E Letter to the Editor

Health Care Workers During the COVID-1T9
Pandemic: Focus on Psychological Distress and
Burnout

To the Editor: We read with interest the study by
Cahill et al' regarding the mental well-being of health
care professionals in the United States and its connection
with the perception of the adequacy of personal protective
equipment (PPE) and the hours of contact with coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) patients during aerosolization
procedures. Cahill et al' reported that approximately 24%
of the health care workers surveyed had moderate or severe
anxiety, 14% had moderate or severe depression, and 7%
had a high risk of burnout.

We know that there are different peculiarities between
the US and Italian health care settings, including differences
in terms of timing and response to the COVID-19
pandemic. In particular, Italy was one of the first countries
involved and had to respond promptly to the emergency.
However, we believe that the endpoint, ie, the investigation
of psychopathologic outcomes on the category of essential
operators, as well as the professional categories investigated,
means a comparison between the data reported by Cahill
et al' and the results of a study of ours can be particularly
interesting and useful.

Our team set out to investigate the psychological impact
of working during the pandemic on health care workers
in Northern Italy. To this end, a survey consisting of a
section for the collection of sociodemographic variables and
standardized questionnaires aimed at measuring depressive,
anxiety, and stress symptoms (Depression Anxiety Stress
Scales-21 Italian version®), pandemic-related psychological
distress (Impact of Event Scale-Revised Italian version?),
prevalence of burnout syndrome (single-item question®),
and level of functional impairment was used. This survey
was administered to a sample of health care professionals
(n=109) and to a sample of the general population (n=100).

In our study, the prevalence of depressive symptoms in the
health care group was 37%, while rates of anxiety symptoms
and stress symptoms were 54% and 58%, respectively (for
each category, the range of symptom severity goes from
“mild” to “extremely severe”). The prevalence of perceived
burnout in the health care personnel was 45%. Burnout
was also positively correlated with all other variables
investigated. Interestingly, the comparison between
operators dedicated to COVID-19 units and operators from
other departments did not produce significant differences,
whereas the comparison between the professionals and the
general population showed significant differences in terms
of depressive, anxiety, and stress symptoms (higher among
health care workers).

Although our ifivestigationdid not foctuson the perception
of the adequacy of PPE (which in our experience was limited
during the first wave of the pandemic and subsequently
improved to adequate levels during the following waves) or
the hours in contact with COVID-19 patients, we believe it
is constructive to compare our results with those of Cabhill
et al! to contribute to the expansion of international efforts
dedicated to describing and deepening the understanding
of the factors that can affect the mental well-being of health
care personnel.
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