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Abstract

COVID-19 is a systemic infectious disease caused by the new SARS-CoV-2
coronavirus. The COVID-19 pandemic has caused social, economic, political,
and cultural repercussions for humanity. Although Brazilian Sign Language
(Libras) has been recognized since 2002 as a legal means of communication
and expression, most individuals with hearing impairment in Brazil do not
have access to accurate information about SARS-CoV-2 available to them in
Libras. Between July 2020 and November 2020, the impact of COVID-19 on
deaf and hearing impaired individuals was assessed through a closed ques-
tionnaire, using Libras, via a digital platform. Deaf and hearing impaired in-
dividuals over 18 years of age and living in the Metropolitan Region II of Rio
de Janeiro were eligible to participate. Frequencies were calculated for cate-
gorical variables. From the total questionnaires submitted, 55.5% of respon-
dents claim to have “a lot” of knowledge regarding COVID-19, and 44.4% of
those individuals indicated they gained this knowledge through social media.
Additionally, the main difficulties encountered by the deaf and hearing im-
paired population during the pandemic were: communicating with others
wearing masks, and poor access to medical care. Thus, for full physical, men-
tal, and social well-being, the state must invest in the inclusion of this popula-
tion through public health measures.
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1. Introduction

According to Decree No 5.626 of December 22, 2005 and determined by the Civ-

il House of the Presidency of the Republic, “a deaf person is considered to be one
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who, because of hearing loss, represents and interacts with the world through
visual experiences, manifesting their culture, mainly through the use of the Bra-

»1

zilian Sign Language (Libras)”'. There are approximately 9 million people with
hearing problems in Brazil. This group, however, is not homogeneous. They are
children, young people, adults, and the elderly who all have hearing impairments
to various degrees. Impairments have a direct impact on the form of communi-
cation these citizens use in their lives [1].

The impact of these impairments worsened during the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic.
COVID-109 is a highly transmissible disease, and one of the non-pharmacological
preventive measures is the use of facial masks [2]. As such, masks became a ma-
jor obstacle for these individuals who depend on lip-reading as well as the ability
to see facial expressions for proper communication. In addition, access to in-
formation becomes difficult as up-to-the-minute facts regarding COVID-19 are
not transmitted in an accessible way to the deaf and hearing impaired popula-
tion using Libras [3].

Therefore, the objective of this study was to analyse the impact of the
SARS-CoV-2 pandemic on the deaf and hearing impaired population in the
Metropolitan Region II of Rio de Janeiro, as well as to evaluate the knowledge of

this population group regarding COVID-19.

2. Methods

Qualitative research, of scientific initiation, in which the data was collected
through a questionnaire prepared by students using Libras, and made available
on the digital platform SurveyMonkey (Table 1 and Figure 1). The question-
naire was available from July 2020 to November 2020. Prior to the release of the
questionnaire, it was validated by three (3) Libras teachers. The level of know-
ledge of the participants was evaluated according to definitions and publications
from the Brazilian Ministry of Health. The access link to the response form was
sent via email and through WhatsApp to hearing impaired associations in each
municipality. Deaf and hearing impaired individuals over 18 years of age and
living in the Metropolitan Region II of Rio de Janeiro (Niteréi, Itaborai, Marica,
Rio Bonito, Sdo Gongalo, Silva Jardim, and Tangua) were eligible to participate.
The study population is a convenience sample, without sample calculation,
based on the prevalence of hearing impairment contained in the IBGE (Brazilian
Institute of Geography and Statistics) database. Questionnaires without suffi-
cient data for analysis were excluded. There was no interference from the par-
ticipating project team in the questioning. The research was voluntary. Confi-
dentiality was guaranteed, which ensured the privacy of the subjects and confi-
dentiality of the data of the individuals included in the study. Frequencies were

calculated for categorical variables.

'BRAZIL. Decree No. 5626 of 22 December 2005. It regulates Law No. 10.436, of April 24, 2002,
which provides for the Brazilian Sign Language—Libras and art. 18 of Law No. 10.098, of December
19, 2000. Official Journal of the Union. 2005 Dec 23; Section 1-Page 28.
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Table 1. Questionnaire applied via platform SurveyMonkey.

Gender

Age

Type of Impairment

Municipality

How do you define your knowledge
regarding the COVID-19 disease?

If affirmative, what was your source of
information regarding the COVID-19
disease?

