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Abstract: The present article is based on 

the results of a special survey carried out 

since February 2021 in various foreign 

countries. The aim of the survey was to 

find out and gain a deeper understanding of 

the way persons who have overcome 

traumatic spinal cord injuries, been 

diagnosed with post-COVID-19 syndrome, 

and suffered various social and health 

consequences as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic, perceive their situation in the 

current period of research into post-

COVID-19 syndrome and the various 

lifelong consequences or socio-

pathological effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic. These consequences have 

significantly exacerbated their original 

poor health and increased the impact of 

social isolation in which they have been 

living for an extended period. The article 

also provides potential solutions to help 

eliminate the socio-pathological impacts of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on this group of 

people. Similar research may provide 

relevant and inspiring suggestions for 

further and new specific research, studies 

and analyses in the field of mental health 

and cognitive function improvement, as 

well as possibilities for addressing the 

socio-pathological consequences. Carrying 

out such research is particularly important 

during critical periods that affect the global 

population in various aspects of life due to 

the serious consequences they convey. The 
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COVID-19 pandemic with its waves, as 

well as similar pandemics with their 

subsequent far-reaching negative 

consequences, are an example of such 

critical periods. The special survey also 

aimed to support the development of a 

variety of reinforcing strategies to improve 

physical and mental well-being across 

various disciplines that have been 

significantly affected by the consequences 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Keywords: Persons with traumatic spinal 

cord injury. Increased stress. Post-COVID-

19 syndrome. Chronic post-COVID-19 

syndrome. Physical difficulties. Social 

isolation. Mental difficulties. Socio-

pathological phenomena. Cognitive 

telerehabilitation. 

__________________________________ 

Introduction 

In the midst of the COVID-19 

pandemic, we had the opportunity to better 

realise the importance of human contact 

and active face-to-face conversation with 

one another. This period was marked by 

the necessity to communicate by phone or 

online means, as well as by the massive 

death toll which caused many to lose their 

loved ones. It was a period marked by 

great physical and social isolation. This 

social isolation has been especially hard on 

marginalised groups that have been forced 

to live in this isolation for a long time. 

Such groups include people who have 

suffered traumatic spinal cord injuries. The 

incidence of spinal cord injuries showed an 

upward trend and they are among the most 

serious types of traumatic injuries (Chen et 

al., 2007; van Middendorp, J.J. et al., 

2011). 

Thus, persons who have suffered 

traumatic spinal cord injuries are 

constantly trying to achieve a balance in 

the midst of psychosocial, bio-organic, and 

environmental effects (Trieschmann, 

1988). 

Given the severity of traumatic 

injuries, the present article is based on the 

results of a special survey carried out since 

February 2021, which aimed to find out 

how persons who have overcome traumatic 

spinal cord injuries, been diagnosed with 

post-COVID-19 syndrome, and suffered 

various social and health consequences as 

a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

perceive their situation. The conducted 

research also set out to suggest possible 

solutions that would help eliminate the 

socio-pathological effects of the COVID-

19 pandemic on this group of people. 

This special survey took place in various 

foreign countries, such as Italy, Spain, the 
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United States of America, Australia, the 

United Kingdom, Ireland, Scotland, 

Austria, Belgium, Sweden, France, 

Hungary, Poland, Croatia, Romania, 

Ukraine, Chile, and Malta. 

  

Methods and Results 

The issue at hand was rather 

challenging and the respondents included 

200 persons aged 20–40 years who had 

overcome a traumatic spinal cord injury. In 

order to participate in this special survey, 

the respondents were required to be over 

18 years of age, have had a spinal or spinal 

cord injury with temporary or permanent 

impairment of the function and structure of 

the spinal cord, have demonstrated some of 

the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

the lives of this group of persons, and have 

demonstrated some manifestations of post-

COVID-19 syndrome.  

