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Persons in helping professions in social assistance
facilities and their fears related to COVID-19
using the example of Poland and Spain

BACKGROUND

The aim of the research was to collect opinions on con-
cerns related to COVID-19 among persons in helping pro-
fessions in social assistance facilities.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

The study involved 407 people, including 207 from Poland
and 200 from Spain (346 women and 61 men). The research
tool was the authors’ questionnaire. Employees of social
welfare institutions located in Poland and Spain were se-
lected using purposive sampling. Respondents completed
paper and electronic versions of the survey questionnaire.

RESULTS

The relationship between each helping profession and
concerns about the threat to one’s own life and that of
loved ones in connection with COVID-19, as well as the
relationship between each profession and the fear that the
financial situation would deteriorate due to COVID-19,
showed a statistically significant relationship only in the

study of employees from Poland. The relationship between
each profession and the fear of losing one’s job due to
COVID-19 showed a statistically significant result only in
the study of employees from Spain.

CONCLUSIONS

Our study showed that the COVID-19 pandemic affected
employees in helping professions in social assistance in-
stitutions. Employees from Poland feared more that their
financial situation would deteriorate, and felt a threat to
their health and the health of their relatives and charges.
On the other hand, many more workers from Spain ex-
pressed a fear of losing their jobs. Occupational therapists
most often indicated fears related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic except for concerns about charges, which were ex-
pressed most often by psychologists.
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BACKGROUND

The outbreak of the pandemic in the city of Wuhan in
2019 caused a number of changes in the functioning
of societies around the world. Initially, it seemed that
the COVID-19 epidemic would be local and short-
lived. Unfortunately, the virus entirely entered the
life of every individual, regardless of their national-
ity or country of residence, due to not only health
concerns but also restrictions on movement and
the need to isolate as well as several changes in the
functioning of enterprises and organisations, includ-
ing those related to social assistance and health care
(Choi et al., 2020).

The consequences of COVID-19 are visible in
many areas, including the provision of work. For ex-
ample, in social assistance entities, it was necessary
to partially or completely switch to remote work.
It became the ‘new standard’ almost overnight, al-
though neither of these organisations nor their em-
ployees were sufficiently prepared for this. Remote
work became a necessity, not a choice (Wang et al.,
2020). At present, social assistance facilities operate
on the same organisational terms as before (Garzillo
et al., 2022). However, it is worth asking a question
about the situation of people employed in these in-
stitutions.

Representatives of helping professions occupy an
important place in social assistance entities. In gener-
al, the term ‘helping professions’ refers to a group of
professions that are characterised by high utility and
a focus on serving people. A helping profession is de-
fined as a professional interaction between a helping
expert and a client, initiated to nurture the growth
of, or address the problems of, a person’s physical,
psychological, intellectual or emotional constitution,
including medicine, nursing, psychotherapy, psycho-
logical counselling and social work (Graf et al., 2014).
These professions are characterised by a specific nur-
turing nature, with professional activity addressing
people’s problems, manifested in helping, meeting
the need for security, providing knowledge and skills
necessary for their proper social functioning and en-
suring well-being in the future (Czerw & Borkowska,
2010). On the one hand, people in these professions
are exposed to high mental and physical strain re-
sulting from the nature of their duties. On the other,
these people should be characterised by a specific
sensitivity to the needs of patients and the ability to
provide social support. Although the term ‘helping
professions’ includes many professions, each of them
is specific, with professionals fulfilling distinct sets
of roles and responsibilities. It is worth considering
how the outbreak of the pandemic affected people
in helping professions and in particular their beliefs
regarding their health and life, fears for patients and
possible fears related to the deterioration of their fi-
nancial situation.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
PARTICIPANTS

