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Background and Objectives: The COVID-19 pandemic, as a new phenomenon, caused many 
problems for speech-language pathologists and faced them with various crises. The aim of this study 
was to review the experiences of speech-language pathologists with the problems and consequences 
of the pandemic and their effects on their clinical activities.

Methods: A qualitative study of interpretive phenomenological analysis was conducted and 21 
participants were selected non-randomly using maximum variation technique. Semi-structured 
interviews were used to collect information. After collecting the data, coding was started using 
MAXQDA software. Then, the data were analyzed by thematic analysis method and main 
themes emerged. Finally, the scientific accuracy of the data was measured by the method of 
Lincoln and Guba.

Results: Ten main themes, including infection, financial consequences, negative consequences 
of following health protocols, psychological consequences, consequences for clients, problems 
created in the workplace, problems created by clients, educational problems, lack of facilities, and 
opportunity creation were extracted, which represented therapists’ experiences with clinical work 
during the pandemic.

Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic created many negative and sometimes positive 
consequences for speech-language pathologists as well as many other professions, which led to 
changes and new experiences in the former routine of these therapists.
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Introduction

he outbreak of COVID-19 in 2019 cre-
ated critical conditions around the world 
that continued until 2023 [1, 2]. The virus 
mainly leads to respiratory tract infections 
in humans [3]. The rapid transmission of 

the virus led to significant disruptions in people’s work 
and daily lives [4, 5]. One of the professions affected by 
the pandemic was speech-language pathology. 

Speech-language pathologists, due to the clinical na-
ture of their work, often engage in face-to-face commu-
nication and are exposed to the upper airway structures 
of clients during procedures such as oral examinations 
and stroboscopy. Therefore, the risk of contracting CO-
VID-19 in these therapists is high [6]. 

The use of personal protective equipment (PPE) is cru-
cial, yet such equipment can hinder treatment by obscuring 
visual, auditory, and speech communication. For example, 
wearing glasses and masks reduces eye contact and facial 
expressions. Additionally, the pandemic led to fewer client 
referrals, which subsequently had financial repercussions 
[6-9]. Despite the announcement of the end of the critical 
situation of the pandemic in 2023 by the World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) [10], acknowledging the challenges and 
impacts this disease has had on the field of speech therapy 
has underscored the importance of learning from the com-
plex conditions of the pandemic. On the other hand, con-
sidering the respiratory transmission of this disease and the 
high prevalence of respiratory diseases in the cold seasons 
of the year, the experiences of therapists during this period 
can be invaluable for future similar situations.

Previous studies exploring the effects of the pandemic 
on this field through surveys do not fully capture the 
therapists’ experiences during these crises. Further-
more, people’s experiences of a phenomenon can vary 
significantly due to geographical differences and avail-
able resources [11-13]. Conducting a qualitative study 
can provide a deeper understanding of the consequences 
of this pandemic and a comprehensive insight into this 
phenomenon, helping professionals in this field to ad-
dress deficiencies, create suitable infrastructures, and 
enhance future performance. Therefore, the objective of 
this study is to explore the challenges and impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on the clinical activities of speech-
language pathologists.

Methods

A qualitative study was conducted using the interpre-
tive phenomenological analysis method. In this method, 
the researcher discovers the personal experience of the 
participants to gain a deeper understanding of the desired 
phenomenon [14]. 

Participants and sampling method

Twenty-one speech-language pathologists who were 
actively engaged in clinical activities either in-person 
or virtually during the pandemic participated in this re-
search. Sampling was conducted purposefully using the 
maximum variation technique to cover all treatment en-
vironments and areas of speech disorders.

T

 What is “already known” in this topic:

The COVID-19 pandemic had several negative effects on the work process of speech-language pathologists. 
Reduction in working hours and referrals, income reduction, change in the role of therapists during the pandemic 
period, and negative psychological effects are among the negative effects of this pandemic, which have been 
discussed in various studies in different parts of the world, but due to the difference in geography, conditions and 
the available facilities, the time of conducting the study and the design of the research, the results will be different 
in different regions of the world.