80% of the participants were men 

and 20% were women. There are several 

factors that could have contributed to this 

imbalance. The most compelling factor is 

the fact that the vast majority of patients 

with spinal cord injury resulting from an 

injury, trauma, fall, acts of violence, e.g. in 

sports, gunshot wounds, or polytrauma are 

men aged 50 years or younger (Kennedy et 

al., 2000). Another factor is that women 

consider the issue of traumatic spinal cord 

injury, in some specific areas such as the 

diverse psychological aspects related to the 

issue of autonomic dysreflexia, much more 

sensitive than men and, as a result, are 

reluctant to participate in similar research 

(see also: Lequerica et al., 2010). 

This group of respondents was 

approached through various foreign and 

non-governmental organisations, centres, 

support groups providing support and 

assistance to people with various types of 

disabilities, paraplegia, chronic diseases, 

spinal or spinal cord injuries. Respondents 

were also contacted by various hospitals or 

medical and rehabilitation centres or 

clinics, or by certain professionals who 

have long been professionally working in 

these countries, particularly in the 

healthcare sector or in related fields aimed 

at providing care and support for the 

aforementioned groups of people.  

After establishing initial contact 

with these organisations, groups, centres, 

hospitals and professionals, the 

respondents were contacted for research 

purposes via email, various apps or, where 

possible, by phone. 

All respondents provided specialised 

consent/GDPR to ensure they themselves 

as well as the survey were legally 

protected. 
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In order to receive an adequate 

methodological response given the 

survey’s focus on respondents’ personal 

and subjective experience, it was necessary 

to use a qualitative approach employing in-

depth online interviews. One interview 

lasted 100 minutes. All interviews and 

research notes were subsequently 

transcribed or written down. Special 

attention was paid to uncommon answers, 

biases, and assumptions. Credibility was 

established through prolonged 

engagement, validation of emerging codes 

and categories in subsequent interviews, 

and debriefing with supervisors (peer 

check). The survey documented the unique 

experience of the respondents, and the only 

limiting factor was the fact that the 

following part of the special survey started 

in July 2021 in the aforementioned 

countries as well as in other foreign 

countries, and the results thus cannot 

currently be applied to the global 

population. 

Prior to conducting these in-depth 

online interviews, focus group discussions 

were held with the respondents. As stated 

by Audrey Roulston, focus group 

discussions allow researchers to reach a 

consensus on relevant issues (Roulston 

2021). As can be seen from Roulston’s 

research, focus group discussions are 

considered a suitable method for studying 

complex topics involving numerous levels 

of feelings and experiences (Roulston 

2021). Focus group discussions carried out 

with the respondents highlighted several 

themes discussed in more detail in online 

interviews: the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the lives of the respondents, 

experiencing the manifestations of post-

COVID-19 syndrome on primarily 

emotional and cognitive levels, and ways 

of managing stress and pressure. 

In light of the results of the focus 

group’s discussion, the survey was 

oriented towards the following areas: 

-  Respondents, in their own words, 

“are unable to battle” physical and 

social isolation during the 

pandemic. As a result, respondents 

showed increased stress at the level 

of physical discomfort, 

psychological distress, and 

relationships, particularly those 

where the respondent is 

demonstrably dependent on the 

assistance of others. This 

dependence on the assistance of 

others changed more frequently for 

many respondents during the 

COVID-19 pandemic due to the 

necessity to rotate between persons 

who could provide the necessary 
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assistance to the respondents, as 

well as due to the individual 

situation of each respondent. The 

respondents felt that the impact of 

these uncomfortable circumstances 

made their dependence on the 

assistance of others during the 

pandemic even more delicate and 

sensitive. The respondents reported 

that this situation resulted in 

frequent anxiety, increased 

nervousness, stress, or even 

depression. According to the 

respondents, this is also very 

closely related to various 

psychological aspects related to the 

issue of autonomic dysreflexia. 

- As a result of overcoming COVID-

19, the respondents also 

experienced respiratory difficulties, 

the weakening of their immune 

system, increased risk of fractures, 

and thrombosis. These facts have 

also been pointed out, for example, 

by research Hoogenes et al.,  2021; 

Rodríguez-Cola et al., 2020; Dicks 

et al., 2020; Wang, et al., 2020; 

Yuan et al.,  2020; See also: 

Veeravagu et al., 2013;  Vázquez 

Galeiras et al., 2013; Cardozo 

2007. 