The study involved 407 people, including 207 from
Poland and 200 from Spain. The respondents includ-
ed 346 women and 61 men. Gender inequality results
from the fact that in both Poland and Spain, profes-
sions related to social care are feminised. The em-
ployment structure of the respondents was as fol-
lows: physicians (n = 5, 1.2%), psychologists (n = 25,
6.1%), nurses (n = 19, 4.7%), social workers (n = 27,
6.6%), occupational therapists (n = 142, 34.9%), phys-
iotherapists (n = 44, 10.8%), carers (n = 95, 23.4%) and
other (n =50, 12.3%) (Table 1). All respondents — both
from Poland and Spain - worked with their patients
personally. The study was conducted according to
the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki and ap-
proved by the Bioethics Committee at the Regional
Medical Chamber in Krakow (OIL/KBL/73/2021, ap-
proval date: 16 July 2021).

PROCEDURE

Main research problem: What pandemic-related con-
cerns characterize helping professionals in Poland
and Spain?

Table 1
Demographic data
Poland Spain Total
n % n % N %
Gender
Women 181 87.5 165 825 346 &5
Men 26 125 35 17,5 61 15
Age (years)
<20 0 0 23 115 23 55
21-30 28 135 92 46 120 29.5
31-40 83 40.1 23 115 106 26
41-50 72 348 35 17.5 107 26.5
51-60 19 92 24 12 43 105
61-70 5 2.4 2 1 7 1.7
> 70 0 0 1 0.5 1 0.3
Education

Vocational 4 1.9 7 35 11 27
35.8 26 13 100
296

Secondary 74 245

Higher 129 62.3 167 83.5 72.8
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Detailed research problems:

Is there a relationship between each helping pro-
fession and concerns about the threat to one’s own life
and that of loved ones in connection with COVID-19?

Is there a relationship between each profession
and the fear that the financial situation would dete-
riorate due to COVID-19?

Is there a relationship between each profession
and the fear of losing one’s job due to COVID-19?

Table 2

Occupation and the fear of a threat to one’s own life
and that of loved ones in connection with COVID-19

Differences
between
occupations

No Yes

Poland p < .001
Psychologist n 6 5
% 54.5 45.5
Nurse n 4 5
% 444 55.6
Social worker n 0 26
% 0 100
Occupational n 23 20
therapist % 535 465
Physio- n 3 3
therapist % 50 50
Caregiver n 23 54
% 299 70.1
Other n 6 28
% 17.6 824
Spain p=.204
Psychologist n 13 1
% 929 7.1
Nurse n 8 3
% 727 27.3
Occupational n 90 9
therapist % 909 91
Physio- n 29 9
therapist % 763 237
Caregiver n 15 3
% 83.3 16.7
Other n 13 2
% 86.7 13.3
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Is there a relationship between each profession
and concern about the charges of whom the tested
person took care in connection with COVID-19?

The research tool was the authors’ questionnaire.
Employees of social welfare institutions located in
Poland and Spain were selected using purposive sam-
pling. Respondents completed paper and electronic
versions of the survey questionnaire (a Google Form).
The questionnaire was identical for respondents from
both countries. The questionnaire was created in Pol-
ish, translated by one translator into Spanish and then
translated back into Polish by another translator. In
this way, the accuracy of the translation was veri-
fied. The questionnaire consisted of 23 closed-ended,
single- or multiple-choice questions. The questions
included in the research tool concerned the activi-
ties of respondents during the pandemic, changes in
working time, professional tasks performed, interper-
sonal relations and issues related to the area of mental
functioning and health understood in a broad sense.
At the end of the questionnaire, there was a data sheet
containing basic socio-demographic data. The ques-
tionnaires (in Polish and Spanish languages) are avail-
able from the corresponding author.

All the results obtained were analysed using Sta-
tistica software, version 25 (StatSoft, Hamburg, Ger-
many). It was applied to perform Mann-Whitney U
tests, Kruskal-Wallis tests, Fisher’s exact tests and chi-
squared tests. Post-hoc analyses were also performed
using the Dunn-Sidak test. The significance level was
p=.05.

