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ABSTRACT 

 Special Education and Rehabilitation Centres (SERCs) are rare 

institutions where health and education professionals work 

together. This study aims to investigate fear of Covid-19, 

attention to social distance, and occupational burnout among 

health and education professionals working in the SERCs during 

the pandemic. Our study group consisted of 150 professionals, 

97 of whom graduated from the health science faculty and 53 

from the education faculty, all employed at 17 different SERCs 

in Turkey between July and November 2021. The Covid-19 Fear 

Scale was used to measure Covid-19 fear, the Social Distancing 

Scale for social distance attention, and the Maslach Burnout 

Scale for occupational burnout. Both groups showed similar 

Covid-19 fear frequencies of 84.9% for health professionals and 

83.5% for education professionals. Health professionals 

significantly (p=0.027) paid more attention to social distancing. 

Healthcare professions have significantly better scores for total 

occupational burnout, emotional exhaustion, and 

depersonalization. There was a significant positive moderate 

relationship between the fear of Covid-19, emotional exhaustion 

(p<.000, r=.423), and depersonalization (p<0.000, r=.547). 

There was a significant positive, very weak relationship between 

the attention to social distancing and depersonalization 

(p=0.005, r=229). Fear of Covid-19 and occupational burnout 

among health and education professionals working in SERCs 

are similar and as common as among frontline health workers in 

a hospital. SERCs can be considered as priority institutions 

where protection support should be provided during a pandemic. 
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1.INTRODUCTION 

 

Humanity has faced numerous epidemic diseases 

throughout history. One of these epidemics is Covid-

19, which originated in Wuhan. As the virus rapidly 

started to spread, it was declared a pandemic. The 

coronavirus can affect individuals in a wide range, from 

respiratory symptoms, fatigue, and pain to death 

(Hartavi & Çelikay Söyler, 2022). Various rules and 

changes have been implemented in social and work 

environments to manage the pandemic better and 

minimize the risk of spreading infection. The measures 

implemented to mitigate the spread of the virus include 

the temporary suspension of educational activities, 

travel restrictions, curfews, the adherence to social 

distancing protocols in enclosed spaces, and the use of 

face masks (Islam et al., 2020). 

One of the measures taken to prevent the spread of the 

Covid-19 pandemic is the implementation of social 

distancing. Social distancing refers to maintaining an 

adequate space between individuals in the event of a 

disease, also known as physical/social distance. By 

reducing physical proximity and minimizing contact, 

social distancing helps prevent the transmission of 

respiratory diseases from one individual to another 

(Ahmed et al., 2018). Numerous studies have found 

that implementing social distancing measures mitigates 

the outbreak’s severity and reduces the spread of the 

disease to other regions (Murphy et al., 2023). While 

social distancing is an effective method of reducing the 

spread of the virus, the changes in living habits and 

behaviour that it entails also have the potential to cause 

adverse effects (Maresca et al., 2022). These adverse 

effects include reduced physical activity and exposure 

to sunlight, increased weight gain, and a deterioration 

in sleep quality (Liu et al., 2024). Maintaining these 

changes in lifestyle and behavioural patterns represents 

a contributory factor in developing occupational 

burnout (Czeisler et al., 2023). 

A significant number of people developed a fear of 

contracting the virus, commonly referred to as 'fear of 

Covid-19', due to the high mortality rates associated 

with the disease. Fear of Covid-19 is a newly coined 

term to describe the psychological impact that may be 

related to the fear of the pandemic's uncertainty, lack of 

trust in available resources, and fear of contracting the 

virus (Alimoradi et al., 2022). The fear of transmitting 

the virus to loved ones can lead to severe fear and 

anxiety, accompanied by avoidance behaviors 

(Firouzkouhi et al., 2023). The prevalence of Covid-

19’s fear in healthcare workers and teachers varies 

between 27 and 54% (Abdelghani et al., 2021; 

Labrague & De Los Santos, 2021; Moretti et al., 2022). 

