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Evaluation of anxiety and fear of COVID-19 in patients
admitted to an ophthalmology outpatient clinic

Dear Editor,

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) outbreak has brought gross
changes to the community and many studies revealed that stress and
anxiety have increased during the pandemic.}?

The new coronavirus has been shown in conjunctival samples,
however, ocular transmission has not yet been clearly shown in
studies.®” Apart from viral load in secretions, the ophthalmolog-
ical examination itself poses a high risk because of close contact
with the patient and that may lead to fear of being infected and
anxiety.

Therefore, we aimed to determine the fear of COVID-19 and
anxiety levels of patients admitted to an ophthalmology outpatient
clinic.

We recruited 223 patients in Dicle University Ophthalmology
outpatient clinics from 15 July 2020 to 15 September 2020. Data
were collected for sociodemographic features, fear of COVID-19,
and information about following the safety measures. Patients were
evaluated using Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale (HAM-A).8 Data were
analysed through the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) Inc version 22.0 (Chicago, IL, USA) package software.

Of the participants, 101 were female, and 122 were male. 81.6%
of the patients felt fear of COVID-19 at various degrees when they
visited the hospital. Among the questions related to the fear of
COVID-19, the highest rate was found in the fear of being infected,
followed by the fear of spreading the virus to others. Fifty-eight per
cent of the patients had postponed hospital admission as a result of
the pandemic.

The total mean score in the HAM-A was 9.28 + 8.717, and 51.6%
of the patients scored >6, which indicates clinical significance.
Women and single participants had significantly higher anxiety than
men and married/civil partnership respectively. Students also had
higher anxiety compared with other employment groups. No differ-
ence was shown in HAM-A scores between the patients who post-
poned their admission because of the coronavirus and those who
did not (Table 1). However, the degree of their fear of COVID-19
when visiting the hospital, was significantly higher in the group who
postponed their admission (P < .01, Mann-Whitney test). Age, edu-
cation and fear of COVID-19 when visiting the hospital significantly
correlated with HAM-A scores (P < .01).

Our study revealed that anxiety was high among the patients
who visited our ophthalmology outpatient department. More than
half of the participants had clinically significant anxiety and many
patients felt fear of COVID-19 when they visited the hospital.

Ozdin and Ozdin found that 45.1% of the participants scored
higher than the cut-off point for anxiety during the COVID-19 pan-
demic and anxiety levels were significantly higher among female
participants, which are similar to our result.’?

Our study showed slightly higher anxiety levels compared with pre-
vious studies which reported anxiety rates from 6.33% to 50.9%." We
can suggest that visiting an eye clinic might be related to high levels
of anxiety in these patients as anxiety was significantly related to the
fear of COVID-19 in the hospital and the postponement of hospital
admission. However, it is still unclear whether eye examination itself
affects anxiety. Because no difference was found in anxiety between
those who believed that the coronavirus could be transmitted via eyes
and those who did not.

Anxiety scores were significantly high among those who had
fear of COVID-19 in the hospital and those who postponed hospital
visits. The degree of fear was positively correlated with the anxiety
scores. Similar to our study, many studies demonstrated that fear of
the pandemic is associated with delayed access to health services®
and hospital admissions even for emergency cases have been de-
creased.>” Our findings support that coronavirus fear and anxiety
play arole in avoiding hospital admissions as it shows that the degree
of fear of COVID-19 was higher in those who delayed their hospital
visit and it was positively correlated with anxiety levels.

This study is the first to investigate fear and anxiety in an eye
clinic during the COVID-19 outbreak to the best of our knowledge.
Apart from previous ones supporting the increased anxiety levels in
the pandemic, it highlights that anxiety may have caused a problem
in the proper access to health services.
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TABLE 1 HAM-A scores

Gender
Female
Male
Marital status
Married/civil partnership
Single/divorced/widowed
Employment
Regular working
Irregular working
Unemployed
Student
Retired
Fear of COVID-19
Fear of being infected
No

Yes

Fear of suffering from severe

illness
No
Yes
Fear of death
No
Yes

Fear of spreading the virus to

others
No

Yes

Postponing the hospital admission
because of the pandemic

No

Yes

History of COVID-19 exposure

Anyone infected around the

patient
No
Yes

Contact with the infected person

No

Yes

Belief about transmission via eyes

No/l don't know
Yes

Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.

*P < .05; **P < .01.
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HAM-A
Mean +SD

11.25 + 9.397
7.66 + 7781

8.46 +8.210
10.91 + 9.489

8.81
8.86
8.15
14.13
8.25

5.71 +7.002
10.66 + 8.938

8.84 +8.808
10.24 + 8.501

8.74 + 8.657
10.83 +8.778

8.91+8.324
9.85 + 9.308

7.67 +=7.900
11.54 + 9.329

7.98 +8.243
12.07 +9.102

8.21+8.146
1548 + 9.414

8.44 +8.822
10.22 + 8.543
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