RESULTS

The first relationship to be analysed was between
each helping profession and concerns about the
threat to one’s own life and that of loved ones in
connection with COVID-19. A statistically signifi-
cant result was noted in the analysis performed on
a group of employees from Poland. Compared with
other groups, social workers and occupational thera-
pists pointed out fears about life-threatening condi-
tions most frequently. In the analysis performed on
a group of employees from Spain, no statistically sig-
nificant result was recorded (Table 2).

Another relationship analysed was between each
profession and the fear that the financial situation
would deteriorate due to COVID-19. As was the case
with the first correlation, a statistically significant
relationship was noted in the study of employees
from Poland. Social workers indicated this fear less
frequently than other professions. In the group of
employees from Spain, there were no statistically
significant relationships (Table 3).

The relationship between each profession and the
fear of losing one’s job due to COVID-19 was also ana-
lysed. In the study of employees from Poland, no sta-



Table 3

Occupation and the fear that the financial situation
would deteriorate due to COVID-19

Table 4

Occupation and the fear of losing a job due to
COVID-19

No Yes Differences No Yes Differences
between between
occupations occupations
Poland p=.015 Poland p=.122
Psychologist n 8 3 Psychologist n 7 4
% 727 27.3 % 63.6 364
Nurse n 5 4 Nurse n 8 1
% 55.6 44.4 % 889 11.1
Social worker n 25 1 Social worker n 21 5
% 96.2 3.8 % 80.8 19.2
Occupational n 25 18 Occupational n 30 13
therapist % 581 419 therapist % 698 30.2
Physio- n 5 1 Physio- n 5 1
therapist % 833 16.7 therapist % 833 167
Caregiver n 51 26 Caregiver n 64 13
% 66.2 33.8 % 83.1 16.9
Other n 18 16 Other n 32 2
% 529 47.1 % 94.1 5.9
Spain p=.039 Spain p <.001
Psychologist n 11 3 Psychologist n 9 5
% 78.6 214 % 64.3 35.7
Nurse n 10 1 Nurse n 11 0
% 909 9.1 % 100 0
Occupational n 81 18 Occupational n 56 43
therapist % 818 182 therapist % 566 434
Physio- n 22 16 Physio- n 35 3
therapist % 579 421 therapist % 921 79
Caregiver n 13 5 Caregiver n 13 5
% 722 27.8 % 722 27.8
Other n 9 6 Other n 12 3
% 60 40 % 80 20

tistically significant result was recorded. A statistically
significant result was noted in the study of employees
from Spain. Spanish occupational therapists indicated
this risk more often than other professions (Table 4).
The last relationship to be analysed was between
each profession and concern about the charges of
whom the tested person took care in connection with
COVID-19. In the study conducted on a group of em-
ployees from Poland, a statistically significant result

was noted. In the analysis of data collected among
employees from Spain, no statistically significant re-
sult was recorded (Table 5).

DISCUSSION

Since March 2020, when the World Health Organi-
zation announced the coronavirus pandemic, all so-
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Table 5

Occupation and concern about the charges of whom
the respondent took care in connection with COVID-19

No Yes Differences
between
occupations
Poland p =.045
Psychologist n 6 5
% 545 455
Nurse n 9 0
% 100 0
Social worker n 21 5
% 80.8 19.2
Occupational n 22 21
therapist % 512 4838
Physio- n 5 1
therapist % 833 167
Caregiver n 50 27
% 649 35.1
Other n 23 11
% 67.6 324
Spain p=.354
Psychologist n 12 2
% 85.7 143
Nurse n 11 0
% 100 0
Occupational n 94 5
therapist % 949 51
Physio- n 38 0
therapist % 100 0
Caregiver n 17 1
% 944 5.6
Other n 14 1

