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Editorial

Depression in Special Groups: Doctors, COVID-19 Patients and Older Adult

Despite the increasing recognition
of the morbidity and disability
associated with depression

globally (World Health Organisation,
2017), the unmet need is still high in
Nigeria and in many other low- and
middle-income countries (Rathod, et al.,
2017). Considering the dearth of
resources required to meet this need in
resource-poor settings, a cost-effective
strategy would be to identify high-risk
groups among whom depres-sion may
be largely unrecognised and under-
prioritised. This aligns with the theme
for the 2021 World Mental Health Day –
“Mental Health in an Unequal World”
which highlights the need to recognise
specific groups that are differentially
affected by mental health conditions.
This is in turn a necessary prerequisite
to this year’s focus on making mental
health and well-being for all a global
priority (World Federation for Mental
Health, 2022).

One such risk group is the older
adults, among whom depression is the
commonest mental health condition.
However, in addition to independently
causing disability among older adults,
depression can also potentiate mortality
from pre-existing medical and surgical
conditions if not adequately treated. The
paper by Damagum, et al. (2022) in this
issue with its focus on depressive
symptoms in the elderly is therefore very
timely. In their paper, the authors
investigate correlates of depressive
symptoms among 392 older adults

attending the General Outpatient
Department of a tertiary hospital in Kano
state, Nigeria. Using a cross-sectional
design, the authors found that nearly one
out of every four older adult had
significant depressive symptoms, and
significant correlates included female sex,
being widowed, low socioeconomic class
and physical conditions like
osteoarthritis and obesity. They thus,
highlight socioeconomic disadvantage,
social isolation and physical illnesses as
potential risk indicators for depression
among older Nigerians and the need for
screening and low index of suspicion
among this demographic group.

Another paper focuses on an often-
neglected high-risk group – medical
personal (Peterson, et al., 2008). Despite
providing healthcare for patients, their
own health (especially mental health)
needs often go unrecognised. This may
even be more so among resident doctors
who need to juggle their training needs
with the health services demanded by
patients. This is often in the context of
their own personal difficulties and the
larger unfavourable context of clinical
practice in Nigeria (Adeyi, 2016). The
study by Obilom, et al. (2022) among
resident doctors based in all the six
geopolitical zones in Nigeria is therefore
relevant. As with older adults, female
residents were at higher risk for
depressive symptoms, as were older
individuals and those in surgical
specialties. These may reflect the higher
demands of caregiving on women in the

Nigerian context and on older
individuals who are more likely to have
families while surgical residents may
experience more stress and burnout
compared to the other specialties.

Finally, Edet, et al. (2022) describe
the unique risk presented by the COVID-
19 pandemic. In contrast to research
implicating worry about the impact of
COVID-19 on the risk for depression
(Oginni, et al., 2021), the index patient in
this case report represented with
depressive and prominent somatic
symptoms after recovery from COVID-
19. One possibility is ‘long COVID’ in
which fatigue and somatic symptoms
outlast COVID-19 (Raveendran, et al.,
2021). However, while this condition is
typically difficult to treat, the patient
presented made full recovery within six
weeks.

Future considerations can include
the diagnostic assessment of
depression. The rating of depressive
symptoms may include subthreshold
depressive symptoms and the present
studies may not accurately reflect the
correlates of depressive disorders in
these risk groups. The designs were all
cross-sectional which means causality
cannot be inferred. Future studies can
use prospective approaches, for example,
resident doctors can easily be followed
up with minimal attrition. This can in turn
pave the way for intervention studies to
improve the residency training
experience, especially for surgical
residents. However, the interesting

Depression among Health Workers
during the COVID-19 pandemic: a
Systematic review and Meta-analysis.
Jnl of Affec Dis Rep. 2022; (8): 100326.

6. COVID-19 pandemic triggers 25%
increase in prevalence of anxiety and
depression worldwide. WHO. https:/
/www.who.int/news/item/02-03-
2022.

7. Al Dhaheri AS, Bataineh MF,
Mohamad MN, Ajab A, Al Marzouqi
A, et al. Impact of COVID-19 on
mental health and quality of life: Is
there any effect? A cross-sectional
study of the MENA region. PLOS

ONE. 2021; 16: e0249107.
8. Hannemann J, Abdalrahman A, Erim Y,

Morawa E, Jerg-Bretzke L, et al. The
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the mental health of medical staff
considering the interplay of pandemic
burden and psychosocial resources – A
rapid systematic review. PLOS ONE.
2022; 17: e0264290.

9. Teo I, Chay J, Cheung YB, Sung SC,
Tewani KG, et al. Healthcare worker
stress, anxiety and burnout during the
COVID-19 pandemic in Singapore: A
6-month multi-centre prospective
study. PLOS ONE. 2021; 16: e0258866.

10. Peck JA, Porter TH. Pandemics and
the Impact on Physician Mental
Health: A Systematic Review. 2022;
May.  https://doi.org/10.1177/
10775587221091772

11. Patel RS, Bachu R, Adikey A, Malik
M, Shah M. Factors Related to
Physician Burnout and its Con-
sequences: A Review. Behav Sci
(Basel). 2018;8(11):98. Published
2018 Oct 25. doi:10.3390/bs8110098

12. Outhoff K. Depression in doctors: A
bitter pill to swallow. South African
Family Practice Supplement 1. 2019;
61: S11–S14.



West African Journal of Medicine   Vol.  39,   No. 5,   May,   2022

Editorial

439

studies in this issue present unique
aspects of depressive symptomatology
– the association with physical
comorbidity among the elderly, a higher
prevalence of significant symptoms
among surgical versus non-surgical
residents and an interesting
presentation in the context of COVID-
19 illness.
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