
19. The survey was distributed online on Google forms via WhatsApp and Facebook between
medical/dental students and postgraduate trainees.

Study setting
Public sector medical university.

Study population
The study included junior doctors and medical and dental students.

Eligibility criteria for participation
The respondents included junior doctors, medical and dental students.

Sampling technique
Convenient sampling.

Sample size
The intended number of participants was 500 and 521 respondents participated in the study.

Ethical approval
Ethical approval was not acquired because this was an anonymous online survey.

Responders

Five hundred and fifty-one junior doctors, medical and dental students responded to the survey.
Respondents included MBBS students, followed by medicine, surgery and dentistry house officers
and postgraduate trainees. Respondents were predominantly female (73.5%).
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Qualification
551 responses

= MBBS Students = BDS Students = House Officers = PGY-1 =PGY-2 =PGY-3 =PGY-4 =PGY-5

Figure 1: Qualification of respondents

Results
A total of 551 responses were received. A large proportion of the junior doctors, medical and dental

students (58.4%) were infected with mild (56.9%), moderate (36.2%) and severe (6.9%) COVID-19
disease. A significant proportion (61.9%) of the respondents reported that their immediate family
members were infected with COVID-19.

Were any of your immediate family members impacted by Covid-19?

551 responses

@ Yes
@® No

Figure 2: Positivity rate of COVID-19 in respondents’ immediate family members
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If yes, what was the severity?
340 responses

® wmid

@ Moderate
() Severe
@ Critical

Figure 3: Grading of severity of illness in COVID-19 positive family members

When asked about the impression of COVID-19, 29.6% of the respondents recognized it as life
threatening disease, 26% responded that the disease will stay forever, 20% responded that the disease
will go away with time, 15.6% said that “it’s just a pandemic” and 8.9% of the respondents recognized
it as a mild disease. The survey further identified stress-related symptoms in the respondents. 51.5%
of the respondents reported that the pandemic triggered anxiety for them, 11.5% reported disturbed
sleep, 24.5% reported fear and 10.7% struggled with anhedonia. However, 15.2% experienced no
stress-related symptoms.

What is the impact of Covid-19 on you?
551 responses

Anxiety 284 (51.5%)

Disturbed sleep

Fear 135 (24.5%)

Anhedonia (inability to feel
pleasure in normal pleasurable...

Other —21(3.8%)
None 84 (15.2%)

0 100 200 300

Figure 4: Psychosocial impact of COVID-19 on respondents

Additionally, when asked about how COVID-19 impacted the respondents’ daily chores, 481 (87.3%)
of the respondents reported that they started wearing a mask, 311 (56.4%) frequently sanitized their
hands, 237 (3%) frequently washed their hands, 179 (32.5%) followed social distancing and 159
(28.9%) avoided social gatherings.
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Have you changed your daily chores according to Covid-19?

551 responses

Wearing mask 481 (87.3%)

Frequent hand sanitization 311 (56.4%)

Frequent hand washing 237 (43%)

Follow social distancing 179 (32.5%)

Avoid social gathering 159 (28.9%)

0 100 200 300 400 500

Figure 5: Impact of COVID-19 on daily chores of respondents

Majority of the educational institutions started online classes and a large proportion of the students
(49.6%) thought that there was a decreased understanding of lectures because of online classes. 57.3%
of the students felt that their clinical skills were also impacted because of less interactive sessions and
32.3% said that their daily ward activities were abandoned.

When asked whether the respondents had worked in a COVID-19 unit, 63.2% responded that they
had worked in a COVID-19 unit. A fair number of the respondents took it as a part of their duty
(47.4%), whereas others worked with good will (33.3%). 12.7% of the respondents answered that they
were scared while dealing with patients, 5.2% enjoyed working in the COVID-19 unit, whereas 1.4%
did not enjoy. The respondents were further asked if they would like to work again in a COVID-19
unit. 55.6% of the respondents answered that they would. Out of these respondents, 87.7% said that
they would work with full precautions and 12.3% said that they would not. While working in the
COVID-19 unit, a large proportion of the respondents (89.6%) were mindful of following SOP’s and
removing their PPE before leaving the unit and a small proportion (10.4%) were not.

