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The Covid-19 Clinician Cohort (CoCCo) Study:  
Empirically grounded recommendations for future-facing psychological  

care in frontline doctors 
 

The COVID-19 Clinicians Cohort (CoCCo) study is a follow up of a larger scale study which examined 
mental health in frontline doctors during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the CoCCo study, we aimed to 
build on earlier work and develop recommendations and a model of psychological care for frontline 
doctors to support recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, but also to offer a robust and coherent future-
facing longer-term pathway for psychological wellbeing beyond the pandemic.    

 
What we did 
Thirty-one frontline doctors took part in a 40-60 minute interview which asked about their experiences 
and psychological care needs during the COVID-19 pandemic. All worked in the UK in either 
anaesthetics, emergency or intensive care*. 

  
What we found 
We carefully analysed what was said in the interview and identified common themes which represented 
their thoughts and feelings about working during the pandemic, and also their reflections and ideas 
about their psychological needs. To summarise, these themes were: 

 

• Working on the frontline was difficult for many, and their experiences were highly impactful and 
compounded by working environments that made it harder to cope with workload demands that 
were excessive and compromising of health and wellbeing. Doctors described experiencing 
immense and prolonged stress. 
 

• A strong message was the important benefits of practical changes to the work environment, such 
as provision of rest areas, hot food and comfortable seating which significantly impacts wellbeing.  
 

• Doctors in our study used a range of coping strategies to manage their stress, such as storing 
things up, drinking, and keeping busy. Those reporting high levels of stress reported how pandemic 
restrictions on their preferred coping mechanisms made it harder to manage.  
 

• The importance of a combination of formal and informal sources of support, was seen as essential 
for managing psychological distress. Doctors expressed the importance of talking to colleagues, 
friends and family but not always feeling able to.  
 

• Despite most people who took part valuing having the option of psychological support and being 
aware of wellness-related activities, very few took this up. This was due to limited time available 
and how comfortable they felt discussing personal issues in or near work environments. Participants 
suggested that support could be improved by offering one-to-one sessions or small group sessions 
with colleagues, depending on personal preferences. Importantly, most people who took part 
emphasised the importance of reducing stigma associated with accessing psychological support.  
 

 



From these themes, we worked with experts and a clinical advisory group to develop a set of 
recommendations and a model of psychological care as shown below: 

Primary importance was placed on first meeting basic psychological and physical needs of all frontline 
doctors. Focus was also placed on raising awareness of mental health in the workplace, so frontline 
doctors understand when their distress levels require additional support. The next level highlights the 
need for making different types of psychological support accessible, fitting with the personal and time-
related preferences of doctors. In line with this, the importance of reducing barriers to accessing 
psychological support was emphasised, with a goal to normalise the need for care within the frontline 
population. Finally, for those most distressed with persistent difficulties i.e., those not alleviated by the 
previous stages - the possibility of a coherent stepped pathway to psychological care in the workplace, 
ranging from self-help approaches to higher-level interventions (including access to evidence based 
interventions) should be available to those who need it.  
 
These findings have been written up and published in the International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, which can be accessed here:  
 
IJERPH | Free Full-Text | The COVID-19 Clinician Cohort (CoCCo) Study: Empirically Grounded 
Recommendations for Forward-Facing Psychological Care of Frontline Doctors (mdpi.com)  
 
We plan to share these findings with clinicians, researchers and policymakers, with a view to influencing 
the future psychological care of frontline doctors.  Please do share this research with those who may 
find it useful.  

 
Thank you for your time and contribution to this study 

 
The CoCCo research team 
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