 What this article adds:

In this study, the experiences of speech-language pathologists in Iran who were working in different environments 
and fields during the pandemic period have been investigated. The method used in this research has provided 
a deeper and comprehensive view of Iranian therapists' experiences of continuing clinical activity in critical 
conditions of COVID-19. Also, in this study, in addition to the negative effects of the pandemic, the positive 
consequences of the pandemic have also been reflected.
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Data collection and analysis

Data were collected through semi-structured inter-
views that started with open-ended questions, such as: 
“Please describe your experience of clinical work dur-
ing the pandemic” and “How has the pandemic changed 
your work?”. The interviewer used a guide to steer the 
discussion and address the main topics. Each interview 
lasted between 30 to 60 minutes and was audio-recorded 
with the participant’s consent. 

Analysis began immediately after the first interview 
and proceeded concurrently with subsequent interviews 
up to the 21st interview. The interviews were transcribed 
and then coded using MAXQDA software, version 
2020. The coded data were analyzed by thematic analy-
sis method. In this method, codes are first grouped into 
clusters and then themes are formed. Then, the catego-
ries are refined, and specific names are assigned to each 
theme. 

Trustworthiness

To enhance the scientific accuracy and reliability of the 
data, four criteria outlined by Lincoln and Goba were 
applied: Credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability [15]. In order to increase the credibility 
of the data, the samples with the maximum variation 
were selected and a part of the data was provided to the 
participants after analysis to confirm the accuracy of the 
information. In order to increase the transferability, the 
sampling and analysis steps were carefully described so 
that the readers could make a correct judgment about the 
use of the findings in similar situations. In terms of de-
pendability, in addition to the detailed description of all 
the stages of the research, in order to make it possible for 
the readers to follow the researcher’s decisions, the data 
were audited by another member of the research team. 
In order to increase the confirmability, the data were pro-
vided to other members of the research team to minimize 
researcher bias.

Results

Participants

Twenty-one speech-language pathologists who con-
ducted clinical activities both face-to-face and online 
during the pandemic participated in this study. The char-
acteristics of the participants are displayed in Table 1. 

A total of 331 codes were extracted from the 21 in-
terviews, from which 33 sub-themes and 10 themes 
emerged, as detailed in Table 2.

Infection 

The participants discussed the impact of COVID-19, 
highlighting two significant sub-themes: “Interruption in 
work” and “death of clients.” The infection of either the 
therapist or client necessitated adherence to quarantine 
protocols, disrupting therapy sessions. Moreover, the 
vulnerability of some clients, particularly those with un-
derlying health conditions or those of advanced age who 
were often receiving treatment for dysphagia or aphasia, 
led to client fatalities.

Financial consequences

Financial repercussions such as “reduction of referrals 
and closures,” “decrease in income,” “announcement 
of the closure of private clinics,” and “increasing clinic 
costs” were also significant challenges faced by thera-
pists. All participants reported a drop in referrals from 
mild to severe depending on their place of workplace, 
with the most substantial reductions occurring during 
peak periods of the disease and in private clinics. Hospi-
tal outpatient visits also decreased. Most participants ex-
perienced a complete shutdown at the pandemic’s outset, 
which adversely affected their income. Three therapists 
with fixed incomes from universities and hospitals did 
not encounter this issue. The financial strain led to the 
closure of some private clinics and imposed additional 
costs on clinic owners for purchasing disinfectants, ther-
mometers, masks, gloves, ventilation equipment, and 
costs related to re-advertisements post-reopening. 

Negative consequences of following health protocols

Compliance with health protocols during work led to 
“disruption in diagnosis and treatment”, “increased dif-
ficulty of work” and “decreased quality of services”. 
PPE, such as shields, glasses, and masks impaired the 
therapists’ vision, caused light reflection, obscured vi-
sual cues, distorted sound quality, and complicated com-
munication—particularly challenging when working 
with child clients during evaluations and treatments. 
Transparent masks would fog up over time, rendering 
them practically ineffective. Maintaining social distance 
eliminated the possibility of providing tactile cues and 
instructions. Keeping the windows open for ventilation 
presented problems, such as exposure to cold or heat, 
depending on the season, and disruptive noise from out-
side. All these factors presented significant challenges 
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for therapists. Also, PPE causes fatigue, thirst, vocal 
strain, and lack of physical energy in therapists. One of 
the therapists said:

Code 3: “It was difficult for us to diagnose with glasses 
(stroboscopy) because we could hardly see the monitor".

