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Abstract

Objectives: High workload, shift work, risk of disease, and mental workload
caused by the possibility of transmission can create challenging and stressful
situations for nurses. The present study aimed to assess the cognitive performance
of nurses before and after working in COVID-19 wards to understand the
potential effects.

Methods: A total of 250 nurses from hospitals in Ahvaz in 2020 who had more
than two years of work experience and had not worked in departments in direct
contact with COVID-19 patients were included in the study. The participants
were asked to complete the cognitive ability assessment questionnaire before
starting to work in COVID-19 departments and after two months of their work.
The results before and after working in COVID-19 wards were compared using
paired t-tests.

Results: The cognitive ability score after working in COVID-19 wards decreased
significantly (mean differencexstandard deviation: 23.92+12.00; P<0.001). The
scores of all cognitive ability subscales except social cognition (mean
difference+standard deviation: 3.03+2.43; P< 0.001) also decreased after
working in COVID-19 wards.

Conclusion: Working in COVID-19 wards leads to a marked decrease in
cognitive abilities of nurses. Given that the weakening of nurses' cognitive ability
has a significant role in the quality of patient care measures, it is necessary to
prioritize measures to improve their working conditions in order to improve
cognitive abilities.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Objective

The nature of work in infectious departments often
exposes nurses to challenging and stressful situations,
requiring them to make critical decisions constantly.
Heavy workload, shift work, risk of disease, and
mental burden caused by the possibility of transferring
it to others can create challenging and stressful
situations for nurses, affecting their cognitive skills.
Cognitive skills are conditions that affect a person's
skill to think, learn, and process information. In light
of the aforementioned issues, the present study aimed
to assess the cognitive performance of nurses before
and after working in COVID-19 departments to
understand the potential effects.

Materials and Methods

In 2021, due to the marked increase in the number of
COVID-19 patients and in order to make more use of
human resources, nurses who previously worked in non-
infectious departments of hospitals in Ahvaz were
assigned to work in COVID-19 wards. A total of 250
nurses who had more than two years of work experience
and did not work in departments in direct contact with
COVID-19 patients were selected and included in the
study. The inclusion criteria entailed informed consent,
voluntary participation in the study, not having a second
job, not having a managerial position, having at least
two years of work experience in the relevant job, and the
absence of any chronic physical or mental illness.

The required data were collected using a cognitive
skills questionnaire and a demographic characteristics
form once before starting work and once after two
months of working in these centers. The cognitive
assessment questionnaire consists of 30 items, which
are rated on a five-point Likert scale, from one
("never") to five ("always"). This questionnaire is
based on seven cognitive subscales: memory,
inhibitory control and selective attention, decision-
making, planning, sustained attention, social cognition,
and cognitive flexibility. Considering that this study
was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, in
order to reduce face-to-face contact and
communication, the questionnaires were distributed
online via the press line site, along with a consent form
to participate in the study and also an explanation about
the objectives of the research and how to answer the
questions. In order to complete the questionnaire for
the second time, a specific code was assigned to each
user (keeping the confidentiality of the candidates'
names), and the questionnaires completed in the first
and second stages were integrated. Quantitative
variables were described by mean, standard deviation,
and interquartile range, while categorical variables
were described using frequency and percentage.

Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to evaluate the
normality of continuous variables. The results before
and after work in COVID-19 wards were compared
using paired t-tests. Statistical analyses were
performed in SPSS software (version 23).

Results

About 60% of participants were female, and all of
them were within the age range of 20-60 years. There
was a significant difference in cognitive skills between
males and females (P<0.05). Moreover, cognitive
skills after working in the COVID-19 department were
different among different educational levels and higher
among those with higher educational levels (P=0.022).
The cognitive skill score significantly decreased after
working in COVID-19 departments (mean difference £
standard deviation: 23.92+12.00; P<0.001). In
addition, the score of all cognitive skill subscales,
except social cognition (mean difference + standard
deviation: 3.03+2.43; P<0.001) decreased after
working in COVID-19 wards.

Discussion

The results of this study demonstrated that
cognitive skills, such as memory, inhibitory control
and selective attention, decision-making, planning,
sustained attention, and cognitive flexibility, decrease
after working in Covid-19 wards and can significantly
impact nurses' performance. In line with the results of
this research, the results of previous studies illustrated
that long-term stress and fatigue can lead to decreased
concentration, impaired decision-making ability,
poorer concentration, and decreased problem-solving
skills among healthcare professionals. Furthermore,
the burden of constant observance of preventive
measures, such as wearing personal protective
equipment, can increase the mental burden on nurses
and impair their cognitive skills. Given tht frontline
healthcare providers play a key role during pandemics
or disease outbreaks, it is imperative for organizations
to prioritize meaures that reduce the negative effects of
these working conditions. Otherwise, the quality of
care provided by nurses in infectious wards will
inevitably be compromised.

Conclusion

As evidenced by the obtained results, working in
COVID-19 wards can lead to a marked decrease in the
cognitive skills of nurses. Since a decline in nurses'
cognitive skills has a significant impact on the quality and
outcomes of patient care measures and the quality of life
of nurses, it is necessary to take necessary measures to
improve their working conditions and enhance their
cognitive skills in an attempt to increase the quality of
healthcare system services and their quality of life.
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