-  As a result of the forced physical 

and social isolation, respondents 

experienced a great loss, for 

example, by being unable to stay in 

rehabilitation centres and thus were 

unable to change their environment. 

These options had previously 

helped respondents improve their 

physical and mental well-being, as 

they had been able to frequently 

interact with physiotherapists, as 

well as with other traumatic spinal 

cord injury patients who “had a 

similar outlook on life”. 

- The respondents felt the emotional 

burden be further exacerbated as a 

result of the emergence of certain 

socio-pathological phenomena that 

persisted in the post-COVID-19 

period. These include, in particular, 

economic instability, difficulties 

with finding a new job because the 

previous one disappeared as a result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

obstacles in maintaining adequate 

housing due to reduced financial 

resources and, for many 

respondents, the emergence or 

deepening of certain substance and 

non-substance addictions due to the 

need for adrenaline or for 

suppressing physical pain. 
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- The high emotional burden suffered 

by the respondents during the 

period of forced physical isolation 

was also caused by the 

impossibility to undergo 

rehabilitative sexual exercises that 

help their intimate life. This is a 

very sensitive issue for the 

respondents and it had a significant 

impact on their overall perception 

of their quality of life. 

- The respondents’ high level of 

anxiety, stress and feelings of 

emotional insecurity were also 

caused by the manifestations of 

post-COVID-19 syndrome and 

chronic post-COVID-19 syndrome. 

These symptoms included:  

Neurological and, in particular, 

cognitive and psychological 

difficulties. Respondents were 

diagnosed with cardiovascular 

disease, shingles, peripheral nerve 

inflammation, negative changes in 

their mental state, chronic fatigue, 

and sleep disorders as part of post-

COVID-19 syndrome and chronic 

post-COVID-19 syndrome 

manifestations. Negative changes 

in mental state were manifested at 

the emotional level, for example, 

by experiencing anxiety, fear, 

sadness, irritability, depression, 

mood swings, anger, rage, fury, 

aggressiveness, social phobia, 

feelings of loss of control over 

emotions, and inappropriate or 

paradoxical emotional reactions, 

which, according to the 

respondents, were also caused by 

prolonged physical isolation and 

lack of social interactions. They 

also exhibited a persistent tendency 

to avoid distressing thoughts or 

feelings about stressful events, to 

avoid external stimuli (e.g. various 

activities, subject matters, or 

situations) that trigger disturbing 

thoughts or feelings in the 

respondents. As they themselves 

put it, they also exhibited an 

inability to rest, insomnia, feelings 

of being overwhelmed by ordinary 

things, and difficulty coping with 

normal situations. 

- As a result of all of the above, the 

respondents also experienced a 

weakening of coping strategies in 

response to stressors, in particular, 

their most utilised coping strategy – 

doing sports. According to the 

respondents’ own words, in the 

past, sporting activities and 

especially the opportunity to 
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participate in team sports had had a 

positive effect on their mental well-

being and physical fitness.  

- The respondents’ coping strategies 

changed into passive ones, 

particularly into various forms of 

escape and avoidance, or they 

employed coping strategies that 

revolved around very limited 

contact, usually with their families. 

- The weakening of coping strategies 

in the respondents also resulted in 

involuntary social isolation, which 

for many persisted even into the 

post-COVID-19 period. 

- According to the respondents, in 

the current situation in which they 

have found themselves since the 

beginning of the COVID-19 

pandemic, they also tried to 

“return” to their spiritual roots and 

to find the meaning of life. In their 

own words, they were forced to 

rediscover their options. This 

sparked, for example, the need to 

focus on new leisure activities and 

hobbies. During the post-COVID-

19 period, many respondents felt 

the need to find a new job or regain 

their footing in society. 

- The respondents also sought to 

rediscover sources of spirituality. 

These sources were described by 

respondents as religious faith, inner 

strength, meaningful connection 

with other people, contact with 

nature, and each individual 

respondent’s search for answers to 

how they actually feel and what 

makes them feel better in a new 

situation.  

