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Letter to the Editor

Population Mental Health during the COVID-19 Pandemic:
Experiences from a Drive-thru Testing Center
Kenneth Andrew Hoekstra

ABSTRACT
Aim/Background: Public health has a unique opportunity to connect with the psychology
of the population during the COVID-19 pandemic. Materials and Methods: Beginning May
2020 and ending March 12, 2021, the Skagit County Health Department provided a drivethru COVID-19 testing center during the weekdays for community members and healthcare
workers. Test results were typically returned in 1-3 days. Results: The drive-thru COVID-19
testing model provided the healthcare worker the opportunity to consult with individuals
presenting for COVID-19 testing. Public health listened closely, answered the public’s
questions and provided additional healthcare information when needed and requested.
Conclusion: Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, COVID-19 drive-thru testing centers have
emerged world-wide. For healthcare and public health workers, these centers have allowed
for additional conversation on topics related to community mental health.
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Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
there has been an increasing concern with the
psychology of the population. Recent reports have
highlighted the fragility of psychological resilience
among patients and healthcare workers.1,2 However,
less attention has been directed towards the behavior
and psychological status of the general public
throughout this pandemic.3
Thousands of community-based testing sites
including drive-thru testing centers continue to
operate across Asia, the UK, and North America.
While some testing sites are restricted to high-risk
populations, others have worked with public health
and local laboratories to provide testing to anyone
requiring a molecular COVID-19 test.
Our population is beginning to understand there is
no immediate cure for COVID-19. As a volunteer
at a COVID-19 drive-thru testing center, we aim to
provide reassurance in time of doubt and uncertainty.
It is viewed as a lifeline for testing and information
about the disease. The COVID-19 drive-thru may
provide community members with their only
connection to healthcare services and providers.
People who come through are nervous, anxious and
scared. Some already have poor physical and mental
health. They are constantly bombarded by social
media reports of rising case counts and death rates.
They want someone to talk to, someone to hear them,
to say it is going to be OK and perhaps to gain some
small control over an unseeingly uncontrollable
pandemic.4 Some drive-thru patients believe they
may have the virus and have unknowingly spread it to
others at family gatherings. They bring their children
who require a negative test prior to returning to

school or other necessary activities. Many are
under financial stress and worried about the future.
They are concerned they may not be able to work
if they become infected. Still others have not been
working and are under strict self-isolation, masking
and staying home by themselves orders due to a
COVID-19 diagnosis or direct/indirect contact with
a known COVID-19 individual.
COVID-19 drive-thru testing centers provide a
unique opportunity for healthcare professionals
to connect with the general public’s mental health.
Talking calmly through a crack in a vehicle window
dressed in personal protective equipment is not very
personal. Yet, we have adapted by speaking loudly,
using inviting body gestures to communicate, all
while explaining what the test is and how together
we are going to collect it. After speaking with many
patients, I teach they are terrified of getting sick or
infecting others. I respectfully answer their questions
and praise the children who often come as well, for
being brave crusaders in this war against an infectious
agent. “Like a superhero” I say. “Let’s help each other
and save the planet. “ Just before they drive away, I
place a gloved touch to a close window to confirm
that together we will get through this.
While a moderate level of anxiety can help maintain
perspective, the general population has come to
realize how little they control their lives. Many of the
current pandemic events are outside of their control.
People emerge physically and spiritually fatigued.
I believe our COVID-19 drive-thru testing centers
remain important public health work that can be done
right now. Our population deserves to be heard and
cared for. We can put aside hardships of inequality
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and social isolation that often keep us siloed, and briefly connect with
their deeper psychological needs to COVID-19.2 Population mental
health and wellness has become a key focus for many COVID-19 drivethru sites. A shift in the urgency to acknowledge the mental health needs
of our population cannot be understated.
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