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In  tim es  of  cr isis ,  the  m agnitude and im pact  of  situations  that  concealingly  under mine well-being 
and situations  that  constitute  protective facto rs  fo r  health  and q uality  of  l i fe  beco m e evident. 
Several  autho rs  (1)  point  out  the l imitations  of  health  m odels  subjected to  m ar ket  dynamics ,  which , 
added to  ineq uities ,  widen the gap fo r  tim ely  and q uality  care.  Besides ,  they dem and the effective 
recognition  of  the  r ight  to  health .

O n the other  hand ,  psychosocial  conditions  character ized by jo b uncer tainty,  presence of  d if ferent 
types  of  vio lence,  pr im ar y and institutional  suppo r t  netwo r ks  fragm entation ,  and cur rent  conditions 
associated with  the COVI D-19  pandemic  have a  great  im pact  on  im po r tant  areas  fo r  hum an beings 
such as  social ,  family,  and couple  l i fe ,  facto rs  cond ucive to  allow dif ferent  k inds  of  em otional  and 
behavio ral  expressions ,  which  activate co ping  strategies  in  the  individ ual ,  family,  and co m m unity. 
M o reover,  consider ing  that  health  professionals  are  called to  be the f i rst  l ine  of  care  in  these 
situations ,  co ping  expressions  can be consolidated as  a  protective o r  r isk  facto r  fo r  stress  (2).

Although th is  situation  is  present  in  the general  po pulation ,  health  care  wo r kers  exper ience the 
satisfaction  of  car ing  fo r  l i fe  on  the one hand ,  and h igher  levels  of  stress  on  the other  hand (3), 
putting  their  m ental  health  at  r isk  d ue to  the h igh  dem ands of  and co m mitm ent  to  their  wo r k ,  with 
the insuff icient  im plem entation  of  cur rent  regulations ,  and care  conditions  that  vio late  the r ights  by 
health  care  providers .

Un precedented events  such as  the COVI D-19  pandemic,  going  on fo r  m o re than a  year  now,  have 
uncovered the “hum anity”  and actual  value of  health  personnel  in  society.  Th is  health  em ergency 
soon led to  develo ping  strategies  to  deal  with  what  was  seen as  a  th reat  to  health  systems without 
so lid  foundations .  In itially,  chaos  ensued ,  and health  personnel  was  on a  two-way street:  a  group of 
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peo ple  recognized them as  “heroes”,  whi le  others  perceived them as  potential  car r iers  of  the  vir us . 
The latter  perception  brought  about  discr imination ,  rejection ,  and ,  on  so m e occasions ,  vio lence (4).

Faced with  th is  uncer tain  scenar io  where the fear  of  contagion and death  becam e a  constant  th reat 
d ur ing  the wo r kday,  and personnel  str uggled not  only  with  their  own em otions  but  also  with  the 
em otions  of  an  at-r isk  o r  i l l  po pulation  and its  families ,  challenges  were posed in  decision-m aking. 
G iven the accelerated num ber  of  infections  and deaths ,  co m plications ,  and ICU m anagem ent  needs , 
Colo m bia  increased its  capacity  of  hospital  beds  (5)  and supplies  and deployed technological 
resources  as  encouraging  m easures  to  face the pandemic.  H owever,  given the situation’s  m agnitude, 
these actions  were insuff icient.  M o reover,  they led health  personnel  to  face a  ser ies  of  eth ical 
d i lem m as (6),  such as  consider ing  sur vival  pro babi l ities  of  i l l  peo ple  and the q uality  of  l i fe  of  those 
who recovered fro m the disease and their  suppo r t  netwo r k  and l imiting  the co m prehensive suppo r t 
in  the  death  and m ourning  processes .

In  th is  way,  health  personnel  included assistance fo r  patients’  evolution  uncer tainty  in  their  essential 
ro le  of  car ing  fo r  and preser ving  l i fe ,  without  losing  sight  of  the  need to  believe that  it  was  possible 
to  f ight  COVI D-19.  Changes  in  dai ly  l i fe  were inevitable.  In  a  sho r t  tim e,  we adjusted to  the new 
no r m al  that  im plied long wo r king  hours ,  staff  sho r tages ,  wo r k  over load ,  l imited access  to  personal 
protective eq uipm ent  and supplies  to  provide care.  All  th is ,  together  with  the physical  d istancing 
fro m loved ones ,  fear  of  contagion ,  and continuously  facing  pain ,  death  of  patients ,  family  m em bers , 
and colleagues ,  and the uncer tainty  about  the behavio r  and m anagem ent  of  the  vir us ,  negatively 
affected the already har m ed m ental  health ,  which  increased the rates  of  depressive sym pto ms, 
anxiety,  inso m nia ,  stress ,  and i r r itabi l ity  (7).

