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Abstract

The coronovirus pandemic has not only been a health problem but has also
caused social problems that are impossible to end in the short term. Especial-
ly the effects are very deep on health workers. Depression, anxiety, and fear of
the future are most common feelings among the people and health workers.
Health system and health policy must figure out pandemic as a social prob-
lem at the same time.
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1. Introduction

As from March 2020, when the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a
pandemic, as of July 23, 2021, 17.30, in reference to hourly basis information
announced by WHO on the “COVID-19 Dashboard”, 192,300,000 people had
contracted COVID-19 and 4,137,000 people had died from the same illness.
Since the spread of COVID-19 is extremely rapid, even if the death rate is about
3%, the inability to provide adequate health services has emerged as a funda-
mental problem, due to its locking down the health systems of countries.

Despite the rapid completion of vaccine studies, the start of vaccination took
about a year.

In the treatment, screening, the work of filiation teams and vaccination, the
main responsibility has fallen upon the health workers.

Confusion of information has been one of the most serious challenges during
the pandemic. Regarding official documents, in relation to the exact number of

health workers have lost their lives due to COVID-19, the data originating from
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the Turkish Medical Association (TTB) and from the Ministry of Health do not
match. TTB documents show that 132 doctors have already died, while on active
duty in our country. The figures given in May 2021 also reveal that more than
400 health workers lost their lives due to COVID-19. The difficulty of working
conditions for health professionals, the stress of contact with the disease together
with the cancellation of leave, the psychological pressures caused by COVID-19
not being considered as occupational disease, the conflict of roles have had neg-
ative effects on health professionals (Turkish Medical Association Report 2021
and Turkish Nurses Association 12 report 2020 and 2021).

Academics, who have publicly promoted debates, in the media, that even
many doctors have difficulty to understand, have caused the mental state being
already tense and tensions to worsen, the subject to be taken in different direc-
tions with contradictory information, and therefore, conflicting opinions about
the disease and vaccine. The fact that the sources provided conflicting informa-
tion has created mistrust both in health workers and non-healthcare profession-

als.

2. Challenges of the Health System

When analysed from the standpoint of health sociology, the poor get poorer and
the rich get richer with neo-liberal policies. International capitalist powers invest
if they make money from disease prevention. If they earn money from the spread
of a disease, they support approaches in which the disease will spread out.

In this regard, the incomes from vaccines and tobacco are the most conspi-
cuous examples. Tobacco producers cause 8 million deaths every year. COVID-19
has killed 2 million people a year. Those who have made money from tobacco
have also acquired a significant surplus earnings from vaccine production. Un-
fortunately, there are no more scientists like Robert Koch and Pastor who will
donate the license of the treatment they found to humanity. While the health
transformation program having been carried out, since 2002 has been successful
in many fields, unfortunately it has been unfavorably affected by globalization.

Because of our health system, which has been unable to produce even the
smallpox and BCG vaccines we have produced since the time of the Ottoman
Sultan Mahmut, the Second, and the time of Dr Refik Saydam, respectively; we
have had to pay serious fees for the vaccines and there have been difficulties in
vaccination process, for economic reasons and due to severe supply chain delays.
Our intensive care beds, despite their significant numbers compared to Europe,
have been troubled by the rapid spread of COVID-19, and the quantity of health
workers, being already quite inadequate, has remained insufficient immediately.
The requirement of intensive care in the course of the disease is not only limited
to equipment and tools, but also medical personnel equipped with serious inten-
sive care trainings and experiences are needed. This deficit is not a situation that
can be compansated within a short time. For all these reasons, health workers

have suddenly experienced having a burden on their shoulders. Health person-
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nel have had to continue their intensive work even without taking their annual
leave, because the national and local administrative units failed to organise ap-
propriate time tables to Schedule personnel’s leave. Leave were not met adequately
on time. Since the legal arrangements by the government have not been accom-
plished over time, Violence against health workers could not be prevented. The
tense atmosphere has exacerbated the violence. Due to the inability to make legal
arrangements in a timely manner, violence against health workers could not be
prevented. The tense atmosphere has exacerbated the violence. It has also in-
creased the extent of already existing gender discrimination and violence against

women.