Fear of Covid-19 is assosiates with numerous mental 

disorders, including anxiety symptoms, burnout, 

combined psychological symptoms, depressive 

symptoms, adverse mental health, anxiety-related 

symptoms, insomnia or sleep disturbance, low general 

well-being, low quality of life, obsessive-compulsive 

symptoms, phobias, post-traumatic stress, 

psychological distress, somatisation, and suicidal 

thoughts/ideation (Dragioti et al., 2022; Ishaky et al., 

2023). These factors may contribute to occupational 

burnout, mediated by fear of Covid-19 (Enea et al., 

2022).  

Occupational burnout is a mental condition that 

develops in response to negative conditions at work and 

is characterised by emotional exhaustion, a sense of 

helplessness, depersonalisation, a negative attitude to 

work and life, and low personal accomplishment 

(Maslach & Jackson, 1981). The health and teaching 

professions (Göransson et al., 2017) have a high 

workload and challenging working conditions 

(Benigno et al., 2024). During the pandemic, elevated 

mortality risk heightens the probability of burnout, 

hopelessness, and mental health issues among those 

employed in these roles (Karagöl & Törenli Kaya, 

2022). In a meta-analysis of studies from different 

continents, teachers showed higher burnout levels 

during Covid-19 (Ozamiz-Etxebarria et al., 2023). 

Another meta-analytic study of medical nurses reported 

a prevalence of 31% for emotional exhaustion (EE), 

24% for depersonalization (DP), and 38% for the lower 

personal accomplishment (LPA) dimension of burnout 

(Molina-Praena et al., 2018). 

In the current literature, some studies investigated 'fear 

of Covid-19 among health workers and teachers (İpek 

Dongaz et al., 2023). However, few studies have 

investigated social distancing, fear of Covid-19, and 

occupational burnout among health and education 

professionals in Special Education and Rehabilitation 

Centres (SERCs). The first aim of this study is to 

compare levels of fear of Covid-19, adherence to social 

distancing, and burnout among health and education 

professionals working at SERCs during the pandemic. 

The second aim of this study is to examine the 

correlation between these parameters. 

 

2. MATERIALS AND METHOD 

 

Research model 

Our study uses a descriptive cross-sectional 

methodology. The Non-Interventional Research Ethics 

Committee of Uskudar University granted ethical 

approval for the study, with the reference number 

61351342/MAY 2021-74.  

 

Research population and sample  

The population of this study consists of healthcare and 

education professionals working in private SERCs in 

Turkey from July to November 2021 (the pandemic 

period). The study includes psychologists, child 

development specialists, physiotherapists, preschool 

teachers, special education teachers, speech and 

language therapists, and audiologists employed in these 

centres. Exclusion criteria included a positive COVID-
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19 test result within the previous six months, 

seeking psychiatric care within the same period, and 

absences from work exceeding one month within the 

preceding six months. 

Approximately 25,000 professionals in 3277 SERCs in 

Turkey constitute the population of the study. The 

participants were invited to participate in the study via 

social media and professional groups. A total of 17 

SERCs accepted the invitation and permit to data 

collection. These centres employ 204 professionals, 

150 of whom participated in the study, representing a 

response rate of 74%.  The study cohort comprised 26 

physiotherapists, 18 psychologists, 20 child 

development specialists, 16 occupational therapists, 17 

special education teachers, 18 preschool educators, 18 

audiologists, and 17 speech-language therapists. None 

of the participants were excluded from the study. 

 

Data collection tools in the research  

The researchers created digital scale forms and 

uploaded them to the Google Forms database. The 

participants were instructed to complete the forms 

using mobile phone applications, including WhatsApp 

and Bip. The participants were presented with an online 

informed consent form and were required to indicate 

their acceptance by checking the consent box. 

Following the acquisition of approval via the informed 

consent form, participants completed the demographic 

information form and the scales. 

Demographic Information Form: A total of 5 

demographic characteristics were recorded: age, 

gender, occupation, experience, salary satisfaction, and 

whether they felt pandemic preparedness was adequate. 

