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Covid-19: Shielding doctors express concerns about returning to work

Abi Rimmer

Doctors who have been shielding during the covid-19 pandemic have said they are worried for their safety
when they return to work.

From 1 August those who are at high risk of serious illness if they contract covid-19 will no longer be advised
to shield in England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland.! 3 But doctors who have been shielding during the
pandemic have expressed concerns about their safety when they return to work, and say they feel forgotten
by their employers.

Neurology registrar Mike Kemp conducted a small survey of shielding healthcare workers to gauge their
views. He received responses from 100 healthcare workers, including 59 doctors. Over half (59%) of the
respondents said that they had not been risk assessed in preparation for their return to work. And almost
three quarters (70%) said they didn’t know what measures would be in place to ensure their safety when
they returned.

One anonymous respondent said, “I feel forgotten. I've done a huge amount of work from home to contribute
to keeping outpatients running and feel my employer, training programme director, and NHS England have
done nothing for me. I’'m so worried about changeover and no one seems to have sorted anything despite it
being in a few weeks.”

Another said, “It is clear to me that the relaxation of lockdown is too early and unsafe, and that it is no safer
for a high risk person to be out and about than it previously was. If I'm asked to return to face-to-face I will
have to choose between my career and my health, and I will be forced to choose my health.”

Kemp, who is shielding by proxy, stressed that he has been well supported and provided with work to
undertake while he is shielding to further his training, but said this was not the case for everyone.

One doctor who responded to the survey said that there had been limited information from any of the medical
royal colleges about the impact that shielding would have on training and flexibility in rotations. “It’s been
disappointing to say the least.”

The BMA has published a briefing document on supporting staff who are shielding to return to work. It says
that employers should provide evidence of the safety measures that are being put in place to make workplaces
“covid-19 safe” to reassure staff who are returning to work.*

Kemp said that it became clear to him through discussions with other shielded healthcare workers that this
group felt under-supported.

“We are now at a point where shielding doctors feel at the most risk, when stepping back towards some
semblance of normality, we need to ensure they are safe to do so but also that they feel safe in doing so,”
Kemp said. “This survey demonstrates this feeling across the shielded healthcare workforce and that a great
deal more needs to be done to support them.”
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