3. Direct and Indirect Effects of the Pandemic

Despite having a very low death rate compared to other respiratory infections
with a death rate of 3 - 6 percent, the heaviest burden of COVID-19 is that it
locks up the health system, as it can spread very rapidly and affect a heavy mass
of people within a very short time.

The pandemic has caused serious problems in all countries over the world,
both in human resources, medical equipment and bed capacities. The spread of
social fear as well as increased awareness during the WHO’s pandemic declara-
tion and public information has made the disease a “stigmata” (Shreffler et al.,
2020: p. 21).

In addition to these direct effects of COVID-19 disease, which is the most ob-
vious symptoms of decreased respiratory function, breathing difficulties and
fever, job loss and therefore economic difficulties have created heavy burdens.
Although it has a very low death rate compared to other respiratory tract infec-
tions with a death rate of 3 - 6 percent, the heaviest burden of COVID-19 is that
it locks the health system, as it can spread very quickly and affect a dense mass in
a very short time. The pandemic has created a serious problem in all countries in
the world, both in terms of human resources, medical equipment and bed capac-
ities. The spread of social fear as well as the increase in awareness during the
WHO’s declaration of the pandemic and informing the public has made the
disease a “stigmata” (Shreffler et al., 2020: p. 21). These direct effects of the
COVID-19 disease, which are the most obvious symptoms of decreased respira-
tory functions, difficulty in breathing and fever, as well as job loss, and thus
economic problems have created heavy burdens. This situation forced the health
workers, who had to constantly encounter the disease, to take intensive meas-
ures, the working hours increased, and the weight of the already existing work-
ing conditions due to the workload increased once again. The ban on resignation
and taking annual leave have created a separate psychological burden and wea-
riness (Ofori et al., 2021).

Apart from their own health, the suspicion of carrying the disease into their
homes and families has caused a conflict of roles and excessive emotional pres-

sure. Not accepting companions with sick people and isolation conditions have
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made the work of health workers more challenging (Isma’il Tsiga-Ahmed et al.,
2021: p. 10).

In the report prepared by the Turkish Medical Association, it is stated that
“providing the basic needs of health workers, preparing safe working environ-
ments for them and transforming the individual fight against the epidemic into a
social, well-organized struggle, and paying the health workers equally and equita-
bly for their efforts on wages will help to solve the source of the mental problems
that arise from the epidemic” (Giiven¢ & Baltaci, 2020). In a study conducted by
the Nurses Association, many situations namely, the alarming increase in need
for nurses being faced, making nurses work outside of nursing job descriptions,
the problems in maintaining the nursing education in a qualified way, the care
problem of children whose parents are health workers, being unable to iron out
worries and anxieties of the pregnant health workers, and encountering prob-
lems in accessing personal protective precaution equipment are shown as the
main sources of problems and concerns. The Turkish Nurses Association has
prepared 12 reports on this issue to the Ministry of Health and explained the
problems and the solutions in this regard (Celik et al., 2020).

We can assess the effects, such as; depression, anxiety and worry, boredom,
disintegration, self-alienation, uneasiness in human relations as indirect effects
of the pandemic. In addition, economic contraction, anxiety and increased ten-
sion have caused tensions between the patient-patient’s relatives and the health
workers. This tension has also increased among health workers, especially with
pre-existing gender inequality, violence against women and mobbing have in-
creased considerably. The reports prepared by TTB and the Turkish Nurses As-
sociation emphasize both violence against health workers and violence and dis-
crimination against female health workers (Demir, 2021).

In a qualitative study carried out to understand the gender-based problems in
relation to women’s work-life problems and to what extent the COVID-19 pan-
demic has deepened these problems, and what other effects the pandemic has
brought about on female health workers; it has been demonstrated that mob-
bing, violence and sexism against female health workers have increased, wom-
en’s home, elderly and child responsibilities are not sufficiently shared by their
spouses (Kavas & Develi, 2020; Collins et al., 2020).

4. Conclusion

The pandemic has increased the feelings of depression, anxiety, worry, and dis-
organization on healthcare workers, but unfortunately, necessary precautions
have not been able to be taken in this regard.

When we oversee the world in general, it saying that there are successful coun-
tries taking measures in the fight against the pandemic and preventing the health
workers from being affected is not sensible. However, the issue of becoming
more or less successful can be talked of. The positive effect of the pandemic has

been the change in the perception of medicine as a social institution and health
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as a social phenomenon.
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