Psychological consequences

Therapists discussed their unpleasant psychological 
experiences of the pandemic in the form of four sub-
themes. The first one was “fear of COVID-19”. Thera-
pists working in high-risk environments were worried 
about getting infected and passing the virus to their fam-
ilies, which created “psychological pressure for thera-

pists” along with economic problems and reduced social 
connections. The pandemic caused surprises and chang-
es in people’s social, professional, and personal lives. 
Therapists considered this “change in the rhythm of life” 
to be one of the psychological consequences of the pan-
demic. On the other hand, the therapists whose part of 
training coincided with the outbreak of COVID-19 faced 
educational problems, which caused “a decrease in their 
self-confidence” to start working.

Consequences for clients

«Loss of golden time”, “reduction of training ses-
sions” and “discontinue of treatment” were negative 
consequences for clients. The closure of clinics at the 

Table 1. Participants’ characteristics

Field of ExperiencesWork Experience 
(y)Clinical SettingAge (y)Level of 

EducationGenderCode

Developmental disorders5Clinic-rehabilitation 
center29MScFemale1

Developmental disorders-
Infant swallowing12Hospitals and academic 

centers40PhDFemale2

Voice disorders12Hospital- private clinic36BScFemale3

Developmental disorders13Private clinic38BScFemale4

Stuttering-articulation 
disorders10Private clinic30MScFemale5

All types of disorders30Academic centers-
private clinics56PhDMale6

All types of disorders2Private clinic-home visit23MScFemale7

Voice disorders-articulation - 
developmental disorders2Academic centers 

(interns)-private clinics23BScFemale8

Stuttering-aphasia-dysphasia- 
Developmental disorders3Private clinics25BScMale9

Dysphagia-aphasia - stuttering 
-dyslexia3Private clinics - nursing 

home24MScMale10

Developmental disorders-
stuttering2Academic centers 

(interns)-private clinics23BScFemale11

Dysphagia-aphasia13Private clinic-hospital - 
home visit32MScMale12

All types of disorders16Hospital- private clinic- 
home visit37BScFemale13

All types of disorders5
Private clinic-

rehabilitation center 
-home visit

27BScMale14

Stuttering-developmental 
disorders-autism22Private clinic 47BScFemale15

Developmental disorders5Private clinic 27MScMale16

All types of disorders5Private clinic-home visit31MScMale17

Dysphagia4Hospital - home visit24BScMale18

Voice disorders-dysphagia25Hospital-private clinic-
 home visit50MScMale19

Dysphagia17Hospital-private 
clinic-home visit43MScFemale20

Voice disorders-developmental 
disorders10Hospital32MScFemale21
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Table 2. Themes and sub-themes

SubthemeTheme 

Interruption in work
Infection 

Death of clients

Reduction of references and closures

Financial consequences
Decrease in income

Announcement of closure of private clinics

Increase in clinic costs

Disruption in diagnosis and treatment

Negative consequences of following health protocols Increasing the difficulty of work

Decreasing the quality of service

Fear of COVID-19

Psychological consequences
Psychological pressure for the therapist

Changing the rhythm of life

Decrease in the self-confidence of trainees

Loss of golden time

Consequences for clients Reduction training sessions

Discontinue treatment

Lack of safe conditions

Problems created in the workplace Forcing the therapist to visit

Abandoning clinical work

Hypersensitivity
Problems caused by clients

Negligence

Compression of the training course
Educational problems

Reduction of referrals

Lack of facilities and aid received

Lack of facilities
Lack of environmental facilities

Difficulty of access to appropriate tools

Lack of training

Acceptability of online treatment

Create opportunities

Increasing awareness

Increase public health

Providing retraining opportunities

Mandatory correction

Changing the therapist’s scope of activity
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beginning of the pandemic, the fear of infection, and the 
quarantine policies during the pandemic period led to a 
reduction in treatment sessions and sometimes clients 
leaving the treatment and finally, losing the golden time 
of treatment for some clients.