Fear of COVID-19 Scale: The scale was developed by 

Ahorsu et al. (2022) to assess the level of fear related to 

Covid-19. The Turkish validity and reliability of the 

scale were conducted by Artan et al. (2021). Cronbach's 

alpha reliability coefficient of the Turkish version of 

the scale is 0.86. The scale consists of 7 items, all of 

which have a positive question structure. Responses are 

recorded on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1 point 

indicates "strongly disagree" and 5 points indicate 

"strongly agree." The total score from the scale ranges 

from 7 to 35. A higher score indicates a 'high' level of 

Covid fear. A diagnosis of fear of Covid-19 was 

proposed to be made when the subject scores 16.5 or 

above on the relevant test (Aljemaiah et al., 2022). In 

the present study, Cronbach's alpha internal 

consistency was found to be 0.94. 

Social Distance Scale: The Social Distance Scale was 

developed by Van Rooij et al. (2020) (Van Rooij et al., 

2020). The validity and reliability of this scale were 

conducted by Oral and Gunlu in 2021 (Oral & Gunlu, 

2022). Cronbach's alpha reliability coefficient of the 

Turkish version of the scale is 0.70. The scale consists 

of a total of 4 items. Responses are collected using a 5-

point Likert scale, including "always," "often," 

"sometimes," "occasionally," and "never" expressions. 

Each item receives a score between 1 and 5. The scale's 

1st, 3rd, and 4th items have a negative question 

structure. The total score on the scale ranges from 4 to 

20. A higher score indicates that the participant pays 

attention to social distancing and adheres to social 

distance rules. In the present study, Cronbach's alpha 

internal consistency was found to be 0.84. 

Maslach Burnout Inventory: The scale was 

developed by Maslach and Jackson in 1981 (Maslach 

& Jackson, 1981). It comprises three sub-dimensions 

and 22 items: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and reduced personal accomplishment. Emotional 

exhaustion represents emptiness, hopelessness, 

dissatisfaction, and loss of enthusiasm. 

Depersonalization indicates the loss of empathy and 

enthusiasm towards others. Reduced personal 

accomplishment signifies negative feelings towards 

oneself. The data related to the sub-dimension of 

reduced personal accomplishment are in the form of 

negative questions. The scale is a 7-point Likert scale, 

but Ergin (1992) adapted it to Turkish as a 5-point 

Likert scale. The Cronbach's alpha internal consistency 

value for emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 

reduced personal accomplishment was 0.83, 0.65, and 

0.72, respectively.  Evaluation criteria for each item are 

defined as "never, very rarely, sometimes, often, and 

always" (Ergin, 1992). In the present study, Cronbach's 

alpha internal consistency was found to be 0.75. 

 

Statistical analysis 

Sampling analysis using G*Power (3.1) indicated that 

at least 140 participants should be recruited for a 

margin of error of 0.05, 80% power, with a medium 

effect size for comparing fear of Covid-19 between 

education and health sciences. Considering the 10% 

case loss, 150 participants were included in the study. 

SPSS 24.0 (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) 

Package program was used for statistical analysis. The 

normal distribution of the data was tested by Shapiro-

Wilk and histogram evaluations. Since our data did not 

fit the normal distribution, non-parametric tests were 

used.  Demographic variables were reported as 

frequencies, percentages, median, and interquartile. 

Fear of Covid-19  and attention to social distancing in 

health and education professionals were compared 

using the Mann-Whitney U test. The relationship 

between fear of Covid-19, attention to social 

distancing, and burnout was analyzed using Spearman 

correlation analysis. The strength of the correlations 

was considered to be no correlation or very weak, weak, 

moderate, strong, and very strong if the Spearman's 

correlation coefficients were 0-0.19, 0.2-0.39, 0.40-

0.69, 0.70-0.89, and 0.90-1.00, respectively. The 

statistical significance level was accepted as p<0.05. 
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3. RESULTS 

 

A total of 150 participants participated in the study, 

including 97 health sciences professionals and 53 

education professionals working in SERCs across 

various provinces in Turkey. The median age was 27 

years old in both groups. Most participants had five 

years of experience or less. The analysis showed that 

burnout levels were significantly higher (p=0.013) 

among education professionals than health science 

professionals. Healthcare professionals reported 

significantly higher (p=0.006) satisfaction with their 

salaries. Both groups of respondents believed the 

measures to address the pandemic were inadequate. 