- The sources of spirituality, 

according to the respondents’ own 

words, were also directly related to 

their efforts to seek various forms 

of relaxation, strengthen their 

mental well-being and mental 

strength, find resources for inner 

strength, exert efforts to achieve a 

sense of hope and gratitude, and 

gain strength to cope with stress. 

Contact with nature, which was 

facilitated, where possible, 

primarily via family, friends, or 

members of their religious 

neighbourhood community or some 

other volunteering community, 

helped them in this regard.  

- Respondents felt an increased need 

for social support during the 

pandemic as well as in the post-

COVID-19 period. Social support 

has become a highly utilised coping 

strategy for them. In particular, 



Mgr. Mariana Hamarova                                                            Sociálno-zdravotnícke spektrum           

                Social Health Spectrum       

 

they seek emotional support, which 

would provide them with positive 

emotions, such as understanding, 

hope, reassurance, affection, 

emotional closeness, empathy, 

kindness, comfort, expressions of 

interest in their situation, a sense of 

trust, and active listening, through 

which they can gain a sense of 

security, acceptance and gradually 

gain a firmer footing, as well as 

feel the presence of their loved 

ones. In addition to emotional 

support, respondents showed the 

need for evaluative support, which 

is expressed through respect, 

esteem, appreciation, and the way 

in which they are treated. Such an 

approach helps respondents 

reassure themselves of their worth, 

reinforces their self-confidence and 

their efforts to deal with the 

situation independently, and 

represents a new positive source of 

self-esteem for them. Respondents 

also expressed that they were in 

great need of individual social 

support in addition to emotional 

and evaluative support. 

- The utilised coping strategies were 

reinforced by so-called “peer” 

support (see also: O'Dell et al., 

2018), which is very well 

developed in developed countries 

and effectively targets persons with 

traumatic spinal cord injury, their 

family members, and respondents’ 

social networks, which is very 

important to them. 

- Through in-depth online interviews, 

respondents also expressed the 

need for the professional public 

including healthcare workers and 

related professions, the academic 

public including researchers, as 

well as the general public to be as 

informed as possible about the 

aforementioned challenges faced by 

persons with spinal cord injuries 

since the outbreak of the COVID-

19 pandemic, which persist in the 

current post-COVID-19 period. 

 

Based on their individual problems, the 

respondents were involved in a special 

online intervention programme designed 

for this group of respondents, in a virtual 

reality environment aimed at improving 

cognitive deficits as well as mental well-

being affected by the COVID-19 pandemic 

and post-COVID-19 syndrome. 

Respondents completed cognitive 

telerehabilitation exercises as part of a 

special online intervention programme. 
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They learned about the exercises and 

procedures in this special online 

intervention programme through lectures, 

consultations, and specially designed 

instructional material, which they were 

given prior to taking part in the survey 

itself.  

In addition to practising cognitive 

telerehabilitation, which strengthened 

respondents’ cognitive skills, they had the 

opportunity to discuss their problems and 

any hard feelings they encountered during 

the COVID-19 pandemic and continue to 

encounter in the post-COVID-19 period. 

During the special online intervention 

programme, respondents were also 

encouraged to talk about their concerns, 

uncover any underlying causes of their 

problems, and try to identify their specific 

ways of thinking. They were also 

instructed through various exercises to take 

full responsibility for their personal 

decisions, to be able to identify their own 

inner resources so that they could use them 

to solve their problems, to realise what is 

important to them in their lives, to be able 

to get in touch with their inner resources, 

to explore their feelings and thoughts, to 

set specific goals, to be able to facilitate 

their decision-making process, to be 

supported in times of crisis, to be able to 

support their personal development, to 

improve their self-knowledge and self-

awareness, to process emotions and 

internal conflicts, to be supported at 

various points in their lives, to be able to 

acknowledge even unpleasant experiences 

from their past, to be motivated to find 

their own solutions to problems, to reach 

resolutions to the problems they face, to be 

able to develop coping strategies and their 

own potential gradually and on their own. 

These special exercises helped the 

respondents mobilise their own inner 

resources, leading them towards a sense of 

hope and positive direction, thus 

strengthening their sense of control over 

their own situation and emotions.  

