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Previous experiences from other crises have confirmed
that timely mental health intervention is critical for med-
ical staff caring for patients, in this case those affected
by COVID-19 (1). Negative emotions and stress can origi-
nate from fear of infection, isolated working conditions,
fear of transmission to family or friends, and increased
workload. Social contacts potentially increase the risk of
contamination and should be restricted, resulting in peo-
ple losing the benefits of social interaction. Behaviours
that were considered potentially ‘pathological’ by mental
health care providers during any other crisis are now be-
ing tolerated in the current COVID1g9 situation. Thus, de-
creased levels of self-confidence in health care providers
in all of disciplines and higher stress levels are apparent
(2). Consequently, such frontline medical staff want help.
However, the ensuing overload of information is not al-
ways reproductive and can lead to higher levels of anxi-
ety.

Medical professionals working in the Islamic
Republic of Iran are facing even more challenges
compared to their colleagues in other countries when
it comes to social support (3). First, there have been
several tragic events that have happened recently in
the country (natural disasters, passenger aircraft crash)
as well as continuing international political tensions.
Second, American economic sanctions continue to affect
the availability of essential medicines and equipment.
Third, cultural and religious gatherings in the Islamic
Republic of Iran might increase the risk of the spread of
communicable diseases.

Given this background, finding a replacement for
social contact is paramount. While there is still a long
way to establish tele-medicine in the Islamic Republic of
Iran, social networking remains popular in the country
(4). When considering the social restrictions imposed as a
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result of the efficiency of COVID19 transmission, virtual
social networking might be the best replacement for
traditional face-to-face psychological interventions.

Tabriz University of Medical Sciences has
implemented activities toaddress this need. Psychological
intervention teams have been set up by the university’s
Department of Psychiatry to coordinate and manage the
operation. Based on the conduct of group therapy, small
groups have been established using social networking
applications, organized by two supervisors in each group.
Information is provided only to answer the direct needs
of participants and information overload is deliberately
avoided. Participants are encouraged to describe their
daily experiences followed by relevant and directed
discussions, and the groups are effectively participant-
led, with supervisor facilitation.

In addition, an online platform has been established
to screen for those who need a more thorough psychiatric
intervention and addresses excessive levels of stress,
anxiety and depression. Coupled with this platform
is telephone guidance to help deal with mental health
problems that care givers might be experiencing as a
result of the current COVID19 situation.

Despite these support interventions, mental health
care for health professionals is still not a consideration in
Iranian national guidelines on COVID-19. While adequate
medical resources will bring some sense of support, it
remains clear that communication and accurate updates
about the coronavirus outbreak will decrease the sense
of uncertainty, while adequate health care support will
assure quality of care and decrease workload. Thus,
revised and focused guidelines are fundamental in the
current situation.
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