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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Doctors working on the frontlines during the COVID-19 pandemic have endured highly 

stressful circumstances. 

Outbreaks of infectious diseases are notorious for their psychological strain on frontline HCWs

During the SARS, MERS, and Ebola outbreaks, studies showed that frontline workers 

experienced significant stress levels, concerns about the health of their families and themselves, 

as well as extreme fear, anxiety, societal stigma and prejudice.



O B J E C T I V E S

To determine the prevalence and severity of 

depression, anxiety, and stress in frontline 

doctors in public sector hospitals, Tshwane, 

SA during the COVID-19 pandemic.



M E T H O D S

Observational, cross sectional

Respondents included frontline doctors working in Emergency Medicine, Family Medicine, and Internal 

Medicine during the COVID-19 pandemic in nine public sector hospitals in Tshwane. 

Ethical approval: Research Ethics Committee, Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Pretoria.

Anonymous, voluntary, informed consent

Validated instrument used was the Depression, Anxiety, Stress Scale-21 (DASS-21)



R E S U LT S

Our sample showed moderate to extremely severe 

levels of the following psychological symptoms: 

Stress in 90 (55.1%), 

Anxiety in 71 (43.6%), and 

Depression in 36 (22.1%) participants 

Table 4. Frequencies and prevalence of psychological symptoms. 1 

Stress n % 

Normal 45 27.6 

Mild 28 17.2 

Moderate 54 33.1* 

Severe 18 11.0* 

Extremely 

Severe 
18 11.0* 

Anxiety     

Normal 79 48.5 

Mild 13 8.0 

Moderate 38 23.3* 

Severe 19 11.7* 

Extremely 

Severe 
14 8.6* 

Depression     

Normal 108 66.3 

Mild 19 11.7 

Moderate 16 9.8* 

Severe 12 7.4* 

Extremely 

Severe 
8 4.9* 

*Moderate to extremely severe symptoms 2 



D I S C U S S I O N

Moderate to severe stress, anxiety and 

depression was present in 55.1%, 43.6%, 

and 22.1% of participants, respectively. 

Considering the fact that the lifetime 

prevalence of depression and anxiety has 

been documented as 9.8% and 15.8% 

respectively in the general population of 

SA, these findings are worrisome. 



D I S C U S S I O N

We compared our findings to several studies conducted in SA on depression, 

and anxiety in public sector doctors 

Regarding moderate to severe depression, our findings were similar to that of 

Naidoo et al. which investigated burnout and depression in medical doctors in 

KZN public sector hospitals (they found depression in 21% of doctors) 

A study by Hain et al., which was also conducted during the COVID-19 

pandemic, found higher levels of depression in 35.6% of doctors working in rural 

KZN than our study. 

Similarly, Rossouw et al. found higher levels of depression in 30% of doctors 

working in WC community healthcare clinics and district hospitals. 

Our study, however, found much higher levels of anxiety than both Hain et al. 

and Naidoo et al. (approximately double prevalence of anxiety- 23.3% and 20% 

respectively).



D I S C U S S I O N

Findings from this study were compared to 

several systematic reviews on pandemic related 

anxiety and depression in HCWs. 

Pappa et al. reported a similar prevalence of 

depression in 22.8%, but a much lower 

prevalence of anxiety in 23.2% of HCWs 

compared to our study. 

Elevated stress amongst frontline doctors in 

our study was comparable to Busch et al. but 

higher than Salazar et al. who reported a 

prevalence of 56.8% and 37.8% respectively.



C O N C L U S I O N

This study highlights the calamitous psychological consequences of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on frontline doctors in SA

We found the prevalence of stress and anxiety were higher than 

reported in the national and international literature. 

In the event of future pandemics, more measures should be taken 

to protect the mental health and well-being of our doctors.



A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

Authors: Juliet Duffton, MBChB (UP), PGDip GUS (UP); Marthinus Heystek, MBChB (UP), MScSport, 

MpraxMed; Andreas Engelbrecht, MBChB, MMed Fam Med, Mpharm Med; Suma Rajan, MBBCH (WITS), 

FCEM (SA), MMed Emerg Med (UP), Dip PEC (SA); Renier Du Toit, MA Research Psychology

The authors would like to thank all the COVID-19 frontline doctors who participated in this study and for their 

relentless efforts throughout the pandemic.