Health personnel  had the diff icult  task of  maintaining their  own care measures and teaching them to 
the com munity,  while at  times the information disseminated through the media distorted and raised 
doubts about their  work ,  perpetuating fear and ignorance,  and causing in  the com munity emotional 
discomfort  and a feeling of  lack of  protection and im minent harm,  all  of  which resulted in  further 
stigmatization of  health personnel  and questioning their  own values and the way they per formed 
their  work.  In  addition ,  the quarantine forced a rapid adaptation to isolation ,  which led to mood 
swings ,  confusion ,  fatigue,  anxiety,  depression ,  and sometimes rejection or  absenteeism from work (8).

With  health  personnel  at  r isk ,  not  only  in  their  physical  but  also  in  their  m ental  health ,  institutions  in 
charge had to  face th is  pro blem by creating  safe  spaces  in  the wo r kplace,  d ignifying  the profession 
and giving  im po r tance to  what  was  already being  develo ped by the Colo m bian Min istr y  of  Labo r 
in  Resolution  2404 of  2019  (9)  regarding  the tools  fo r  the  detection ,  prevention ,  and inter vention  of 
psychosocial  facto rs  in  the  wo r king  po pulation .

There has  been a  wo r ldwide interest  in  researching  to  deter mine r isk  facto rs  fo r  anxiety,  depression , 
stress ,  and em otional  d istress .  Fo r  instance,  inter views (10)  were cond ucted to  identify  facto rs  that 
inf luence the co m mitm ent  of  health  personnel  to  the actions  taken in  the m anagem ent  of  the 
pandemic  and to  encourage l istening  to  their  needs  and pro posals  fo r  bui ld ing  a  safer  and m o re 
co mfo r table  wo r k  environ m ent  amid the health  cr isis .  Thus ,  the  need to  evaluate wo r king  days  and 
the im po r tance of  creating  co mfo r table  spaces  fo r  rest ,  rotating  personnel  fro m greater  to  lesser 
co m plexity  areas ,  pro m oting  co m m unication  channels  with  loved ones ,  and providing  em otional 
assistance were on the table.

Than ks  to  th is ,  channels  of  attention  were o pened using  digital  platfo r ms to  offer  counseling , 
acco m panim ent,  l istening ,  and inter vention  spaces  such as  psychological  f i rst  aid  depending  on 
the need of  the  m o m ent;  however,  the  effectiveness  of  these actions  has  not  yet  been evaluated . 
Additionally,  these o ppo r tunities  fought  against  social  resistance to  expressing  em otions , 
stigm atization  of  seeking  psychological  help,  and the idea of  using  only  willpower  to  m anage 
em erging  psychological  sym pto ms.  In  response to  th is  fact ,  ed ucation  to  raise  awareness  of  the 
identif ication  and m anagem ent  of  sym pto ms of  depression ,  anxiety,  sleep pro blems ,  psychoactive 
substance abuse,  and suicidal  ideation  was  provided ,  m aking  it  o kay to  ask  fo r  help.  The pur pose 
of  th is  was  to  pro m ote m ental  health  and prevent  m ental  d iso rders  th rough ear ly  detection  and 
tim ely  inter vention .
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In  l ine  with  the recognition  of  the  h igh  r isk  posed by the pandemic  and faced by health  wo r kers ,  the 
Wo r ld  H ealth  O rganization  reminded govern m ents  of  their  “ legal  and m o ral  responsibi l ity  to  ensure 
the health ,  safety  and well-being  of  health  wo r kers”  (1 1)  and invited them to  ad o pt  m easures  such 
as  establish ing  synergies  between health  wo r ker  safety  and patient  safety  policies  and strategies , 
develo ping  and im plem enting  programs to  pro m ote occupational  health  and safety,  protecting  health 
wo r kers  fro m vio lence in  the wo r kplace,  im proving  their  psychological  well-being  and m ental  health , 
as  well  as  protecting  them fro m physical  and bio logical  hazards .  The Wo rld  H ealth  O rganization  also 
urged govern m ents  to  recognize  the im po r tance of  car ing  fo r  health  care  wo r kers  as  a  fundam ental 
piece in  the care,  prevention ,  m anagem ent,  and contain m ent  of  th is  pandemic  and future  situations 
that  m ay affect  the balance of  our  society.  Fo r  their  par t ,  so m e researchers  pointed out  that  m ental 
health  pro blems caused by th is  situation  can affect  attention ,  co m prehension ,  and decision-m aking , 
im po r tant  sk i l ls  fo r  per fo r ming  health  care  activities  (12)  and suggested that  pr io r itizing  health 
personnel ’s  m ental  health  care  in  the f ight  against  the  COVI D-19  pandemic  is  essential .