How do you evaluate how much social
distancing has impacted your life?

If affirmative, in which way did it impact
the most (mark the most significant
alternative)

Did you test positive for COVID-19?

Did you have contact/take care of any
relative or friend with COVID-19?

() Female
() Male

() Do not wish to inform

() Hearing
() Hearing-visual
() Hearing-motor

() Other

() Niteroi

() Sao Gongalo
() Rio Bonito
() Itaborai

() Silva Jardim
() Tangua

() Don’t know what it is
() Very little knowledge
() Alot of knowledge

() Social Media

() Magazine/newspaper
() Videos

() Other

() Does not apply

() Didn’t submit to social distancing
() It has not impacted my life
() It has impacted a little

() It has impacted a lot

() Job Loss

() Difficulty communicating through masks

() Difficulty in health care

() Difficulty keeping up with physical exercises and/or

physical therapy

() Lack of information about the disease
() Impact on mental health

() Other

() Does not apply

() Yes

() No

() Idon’t know

() Yes
() No
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Figure 1. Questionnaire questions in Libras via
platform SurveyMonkey.

The research is included in the project “Emergency Deployment of Develop-
ment and Infrastructure to Support Laboratory Diagnosis of Coronavirus-19 by
LAMAP/UFF (Multi-User Laboratory to Support Research in Nephrology and
Medical Sciences from Federal Fluminense University) and Clinical-Laboratory
Correlations, Differential Diagnoses, Evolution, and Outcomes”, approved by
the National Committee of Research Ethics, under number 3.987.966.

3. Results

From the total of 16 questionnaires answered, 16 responses were complete. Ap-
proximately 75% of the participants were female, 18.7% male, and 6.2% pre-
ferred not to indicate. The median age was 32.6 years. Regarding the severity of
disability, 81.8% indicated they had only hearing impairment.

Most of the participants resided in Niter6i (40%) and Itaborai (40%) while the
remaining 20% reside in Rio Bonito and Sao Gongalo. No questionnaires were
obtained from Marica, Silva Jardim, or Tangud, despite the researchers attempts
to contact institutions supporting deaf and hearing impaired individuals living
in those areas.

Regarding knowledge about COVID-19: 55.5% of respondents claim to have a
lot of knowledge regarding COVID-19; 22.2% considered themselves to have lit-
tle knowledge regarding the subject; 22.2% did not know what COVID-19 was.
When questioned about how their knowledge was obtained: 44.4% pointed to

social media; 22.2% indicated videos (without a specified platform); 22.2% se-
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lected other media; 11.1% read newspapers or magazines.

About 60% of participants said social distancing greatly impacted their lives,
while the remaining 40% felt social distancing had little impact. Individuals who
indicated their routines were greatly impacted by social distancing were asked in
what way. 33% noted the difficulty of communication through masks, while 22%
responded with loss of employment. Additional responses included difficulty in
obtaining medical care as well as the impact social distancing had on mental
health. The data is shown in Figure 2 below.

22.2%

11.1% 11.1%
0% 0%
Difficulty keepin,
Difficulty in Impact on mental ool Lack of information
y health up with physical -
health care calt exercises and/or  about the disease

physical therapy

Figure 2. Aspects impacted by the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic on hearing impaired individuals.

Finally, participants were asked if they had been diagnosed with COVID-19,
and if they had contact with, or needed to care for, someone diagnosed with
COVID-19. 66.6% reported they did not have contact with anyone who tested
positive and had not tested positive themselves, while 33.3% did not know
whether or not they tested positive for COVID-19. 11.1% responded they had
cared for a relative or friend with the disease. It is worth noting none of the par-

ticipants reported having been diagnosed with COVID-19.

4. Discussion

The present research demonstrates the great impact the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic
has on the daily lives of the deaf and hearing impaired, with 33% of the sample
group pointing to the use of face masks as being the greatest obstacle. Specifical-
ly, this is due to the fact that deaf and hearing impaired persons use the facial
expressions of others, as well as lip-reading, for communication with those indi-
viduals not fluent in Libras. Unfortunately, facial masks prevent the use of these
mechanisms, which can hinder simple activities and even the search for needed

medical care [4].
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It was observed that 22.2% of the analysed sample group pointed to job loss as
a major impact during the pandemic. According to Law No. 8.112 of December
11, 1990, 20% of vacancies in the public tender are directed to people with dis-
abilities [5]. In addition, Law No. 8.213 of July 24, 1991 states companies with a
minimum of 100 employees must fill 2% - 5% of their positions with people with
disabilities [6]. However, many companies argue hearing impaired individuals
do not have the necessary skills and therefore only hire these individuals in order
to fill vacancies as required by law. Thus, it is found deaf and hearing impaired
persons suffer discrimination in the work environment since their skills, educa-
tion, and qualifications are not well documented as they are often only labelled
as “disabled” [7].