We declare no competing interests.



R E F E R E N C E S

• Chew NWS, Lee GKH, Tan BYQ, Jing M, Goh Y, Ngiam NJH, et al. A multinational, multicentre 

study on the psychological outcomes and associated physical symptoms amongst healthcare workers 

during COVID-19 outbreak. Brain Behav Immun. 2020;88:559–565. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.04.049

• Busch Isolde M, Moretti F, Mazzi M, Wu Albert W, Rimondini M. What we have learned from two 

decades of epidemics and pandemics: A systematic review and meta-analysis of the psychological 

burden of frontline healthcare workers. Psychother Psychosom. 2021;90(3):178–190. 

https://doi.org/10.1159/000513733

• Salazar de Pablo G, Vaquerizo-Serrano J, Catalan A, Arango C, Moreno C, Ferre F, et al. Impact of 

coronavirus syndromes on physical and mental health of health care workers: Systematic review and 

meta-analysis. J Affect Disord. 2020;275:48–57. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.06.022

• Pappa S, Ntella V, Giannakas T, Giannakoulis VG, Papoutsi E, Katsaounou P. Prevalence of 

depression, anxiety, and insomnia among healthcare workers during the covid-19 pandemic: A 

systematic review and meta-analysis. Brain Behav Immun. 2020;88:901–907. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.05.026

• Preti E, Di Mattei V, Perego G, Ferrari F, Mazzetti M, Taranto P, et al. The psychological impact of 

epidemic and pandemic outbreaks on healthcare workers: Rapid review of the evidence. Curr 

Psychiatry Rep. 2020;22(8):43. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-020-01166-z

• Almutairi AF, Adlan AA, Balkhy HH, Abbas OA, Clark AM. "It feels like I’m the dirtiest person in 

the world.": Exploring the experiences of healthcare providers who survived MERS-CoV in Saudi 

Arabia. J Infect Public Health. 2018;11(2):187–191. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jiph.2017.06.011

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.04.049
https://doi.org/10.1159/000513733
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2020.06.022
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.05.026
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11920-020-01166-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jiph.2017.06.011


R E F E R E N C E S

• Dreyer Z, Henn C, Hill C. Validation of the depression anxiety stress scale-21 (DASS-21) in a 

non-clinical sample of South African working adults. J Psychol Afr. 2019;29(4):346–353. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2019.1647499

• Stein DJ, Seedat S, Herman A, Moomal H, Heeringa SG, Kessler RC, et al. Lifetime prevalence 

of psychiatric disorders in South Africa. Br J Psychiatry. 2008;192(2):112–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.106.029280

• Rossouw L, Seedat S, Emsley RA, Suliman S, Hagemeister D. The prevalence of burnout and 

depression in medical doctors working in the cape town metropolitan municipality community 

healthcare clinics and district hospitals of the provincial government of the western cape: A cross-

sectional study. S Afr Fam Pract. 2013;55(6):567–573. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/20786204.2013.10874418

• Hain S, Tomita A, Milligan P, Chiliza B. Retain rural doctors: Burnout, depression and anxiety in 

medical doctors working in rural kwazulu-natal province, South Africa. S Afr Med J. 

2021;111(12):1197. https://doi.org/10.7196/SAMJ.2021.v111i12.15841

• Naidoo T, Tomita A, Paruk S. Burnout, anxiety and depression risk in medical doctors working in 

kwazulu-natal province, south africa: Evidence from a multi-site study of resource-constrained 

government hospitals in a generalised hiv epidemic setting. PLoS One. 2020;15(10):e0239753. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0239753

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2019.1647499
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.106.029280
https://doi.org/10.1080/20786204.2013.10874418
https://doi.org/10.7196/SAMJ.2021.v111i12.15841
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0239753

	Slide 1: Depression, Anxiety, and Stress in Frontline Doctors during the COVID-19 Pandemic in Public Sector Hospitals, Tshwane, South Africa
	Slide 2: introduction
	Slide 3: objectives
	Slide 4: methods
	Slide 5: results
	Slide 6: discussion
	Slide 7: Discussion
	Slide 8: discussion
	Slide 9: conclusion
	Slide 10: acknowledgements
	Slide 11: references
	Slide 12: references