The Colom bian Ministr y of  Health and Social  Protection laid down guidelines for  addressing mental 
problems and disorders in  health workers within the framework of  coronavirus (COVID-19)  measures 
in  March 2020 (13).  This  document urges hospital  directors and workers’  com pensation insurers to early 
assess the psychosocial  r isks  of  each worker by com mitting to provide activities  to promote mental 
health care and ,  in  specif ic  cases ,  to assess the need for  targeted therapies and inter ventions for  the 
management of  mental  disorders .  Once again ,  this  document calls  attention to the im portance of 
reorganizing work shifts  to give rest  spaces and setting up a psychosocial  support  hotline operated 
by qualif ied mental  health staff  to give psychological  f irst  aid ,  counseling ,  referrals ,  and follow-ups.

Cur rently,  im plem enting  the National  Vaccination  Plan  against  COVI D-19  (14)  presents  a  safer  scenar io 
in  the mid-ter m ,  but  it  poses  new challenges  in  the co m m unity.  O nce again ,  the  responsibi l ity  falls 
on  health  wo r kers  in  a  scenar io  where dif ferent  points  of  view converge on the im m unization 
effectiveness  and the ho pe of  going  back  to  no r m al .  Th is  is  an  uncer tain  m o m ent  when the waiting 
tim e to  be vaccinated is  puzzling  and per petuates  anxiety  and fear  of  being  left  ad r ift .

Whi le  it  is  tr ue that  the govern m ent  m ust  protect  health  wo r kers’  m ental  health ,  ref lection  on the 
need to  pro m ote self-care  as  self-deter mination  and ad o pt  relevant  m easures  is  im po r tant.  As  the 
Pan Am erican H ealth  O rganization  and the Wo rld  H ealth  O rganization  pro posed regarding  health 
personnel ’s  m ental  health  care:  “Th is  is  not  a  spr int.  I t  is  an  end urance m arathon that  req uires  on-going 
self-care  and suppo r t  in  so m e cases”  (15).  Therefo re,  they m ade seven im po r tant  reco m m endations 
focused on the fo llowing  basic  needs:  eat  a  healthy diet ,  stay hyd rated ,  and sleep at  least  eight 
hours;  rest  by engaging  in  fun  and relaxing  activities ,  take active breaks  at  wo r k ,  and avoid  using 
alcohol ,  to bacco,  and other  d r ugs;  stay connected with  co-wo r kers  and colleagues  to  l isten  to  each 
other  respecting  personal  d if ferences ,  without  judging  peo ple,  and identifying  colleagues  at  r isk  and 
notify  it  im m ediately;  stay connected with  loved ones;  self-o bser ve em otions  and feelings  such as 
exhaustion ,  inso m nia ,  lack  of  appetite,  pro longed sadness ,  intr usive thoughts ,  and desperation;  l imit 
exposure to  m edia;  and ,  f inally,  fo r m m utual  suppo r t  o r  self-help  groups  based on the need to  share 
em otions  with  peo ple  who insti l l  a  sense of  safety  and tr ust  to  regulate  such em otions .

The challenge is  great,  and we are  all  co m mitted to  bui ld ing  m echanisms that  will  allow us  to  face 
health  cr ises  of  th is  m agnitude in  the future  without  sacr if icing  our  well-being.  Strengthening  the 
health  system ,  pro m oting  wo r king  conditions  that  d ignify  professional  practice,  and acknowledging 
the huge value of  health  personnel  in  l i fe  care  is  necessar y.

Undoubtedly,  the COVID-19 pandemic turned the world upside down,  leaving multiple lessons that are 
clearly an exam ple to acknowledge if  getting back to normal  is  possible or  if,  from this  experience,  we 
can cultivate healthier  environments for  all  those who give their  lives to take care of  others .
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