Descriptive information about the participants is 

presented in Table 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants 

  Health Science 

Professionals n:97 

M [Q1-Q3] 

Education or Social 

Sciences Professionals 

n:53 

M [Q1-Q3] 

p 

Age (year)  27 [25-28] 27 [25-28] .824a 

Gender  
Male 43 (44.3%) 29 (54.7%) 

.236b 
Female 54 (55.7%) 24 (45.3%) 

Experience 

0-5 year 89 (91.8%) 50 (94.3%) 

.567b 6-10 year 6 (6.2%) 3 (5.7%) 

11 and more 2 (2.1%) 0 (0%) 

Salary satisfaction Yes 16 (16.5%) 1 (1.9%) 
.006b* 

No 81 (83.5) 52 (98.1%) 

Considering pandemic 

precautions sufficient 

Yes 9 (9.3%) 3 (5.7%) 
.541 

No 88 (90.7%) 50 (94.3%) 

a: Mann Whitney U, b: chi-chare, *: p<0.05, M: Medyan. 

There was no significant difference in fear of Covid-19 

between participants in both groups. Both groups 

showed similar Covid-19 fear frequencies of 84.9% for 

health professionals and 83.5% for education 

professionals. Health professionals significantly 

(p=0.027) paid more attention to social distancing.  

Healthcare professions have better scores for total 

occupational burnout, emotional exhaustion, and 

depersonalisation than education professions (Table 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Comparison of health and education sciences professionals' levels of fear of Covid-19  attention to and 

social distance 

 Health Science n:97 

M [Q1-Q3] 

Education or Social Sciences 

n:53 

M [Q1-Q3] 

p 

Fear of Covid-19                                                      27 [20-28] 28 [24-31] .397a 

Social Distancing                                                       11 [10-13] 10 [10-12] .027a* 

Burnout 81 [67-86] 85 [77-89] .013a* 

Emotional exhaustion 35 [27-37] 36 [33-39] .020a* 

Depersonalization 17 [11-19] 19 [16.5-20] .007a* 

Personal 

accomplishment 

30 [28-32] 29 [28-32] 
.518 

a: Mann Whitney U, p<0.05, M: Median, Q1: First Quartile, Q3: Third Quartile 

 

There was a significant positive moderate relationship 

between the total burnout score (p<0.000, r=.500), the  

 

 

subcategories of emotional exhaustion (p<.000, 

r=.423), depersonalization (p<0.000, r=.547), and the  

level of fear of Covid-19. There was a significant 

positive, very weak relationship between the 
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subcategory of depersonalization (p=0.005, r=229) and 

attention to social distancing (Table 3). 

 

Tablo 3: The relationship between fear of Covid-19, attention to social distance, and professional burnout

 

 Fear of Covid-19 Social Distance 

 pa r pa r 

Fear of Covid-19 - - .153 .117 

Burnout .000** .500 .093 -.138 

Emotional exhaustion .000** .423 .383 .072 

Depersonalization .000** .547 .005* .229 

Personal 

accomplishment 

.332 -.080 .063 .152 

a: Spearman Correlation Analyses  
 

4. DISCUSSION  

 

We aimed to compare the levels of fear of Covid-19, 

attention to social distancing, and occupational burnout 

among health and education professionals working in 

SECRs during the pandemic. Our study results revealed 

no significant difference in fear of Covid-19 between 

health professionals and education professionals and 

showed that health professionals paid more attention to 

social distancing than education professionals. Health 

professionals' total burnout, emotional exhaustion, and 

depersonalization levels were significantly lower than 

education professionals. There was a significant 

positive moderate relationship between the total 

burnout score, the subcategories of emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and the fear of Covid-

19. 