% 933 6.7

cieties have faced a unique situation. The first case
of COVID-19 infection in Poland was recorded on
4 March 20 and the first public restrictions were in-
troduced on 13 March 2020, when the Polish govern-
ment announced the Risk of Pandemic Status (Online
Database of Polish Legislation, 2020a), followed by
the Pandemic Status on 20 March 2020 (Online Data-
base of Polish Legislation, 2020b). In Spain, the first
case of COVID-19 was recorded on 31 January 2020,
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but it was not until 12 March that the country took
significant measures, including social restrictions. On
14 March, a state of emergency was declared in Spain
by Royal Decree (463/2020) (Legido-Quigley et al.,
2020). In Spain, the total lockdown of the population
(excluding those providing essential services: nurses,
doctors, farmers, food traders, etc.) was in place from
March 14th, 2020, until the end of the ‘state of alarm’
decreed by the government in June 2020. The deci-
sion was made because the lockdown of people was
considered the most effective non-clinical measure to
curb the spread of the pandemic (Kim et al., 2020).

The pandemic posed many threats and so various
types of organisations, including health and social
care entities, took actions to counteract it, particu-
larly in the first phase. The first steps taken were to
quickly assess additional risks from the spread of the
virus and exclude vulnerable workers from potential
exposure to COVID-19 in the workplace (Garzillo
et al., 2022). Changes related to the functioning of so-
cial assistance entities differed depending on not only
the country but also the type of entity. For example, in
Poland, in the face of the significant pandemic threat
to which residents of nursing homes were particularly
exposed for somatic (diseases, age, weakened immu-
nity) and organisational reasons (numerous groups of
people living in one place, which might increase the
number of infections), temporary restrictions on the
activities of residential homes were introduced. These
restrictions involved: prohibiting residents from leav-
ing the premises, except for health situations requir-
ing medical consultations; a ban on visiting residen-
tial homes and prohibiting residents from going on
holiday. The recommendations also concerned the
conduct towards persons employed in social care
entities. For example, in nursing homes, it was rec-
ommended to: introduce a ban on employment for
staff in other workplaces, particularly in health care
institutions; consider quarantining staff in provinces
with a higher number of infections and transmission
of infections in hospitals; wear protective masks; and
measure body temperature before starting work. If
the temperature was above 38°C and the number of
breaths was above 22/min, the staff was recommend-
ed to contact the primary care physician, who should
consider implementing diagnostics for COVID-19 and
notifying the field health department about the action
taken. Considering these examples, the situation of
persons in helping professions employed in social as-
sistance entities can certainly be described as difficult
(Glac & Zdebska, 2020).

According to available research, healthcare work-
ers are particularly vulnerable to mental stress,
which was further exacerbated by the pandemic
(Esteban-Sepulveda et al., 2022; Santabarbara et al.,
2021). Risk factors include the perceived increased
risk of COVID-19 infection, an insufficient supply of
personal protective equipment, limited treatment op-



tions for COVID-19 patients and the fear of infecting
loved ones (Perez-Raya et al., 2021). In our study, it
was also found that the respondents feared for their
own life and that of relatives. In Poland, statistically
significant differences were observed between indi-
vidual professions, with the greatest fears expressed
by social workers, which might have been be due to
the frequency of contact with people staying in the
facility as well as the performance of tasks in the pa-
tients’ environment. In Spain, there was no correla-
tion between individual occupations.

Fear for life in the context of the pandemic is un-
questionably related to the category of health. Health
concerns, although very clearly expressed by respon-
dents from Poland and Spain, cannot be related to the
profession performed — no statistically significant re-
sult was recorded in our study.