Problems created in the workplace

“Lack of safe conditions”, “forcing the therapist to 
visit” and “abandoning clinical work” were among the 
problems created in the work environment following 
the pandemic. The non-standard building of some clin-
ics, the hospital turning into a COVID-19 center, the pa-
tient’s infection, and the home conditions of home visit 
patients led to the loss of safe conditions for therapists. 
In some centers, despite the symptoms being seen in the 
client, admission was still done and the therapist had to 
visit the client. Sometimes the problems in the work-
place were so great that the therapists resigned.

Problems caused by clients

The “oversensitivity” of some clients regarding the ob-
servance of health protocols and their constant reminders 
prevented them from continuing with the previous qual-
ity of work. Sometimes the high anxiety of the family led 
to leaving the treatment or changing the clinic. On the 
other hand, some clients were “negligent” in complying 
with health issues or informing the therapist about their 
infection or being a carrier.

Educational problems

The therapists whose training coincided with the pan-
demic experienced “compression of the training course” 
and “reduction of referrals”, which led to a decrease in 
the training time for each lesson unit and a decrease in 
the follow-up time of the referral sessions by the trainees 
and a decrease in referrals. These issues negatively im-
pacted their clinical training.

Lack of facilities

"Lack of facilities and received aid”, “lack of environ-
mental facilities”, “difficulty of access to appropriate 
tools” and “lack of training” were among the main de-
ficiencies of this course. Most therapists did not receive 
any facilities from their employers and related organi-
zations regarding insurance, taxes, and license renewal. 
Those working in hospitals and coronavirus units lacked 
special support, with the only assistance being the allo-
cation of vaccines at the start of the national vaccina-
tion campaign. Many therapists worked in environments 

lacking adequate ventilation, rest areas, and eating spac-
es. The scarcity of masks and gloves early in the pan-
demic, the high cost and rarity of transparent masks, and 
some necessary safety tools were additional challenges. 
There was also a notable lack of training on infection 
control, hygiene in hospitals and public centers, tele-
medicine principles, and specialized clinical workshops 
tailored to pandemic conditions. 

Creating opportunities

Therapists also addressed six positive consequences 
of the pandemic, such as the “acceptability of online 
treatment”. During this period, the forced expansion of 
online treatments was met with favorable acceptance by 
society. The significant presence of speech therapists in 
virtual spaces and the demand for speech therapy servic-
es by COVID-19 patients led to “increased awareness” 
among specialists and the general public about the ser-
vices offered in this field. The next positive aspect was 
“increased public health” in all places. Mandatory va-
cations and free time allowed therapists “Retraining op-
portunities” to update their knowledge. “Mandatory cor-
rection” in bedside methods, necessitated by adherence 
to health protocols, improved treatment quality in some 
cases. “Changing the scope of the therapist’s activities” 
enabled some individuals to explore new job opportuni-
ties, both related and unrelated to their field, in order to 
meet expenses. One of the therapists said:

Code 10: «We used the conditions of online work and 
organized online webinars for speech therapists».

Discussion 

Being exposed to COVID-19 and contracting it was 
one of the consequences of the pandemic for therapists, 
as noted in other studies [6]. In addition to physical con-
sequences, this disease also had financial repercussions. 
Being infected with COVID-19 led to quarantine, and 
since many therapists did not have employment insur-
ance and their income depended on client visits, they lost 
their income during the quarantine period. The drop in 
referrals and reduction in working hours, which has also 
been reported in other studies [11], varied across differ-
ent work environments. In most hospital settings, there 
was no significant decrease in income because work-
ing hours remained the same as before. However, those 
working in private clinics, rehabilitation centers, and 
other environments experienced closures, temporary un-
employment, and significant financial damage [6]. The 
increase in clinic costs for the provision of protective 
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equipment emerged as one of the financial consequences 
identified in this study. 