Our study showed educators and health workers have 

similar COVID-19 fears in SERCs. This similarity can 

be explained by the fact that both groups work in close 

physical contact with children with special needs. In 

addition, both groups work with the children for long 

periods, e.g. 45 minutes per session. Both groups 

working in SERCs are at risk of viral infection because 

they involve touching and close contact with patients 

(Sönmez & Çağlayan, 2022). Additionally, both groups 

have continued to provide rehabilitation services and 

have been given extra responsibilities, such as ensuring 

social distancing of children with disabilities and 

maintaining hygiene standards within the service 

throughout the pandemic. Interestingly, SERC 

professionals show a high fear of Covid-19, as high as 

frontline health workers in a hospital (Yılmaz et al., 

2021). Numerous studies have shown that frontline 

workers experience adverse conditions during the 

pandemic (Altunalan et al., 2022; Yılmaz et al., 2021), 

but SERC workers feel forgotten compared to other 

health workers during the pandemic (Ishaky et al., 

2023). These findings suggest that service providers 

should consider protective measures, including 

decreasing working hours (Duong et al., 2022) and 

providing protective equipment (Romeu-Labayen et 

al., 2022) for SERCs workers during a pandemic. 

 

Our study showed that health professionals pay more 

attention to social distancing than education 

professionals. Several factors may influence attention 

to social distancing, including gender, age, education 

level, and working hours (Ayaslıer et al., 2023; Tekkas 

Kerman et al., 2022). Attention to social distancing is 

an important parameter of Covid-19 preventive 

behaviours associated with occupational burnout 

(Czeisler et al., 2023). Our results aligned with the 

literature (Islam et al., 2020); our study showed 

a positive moderate relationship between the levels of 

attention to social distancing and depersonalization 

among health and education professionals working in 

SERCs. The relationship between social distancing and 

depersonalisation can be explained by decreasing social 

relationships. Social (or, more accurately, physical) 

distance is modeled by the reduced number of attempts 

an agent makes to find someone to talk to (Fontanari, 

2021). This model considers the quality of social 

interaction, defined as the rate at which the level of 

loneliness decreases during a social interaction. The 

number, quality, or duration of social relationships 

leads individuals to a pattern of burnout in which the 

agents' feelings of loneliness are heightened. 

Our study results showed that levels of occupational 

burnout were similar between education and health 

workers. Additionally, both groups showed high 

adverse scores in three subheadings of Maslach. Covid-

19 has been associated with an increased prevalence of 

burnout syndrome. This phenomenon has been 

observed in individuals experiencing a range of 

emotional states, including anxiety, fear of infection, 

and fear of infecting their relatives. Our emotional 

exhaustion, depersonalization, and personal 

accomplishment scores are worse than before (Tarakcı 

et al., 2012) and after (Erdoğan et al., 2023) Covid-19 

in SERCs’ workers. Furthermore, the burnout score in 

our study is worse than those reported in previous 

studies conducted on physiotherapists during the 

pandemic period (Şenocak et al., 2023). Our research 

showed a moderate correlation between fear of Covid-

19 and the experience of emotional exhaustion and 

depersonalisation, which is in line with the literature 

(Padmanabhanunni & Pretorius, 2023). 



JIHSAM 2024; 10(20) Journal of International Health Sciences and Management  Original Article 

 

 

Altunalan, T., Karakoç, M., Kolaylı, T. (2024). Investigating Fear of Covid-19, Social Distance and Burnout Among Health and Education 

Professionals Working in Special Education and Rehabilitation Centers. Journal of International Health Sciences and Management, 10(20):88-94 

93 

 

A strong aspect of our study is that it is the first to 

compare fear of Covid-19 and social distancing levels 

in SERCs to the best of our knowledge. Our study has 

some limitations. One is that we did not assess health 

literacy; this is a potential factor for attention to social 

distancing and fear of Covid-19. Although our 

participant count is sufficient for our current 

hypothesis, it is inadequate for forming subgroups 

according to mediator variables. 

 

5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study showed that education and health 

professionals had similar fears of Covid-19 behaviour, 

and occupational burnout. However, education had 

worse social distancing score. Fear of Covid-19 among 

SERC workers was as common as among frontline 

health workers in a hospital. There was a significant 

positive, moderate relationship between fear of Covid-

19, emotional exhaustion, and depersonalisation, and a 

significant positive, very weak relationship between 

attention to social distancing and depersonalisation. 

Further studies should be conducted on larger 

populations to include potential mediators such as 

health literacy.  
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