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Exercising Heart and Head in Managing Coronavirus Disease 2019 in Wuhan
Roy H. Perlis, MD, MSc

Across the world, Dr Li Wenliang, MMed, has become the face of the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) epidemic in China. The ophthalmologist, who tried to alert his colleagues to this novel
coronavirus and subsequently became an early victim of the disease, was among many thousands of
health care workers who continue to struggle with limited resources to treat patients with COVID-19
while staving off an even larger pandemic. Lai et al1 describe another ongoing struggle at the
COVID-19 epicenter, namely its consequences on the mental health of clinicians and other health
care workers.

Surveying more than 1200 nurses and physicians in 34 hospitals in the Wuhan region and across
mainland China, the authors found striking prevalence rates of symptoms of depression and anxiety;
half of those responding identified at least mild depression on a validated screening instrument, and
one-third reported insomnia. Approximately 14% of physicians and nearly 16% of nurses described
moderate or severe depressive symptoms. Those at greatest risk for depressive and anxious
symptoms included women, those with intermediate seniority titles (compared with those with
junior roles), and those at the center of the epidemic in Wuhan. These findings, consistent with those
observed in the 2003 severe acute respiratory system (SARS) epidemic,2 may help to guide
strategies for responding to mental health sequelae of this and future epidemics.

Unsurprisingly for a report that completed data-gathering in 6 days and analysis in 4 weeks, Lai
et al1 cannot answer important questions. What were the preexisting rates of psychopathology in
this cohort? Are the consequences specific to being a health care worker or to simply living in the
midst of an outbreak and potentially being subject to quarantine? As Camus wrote, “This sense of
being abandoned, which might in time have given characters a finer temper, began, however, by
sapping them to the point of futility.”3 Perhaps most importantly, to what extent will these symptoms
persist or worsen over time?

While the peak of the COVID-19 epidemic remains to be seen, it will ultimately subside. The
work of Lai et al1 provides a reminder of the toll that will likely linger: the consequences of chronic
stress, including major depression and anxiety disorders. In a 3-year follow-up of a 2003 SARS
outbreak,4 23% of health care workers reported moderate or greater depressive symptoms. This
COVID-19 survey itself represents part of a massive effort by the Chinese government to contain
disease fallout and address mental health. Nevertheless, just as the world has joined efforts to
manage COVID-19 infection, it will be critical not to neglect the mental health consequences of the
fight against the epidemic.

Across the world, physicians, nurses, and other frontline health care workers do heroic and
lifesaving work in stressful settings on a daily basis. However, the toll that providing such care takes
must also be recognized: sooner or later, every clinician is also a patient. Even outside epidemics,
wars, and other public health crises, health care workers face mounting stresses, exacerbated by
structural changes in medicine but ultimately reflecting the nature of the work itself.5 Such stresses
far exceed the popular but imprecise concept of burnout.6 William Osler called the practice of
medicine “a calling, not a business; a calling in which your heart will be exercised equally with your
head.” Whether heart or head, Lai et al1 provide a reminder that such a calling is not without cost.
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