The special online intervention 

programme was followed by an evaluation 

of the effects of the programme on the 

mental and cognitive state of the 

respondents. On the basis of this 

evaluation, a conversation was held with 

each individual respondent about the 

problems they were experiencing in order 

to outline potential solutions and options 

for each respondent, which they could 

achieve under specific conditions. These 

conditions and milestones were set by each 

individual respondent and continue to be 

monitored on an ongoing basis through the 

continuation of the special survey starting 

in July 2021.  
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Discussion     

       The results of the special survey 

showed that, since the outbreak of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, persons with 

traumatic spinal cord injuries have suffered 

increased stress, anxiety, and emotional 

instability, which have been manifested 

primarily in their physical, mental, and 

social well-being, and in their 

relationships. Stress is a combination of 

effects on these areas, where stressors 

influence each other and can be mutually 

reinforcing or even triggering. Or, in some 

cases, the respondents themselves may 

contribute to the emergence or 

reinforcement of stressors through their 

own behaviour, for example at the level of 

mental well-being, as a result of the 

manifestations of post-COVID-19 

syndrome and chronic post-COVID-19 

syndrome.  

The areas identified by the special 

survey may become inspiring stimuli for 

further and new in-depth research into the 

life of people suffering from spinal cord 

injuries. Possible suggested solutions that 

could help eliminate the socio-pathological 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on this 

group of people include the active 

involvement of these individuals in 

specially designed programmes and 

activities aimed at promoting improved 

physical and mental health. One such 

example may be a specially designed 

online intervention programme that 

combines the effects of different scientific 

fields, the first phase of which was 

completed by respondents from February 

2021 to June 2021. Following the 

completion of this first phase of the 

specially-designed online intervention 

programme, the respondents were asked to 

be more mindful of and perceptive to all 

the positive aspects they experienced 

during the programme, which help them 

mobilise their own internal resources. At 

the same time, they were asked to work on 

the gradual implementation of these 

aspects in their daily lives. This means, for 

example, to perceive the present moment 

intensely, to accept it, to appreciate it, or to 

practise directing their attention. To focus 

their attention in a gentle, careful, and 

sensitive way on the stimuli they encounter 

in the present moment or on a particular 

object whenever they start to think about 

their negative feelings and emotions, or to 

focus their attention on what they do not 

normally see in their surroundings, to 

devote themselves to a specific activity, to 

immerse themselves completely in it 

without any distraction, through various 

exercises they had the opportunity to 



Mgr. Mariana Hamarova                                                            Sociálno-zdravotnícke spektrum           

                Social Health Spectrum       

 

engage in during the training to strengthen 

their positive emotions, thoughts, feelings 

of hope and happiness, confidence in 

themselves and in their inner resources, 

and in their positive way of thinking. 

 

Conclusion     

The post-COVID-19 period, the 

manifestations of post-COVID-19 

syndrome as well as chronic post-COVID-

19 syndrome and their consequences were 

especially hard on people suffering from 

traumatic spinal cord injury. The 

completion of the first phase of a special 

online intervention programme designed 

for them has led to certain improvements. 

In order for these improvements to have a 

lasting effect, it is essential that the aspects 

that emerged from the completion of the 

first phase of the programme (mentioned in 

the Discussion section) are implemented in 

the respondents’ daily lives. For this 

reason, it is necessary for the procedures as 

well as the success of this implementation 

in the practical lives of the respondents to 

be monitored and analysed. Similar 

analyses form the basis for conducting 

further research or studies aimed at 

mitigating the effects of the manifestations 

of post-COVID-19 syndrome and chronic 

post-COVID-19 syndrome in persons with 

traumatic spinal cord injuries, as well as 

other primarily marginalised individuals, 

groups, or communities affected by various 

stressful situations and social pathologies 

as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These analyses can also contribute to the 

development of a variety of support 

strategies aimed at promoting physical and 

mental well-being, as well as at 

strengthening relationships, in order to 

eliminate or prevent, as much as possible, 

socio-pathological phenomena, within the 

different disciplines that have also been 

significantly affected by the COVID-19 

pandemic. 
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