The use of PPE led to disruptions in communication, 
assessment, and treatment. These included disruptions in 
the exchange of therapeutic information, loss of facial 
expressions, increased work difficulty, voice discomfort, 
and physical and mental fatigue of therapists [9, 16-19]. 
Consequently, the negative effects caused by the use of 
these devices led to a decrease in the quality of services, 
particularly as the pandemic was a new situation and it 
was difficult for people to adapt to it. 

The pandemic also had psychological consequences 
for therapists. The fear of contracting a new, unknown 
disease, its transmission to relatives, and anxiety caused 
by working in a hospital environment, especially in the 
specialized departments for COVID-19 and ICUs, were 
consequences mentioned in other studies as well [20, 
21]. Fear of the future and changes in work and personal 
life routines created a psychological burden for the treat-
ment staff [18, 22]. The report of a lack of anxiety in 
some therapists was also attributed to individual differ-
ences in anxiety control skills and people’s adaptation to 
the conditions as the pandemic prolonged. 

The negative consequences of the pandemic for clients 
have also been discussed in the study by Tohidast et al. 
(2020). They noted the critical timing and age sensitivity 
in some children, such that any disruption in the provi-
sion of treatment, like those caused by a pandemic, leads 
to the persistence of speech problems and a decrease in 
the quality of life [8].

Failure to provide safety conditions in the workplace, 
such as clinic locations in areas with a high risk of con-
tamination or hospitals, or the lack of accurate infor-
mation about the possibility of contamination, forced 
therapists to visit infected clients due to clinic officials’ 
mandates clients’ concealment of their illness or exces-
sive sensitivity created additional unfavorable condi-
tions for therapists. These pressures, along with the psy-
chological pressures caused by the pandemic, sometimes 
led therapists to leave clinical work, thereby increasing 
their economic burdens. 

Speech therapy trainees faced significant challenges 
in their training. The compression of training courses, 
reduced client numbers, professors’ lack of experience 
with virtual education, and the absence of virtual edu-
cational facilities caused issues for students in terms of 
knowledge acquisition and psychological well-being, a 
phenomenon also reported in studies across other fields 

[23, 24]. It seems that designing new educational proto-
cols that meet students’ needs in similar crisis situations 
is a topic worthy of discussion. 

The next issue was the lack of facilities in various ar-
eas, such as insufficient space, inadequate windows, and 
proper ventilation, difficult access due to cost and the 
scarcity of some tools to facilitate treatment, the lack of 
masks and other PPE at the beginning of the pandemic, 
which led to the reuse of used protective equipment. This 
finding highlights the need to improve the treatment en-
vironment monitor it and facilitate access to treatment 
tools [19, 25]. Providing the necessary tools for thera-
pists in some centers like hospitals was not prioritized 
by the relevant authorities. Special facilities provided for 
medical staff in contact with COVID-19 patients were 
not extended to speech therapists, even though therapists 
working in ICUs were in direct contact with infected 
individuals. This disparity in the allocation of resourc-
es is also noted in other reports [26]. One of the main 
complaints of the participants was the lack of support, 
including financial support, union support, and apprecia-
tion of therapists working in the COVID-19 treatment 
teams. Unlike in nursing studies, where financial, and 
emotional support, and organizational and public en-
couragement are identified as factors enhancing social 
aspects and feelings of worth [27, 28], such support was 
lacking in this field. Another deficiency was the lack of 
training on infection control and specialized training to 
overcome critical situations. While general training was 
made available by the media, specialized training, in-
cluding safe communication methods, choosing the right 
tools, modification of methods, guidance on conducting 
online meetings effectively, and managing speech and 
swallowing disorders related to COVID-19, was not pro-
vided to specialists in this field. Often, they had to resort 
to trial and error or rely on externally published sources, 
a situation also observed in other reports [29]. This prob-
lem shows the crucial role of speech therapy associations 
and universities in providing necessary training during a 
pandemic.