The study further measured the respondents’ vaccination status and their intentions to get vaccinated.
Of the 551 medical, dental students and postgraduate trainees, 522 (94.7) responded that they have
been vaccinated. Out of the vaccinated respondents, 83.4% got it at their own will, 12.9% got it as a
job requirement and 3.7% got it under the pressure of seniors. Whereas out of the 29 (5.2%)
unvaccinated respondents, 34.6% were still waiting for their turn to get vaccinated, 23.1% did not get
it because of family pressure, 19.2% were lazy, 15.4% were not pushed by seniors and 7.7% were
doubtful about the available vaccine.

Discussion

The study focused on junior doctors, medical and dental students in a public sector medical school of
Karachi during the COVID-19 pandemic. There were 73.5% females and 26.5% males in the present
study which reflects the gender distribution of students enrolled in medical and dental school. As the
COVID-19 pandemic hit, junior doctors, medical and dental students faced significant challenges
when institutions were closed to curb the spread of disease. The pandemic was particularly
challenging because of its novelty, contagion, and psychological effects [11]. Thus, to curb the spread
of infection, different countries implemented various measures including, travel restrictions, closing
of workplaces, stadiums, theatres, restaurants, shopping centers and educational institutes. In this
regard, medical and dental institutions were also affected leading to a negative impact on education
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and psychological health [12]. Similar findings have been reported by Ren et al., regarding the
psychological impact of COVID-19 on college students [13].

Both medicine and dentistry are highly demanding, challenging, and stressful careers. However,
despite it, the students are not physically or mentally resilient to stressful conditions. Medical and
dental students suffer from high levels of stress and may experience adverse psychological symptoms
[14]. Our study identified stress-related mental health consequences of COVID-19 including anxiety,
disturbed sleep, fear, and anhedonia. The study identified that the COVID-19 pandemic triggered
anxiety in a majority of the junior doctors, medical and dental students. A previous study conducted
on dentists concluded that a majority of Pakistani dentists including females, GDPs, young and elderly
dentists suffered with anxiety and feared getting infected by the virus during the pandemic [17]. It
was also identified that most of the junior doctors, medical and dental students were infected with
mild, moderate, and severe forms of COVID-19. Interestingly, a fairly large proportion of the
respondents also answered that their immediate family members were infected with mild, moderate,
severe, and critical forms of disease. While majority of the respondents’ immediate family showed
complete recovery, others suffered from post-COVID consequences and a few, unfortunately, passed
away.

The results of the survey further highlight that the respondents adopted effective ways to help combat
the spread of infection, including wearing a mask, practicing good hand hygiene and physical
distancing measures in line with the best recognized practices. In terms of the educational impact, in
purview of the collected responses, most of the students responded that the shift from physical to
online lectures elicited a decreased understanding of lectures and a lack of proper clinical knowledge.
Similarly, a recent study also highlighted concerns of Indian undergraduate medical students
regarding insufficient practical and clinical exposure [15].

The respondents of the survey further included junior doctors working in a COVID-19 unit. The
survey found that most of the junior doctors worked in the COVID-19 unit as a part of their duty.
Similarly, despite the life-threatening consequences of the COVID-19 infection, many of the junior
doctors worked willingly during the peak of the pandemic. Interestingly, some of the respondents also
reported that they would unhesitatingly take on this opportunity again. Junior doctors played a critical
role in diagnosis, containment, and treatment of disease, despite the several health risks and societal
pressure and extraordinary level of psychological stress on healthcare workers [16]. However, as a
natural response at a time of life-threatening global pandemic, a few of the respondents feared getting
infected while working in the COVID-19 unit and were therefore, not open to the idea of working in
a COVID-19 unit in the future. Another study highlighted that doctors working frontline struggled
with major challenges including adverse effects on their psychological health because of an increased
professional demand during the pandemic [18].

In the current study, most of the junior doctors, medical and dental students were vaccinated either at
their own will, as a job requirement or upon the pressure of seniors. Only a small number of
respondents were unvaccinated either because they were still waiting for their turn to get vaccinated,
lazy to get vaccinated, family pressure or they had doubts about the vaccine. To the best of our
knowledge, this is the first study that examines both the psychological and educational impact of
COVID-19 among junior doctors, medical and dental students in a public sector medical school of
Karachi.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic has brought significant psychological and educational
challenges for future doctors and dentists. Most of the respondents were vulnerable to anxiety.
However, despite the challenges, the future doctors and dentists are still willing to serve the
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community. They are highly aware of the precautions that are needed to be taken to prevent the spread
of infection.
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