As a global public health emergency that required
drastic control measures, COVID-19 disrupted every
aspect of daily life (Brooks et al., 2020). The COVID-19
pandemic also left a significant mark on the work en-
vironment. Changes related to work, such as the use
of remote working, reorganisation of working time
and the need to use personal and individual protec-
tive equipment, undoubtedly required employees to
adapt to the new situation. Researchers have found
that changes in the organisation of work lead to feel-
ings of helplessness and isolation. Moreover, they
might have increased uncertainty related to economic
aspects (Ornell et al., 2020). Our study showed that
both Polish and Spanish employees feared that their
financial situation would deteriorate. This might have
resulted from the recommendations to limit the em-
ployment of respondents to one entity, which reduced
the possibility of earning extra money (Glac & Zdeb-
ska, 2020). In Poland, people in certain medical pro-
fessions received financial allowances in connection
with work during the pandemic. Unfortunately, this
did not cover, for example, occupational therapists,
which is reflected in the results of our study - in the
Polish group, it was occupational therapists who most
often feared that their financial situation would dete-
riorate. In the Spanish group, such fears were most
often expressed by physiotherapists. This might have
resulted from the fact that in Spain rehabilitation ser-
vices were closed, treatment suspended and physio-
therapists redistributed to other entities without prior
training (Chaler et al., 2020). This mainly concerned
physiotherapists working in health care (mainly in
hospitals) but could have also affected physiothera-
pists employed in other entities.

Another problem related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic was the loss of jobs experienced by employ-
ees in various sectors of the economy. Spoorthy et al.
(2020) confirmed that occupational therapists, like
other professional groups, also had to change their
way of working to meet new organisational needs
under the pandemic conditions. Research carried out

by Pozzi et al. (2022) in Europe with the support of the
Council of Occupational Therapy for European Coun-
tries (COTEC) showed that more than two-thirds
of occupational therapists experienced a change in
work function and about half also changed depart-
ments. These reports were reflected in our study,
where Spanish occupational therapists were the pro-
fessional group that feared most that they would lose
their job. In our study we can note that in Poland no
concerns about job loss were observed in this group.
The low unemployment rate in Poland compared to
Spain could be attributed to general socio-economic
factors. In Poland, jobs in the public sector, especially
those involving care work, are generally lower paid
than in other sectors. However, they are often seen as
more stable and secure. Overall, this may also stem
from differences in worldview, historical experienc-
es, and religiosity among people. Cultural differences
can significantly impact anxiety and coping during
COVID-19 (Mueller-Haugk et al., 2023).

The available research shows that the provision
of work in a pandemic situation affects the mental
condition of employees, including those in help-
ing professions (Lai et al., 2020; Tahara et al., 2021).
However, there are few reports on the relationship
between the stress experienced by employees dur-
ing a pandemic and concerns about the people with
whom they work or for whom they are responsible at
work. Our study showed that psychologists and care-
givers were most concerned about the charges with
whom they worked. This result may be related to the
specific nature of the psychologist’s work, as the pa-
tient may verbalise their fears and concerns and thus
give a better opportunity for the specialist to know
them (Gniadek et al., 2020).

Certainly, some people showed resilience in the
face of the psychological challenges associated with
the COVID-19 pandemic. However, for many people,
the situation exacerbated existing problems and con-
tributed to the emergence of many new ones related
to stress. The COVID stress is associated with poor-
er use of coping mechanisms (Shivak et al., 2024).
Therefore, it is worth spending time and resources
to analyse the impact of COVID-19 on the mental
functioning of individuals and help people who are
most affected by the psychological consequences of
the pandemic, including those who work in helping
professions (Dymecka, 2021).

STUDY LIMITATIONS

This study is not without limitations. The authors are
aware that differences between countries may have
been influenced by factors, such as age differences
(younger respondents from Spain) or level of educa-
tion (more respondents from Spain had higher edu-
cation). An important aspect that could have affected
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the trial results is the relatively small number of peo-
ple in the study subgroups. This sample size could be
a cause of e.g. the potential lack of comparisons for
individual professions.

CONCLUSIONS

Our study showed that the COVID-19 pandemic af-
fected employees in helping professions in social as-
sistance institutions. Employees from Poland feared
more that their financial situation would deteriorate,
and felt a threat to their health and the health of their
relatives and charges. On the other hand, many more
workers from Spain expressed a fear of losing their
jobs. Occupational therapists most often indicated
fears related to the COVID-19 pandemic except for
concerns about charges, which were expressed most
often by psychologists.
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