The increase in public health was mentioned as one of 
the positive consequences of the pandemic [30], which 
reduced the prevalence of many other infectious dis-
eases and more consistent client meetings. This situa-
tion forced a reform that extended beyond health issues 
alone. Sometimes these reforms improved assessment 
and treatment methods. The limitations of face-to-face 
visits led therapists to be creative in communicating with 
clients, which sometimes had positive results, and some 
former communication methods were changed forever. 
Mandatory correction is one of the new findings in this 
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study. Another positive outcome was the community’s 
acceptance of online treatment [31]. The deprivation of 
face-to-face meetings led to the widespread use of online 
meetings, effectively testing its acceptance by the public. 
Also, the increase in speech therapists’ online activities 
raised both general and specialized community aware-
ness about the services in this field. The increasing need 
for the services of speech therapists in ICUs for patients 
with COVID-19, which was at the center of attention of 
various specialists, such as doctors during the pandemic, 
raised their knowledge of this field. Closures and re-
duced working hours were an opportunity for therapists 
to take on new roles, which were sometimes mandatory. 
This role change was a positive experience for some 
people and increased their scope of activity even after 
the pandemic. In some instances, these changes were 
temporary and dependent on the policies of the place 
of employment. Another study reported role changes to 
meet new demands in medical centers [32]; however, in 
the present study, the role change was often a personal 
decision to compensate for decreased income and was 
typically related to the individuals’ expertise.

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic created many problems in 
many professions, especially jobs related to health and 
treatment, and had many negative consequences for 
speech-language pathologists in various financial, oc-
cupational, physical, and mental health dimensions. Re-
viewing these highlights the existing technical and sci-
entific deficiencies in dealing with unexpected crises and 
calls for attention from relevant organizations to mitigate 
and prevent such problems in the future. On the other 
hand, in addition to the negative consequences, partici-
pants in this study also reported positive outcomes, such 
as the expansion of online treatment following the out-
break of COVID-19, which led to the correction, and in 
some cases, the improvement of the quality of services 
that can be provided. This demonstrates the potential of 
the field of speech-language pathology to adapt to vari-
ous conditions and the dynamism and flexibility of its 
practitioners in continuing to provide health services to 
clients.
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مقاله پژوهشی

شناخت مشکلات و پیامدهای شیوع کووید-19 بر فعالیت های بالینی آسیب شناسان 
گفتار و زبان

مقدمه پاندمی کووید-19 به عنوان یک پدیده ی جدید موجب ایجاد مشکلات متعددی برای آسیب شناسان گفتار و زبان شد و آن ها را با 
بحران های مختلفی مواجه کرد. هدف این مطالعه مرور تجربیات آسیب شناسان گفتار و زبان از مشکلات و پیامدهای پاندمی بر فعالیت های 

بالینی آن ها است.
مواد و روش ها یک مطالعه کیفی از نوع تحلیل پدیدارشناختی تفسیری انجام شد. 21 شرکت کننده به شکل غیرتصادفی و با تکنیک 
حداکثر تنوع انتخاب شدند. برای جمع آوری اطلاعات از مصاحبه های نیمه ساختارمند استفاده شد. داده ها پس از کدگذاری با روش تحلیل 

موضوعی تجزیه و تحلیل شدند و مضامین اصلی پدید آمدند. نهایتا دقت علمی داده ها با روش لینکلن و گوبا سنجیده شد.
یافته ها از تحلیل داده ها 10 مضمون اصلی شامل ابتلا، پیامدهای مالی، پیامدهای منفی رعایت پروتکل های بهداشتی، پیامدهای 
روانشناختی، پیامدهای به وجود آمده برای مراجع، مشکلات ایجاد شده در محیط کار، مشکلات ایجاد شده از سمت مراجعین، مشکلات 

آموزشی، کمبود امکانات و ایجاد فرصت استخراج شد که بیانگر تجربیات درمانگران از کار بالینی در شرایط پاندمی بود.
نتیجه گیری پاندمی کووید-19 پیامدها و مشکلات مختلفی برای آسیب شناسان گفتار و زبان به وجود آورد که نشان دهنده ی ضعف ها و 
خلأهای موجود در این حرفه است و نیاز به اقدام توسط افراد و سازمان های مربوطه برای رفع مشکلات و موانع موجود و در نتیجه بهبود 

عملکرد در بحران های مشابه آینده را پر رنگ می کند. 
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