This situation worsens during a period of social distancing, as the pandemic
has thoroughly changed the economic dynamics of the country, and the world.
The population most affected by partial or total blocking measures used in sev-
eral countries to curb the advancement of SARS-CoV-2 consisted of those with
greater vulnerability, such as informal workers. The International Labour Or-
ganization (ILO) reiterates this fact by pointing out the following groups as
those with the highest rate of lay-offs during this period: contractors, clerks,
waiters, kitchen workers, housekeepers, baggage handlers, and janitors. This re-
ality shows the increasing difficulties that every individual faces daily, including
the hearing impaired, who already face several obstacles in their professional
lives [8].

From the analysis of the data, it was observed that 80% of the participants in
the survey resided in Niteréi and Itaborai. It was in these municipalities of Met-
ropolitan Region II of Rio de Janeiro, in which the researchers found it easier to
contact institutions supporting deaf and hearing impaired people. In the muni-
cipalities of Tangua, Silva Jardim and Maricd, no answers were obtained due to
difficulty or inability to make contact with institutions which provide assistance
to people who are deaf or hearing impaired and living in those areas.

Regarding knowledge about COVID-19, it is noted that half of the partici-
pants have a lot of knowledge about the disease, while the other half had either
little to no knowledge about the disease. This finding demonstrates the hetero-
geneity of this population, which highlights an important vulnerability and
knowledge gap regarding primary information such as hand: hygiene measures;
social distancing; warning signs and symptoms; and the pandemic situation at a
global, national, and municipal level.

In addition, it was found that the hearing impaired mainly obtains informa-
tion through social networks (44.4%), which may imply a failure in inclusion via
other means of communication. Furthermore, there is currently a higher inci-
dence of fake news on those platforms which contradict reliable sources of in-
formation.

In a 2013 survey regarding television information conducted by Baptistella

Siqueira e Silva in Curitiba on 38 deaf or hearing impaired people, it was ob-
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served that the vast majority classifies the available system, Closed Caption
(hidden caption), as bad or terrible, mainly because of the lack of understanding
of the caption presented and the speed in which it is transmitted. Additionally,
only three (3) participants reported access to a news program utilizing an inter-
preter, which demonstrates a great failure in the transmission of up-to-date and
pertinent information to this population [9]. In the context of the pandemic, this
is exacerbated, as it is abundantly clear that accurate and timely information is
crucial for individual and collective protection [10].

When it comes to mental health, it is known the deaf and hearing impaired
community has a higher rate of mental disorders than the rest of the population
because they tend to face more challenges and specific stressors throughout life.
Social interaction, communication, and access to resources in general are im-
portant for psychological well-being. Because the pandemic has an impact on
these issues, it represents a potential risk for the development and aggravation of
diseases such as anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder, as well
as making more evident the limitations in access to treatment and technological
resources which allow effective communication since the ones most used during
this period, such as audio or video communications, cannot meet the needs [11].

Thus, the data presented shows the impact of the pandemic for deaf and
hearing impaired patients and signals a lack of solid and consolidated approach-
es. The present study has limitations due to the small sample size. The difficulty
of contacting support institutions for people with hearing impairment in the
municipalities assigned to the Metropolitan Region II of Rio de Janeiro accounts
for the small number of responses to this questionnaire. However, even facing
such limitations, it was possible to observe a relevant impact on the life of the
participants during the period of social distancing. The pandemic period has
widened obstacles faced by the population of deaf and hearing impaired, and
exposed new difficulties.

Thus, larger studies are needed in order to analyse more expressive samples
and to understand the needs of the hearing impaired community. In addition, it
is also important educational public health and care measures be designed to al-
so support the community of people with hearing impairment in order to in-
clude them during planning, and guarantee their rights to access to health, em-
ployability, access to information, etc., which are provided for in the Constitu-

tion.
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