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Abstract

With weak social and economic security caused by the current pandemics, emotional wellbeing and
cognitive resilience are challenged.

Methods: A longitudinal, quasi-experimental case-control study provided mentalizing training (MBT) in
health care professionals in stressful circumstances of an inpatient psychiatry ward.

Results: Participants took the opportunity to engage in a voluntary MBT with significantly better
mentalizing abilities.

Conclusion: Having a growth mindset vs. a fixed mindset determines how we perceive and react to the
world.

In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, the masks we wear, quite paradoxically, are an expression
of our shared experience of isolation, as much as they are a signal of our caring for each other. We
have not only been fighting this emergency but are struggling with consequences. These days Vienna
is additionally shaken by a presumably terrorist shooting in the last hours before lockdown.

While people were swallowing disinfectant and had been treated with potentially harmful
hydroxychloroquine [1], the importance of access to up-to-date quality news was obvious. The PubMed
search for ‘COVID-19’ reveals 66.151 results (04.11.2020), but knowledge is just crystallizing.

“The positivist paradigm is based on the assumption that a single tangible reality exists” [2],
claiming trust in human’s innate ability to learn and to reflect on findings. However, considering the
impossibility of experiencing someone else’s experience, we might all inhabit different realities [3].
‘Our world,” and/or the perception of it, has changed within weeks to such an extent that we were
snapped out of our sociocultural context. Mentalizing, “the capacity to understand others and oneself
in terms of internal mental states,” is the precondition for adapting to our social world and for shared
intentionality [4]. For patients with schizophrenia or depression, due to their felt sense of isolation,
the perception of the world as a welcoming place and of the others as nonhazardous for oneself has
not even been existing [5,6].

Therapists need to react with a kind attitude, providing containment, thus staying a sustainable
vis-a-vis, metabolizing affects, reflecting and caring about them, maybe inducing a change in their
view.

We provided the opportunity for a voluntary ‘Mentalizing training ‘(MBT) for professionals in
a Viennese psychiatric inpatient clinic in a longitudinal quasi-experimental case-control study. The
opportunity was taken by 21 out of the 61 health-care workers who were initially contacted. Already
before engaging in MBT training, the MBT-training group showed significantly higher mentalizing
abilities (operationalized with reflective functioning) when confronting this group with therapists
who refused to undergo the training (p= 0.0385); this might reflect a more benevolent, ambitious
mindset [7]. Further research must be conducted to increase reproducibility and representativeness of
findings, to avoid small sample size bias.
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The ability to trust relies on reflecting on mental states with an
inquisitive mind, with an unprejudiced stance towards the world.
Endowed with imagination, humans train this attitude already in the
context of early interpersonal experiences. That said, let us aim for an
open-minded and kind attitude, despite the pandemics and similar
challenges for our physic and equally for our mental health.
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