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Abstract: Background and Objectives: The COVID-19 pandemic has had a global impact at the social,
economic, cultural, and political levels. Education is one of the areas that experienced a sudden
change during the COVID-19 pandemic that affected both students and teachers worldwide. Thus,
the aim of our research was to analyze the educational, emotional, and social impact of the period
of the emergency state (16 March 2020–15 May 2020) imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic on
Romanian university students. Materials and Methods: We conducted a questionnaire-based survey
among Romanian university students at the national level. Results: Our study showed that students
accepted online education only as a form of compromise in relation to the epidemiological situation.
However, they were affected by the diminished contact with the university and their colleagues
and the lack of a regular routine. Emotionally, the participants experienced feelings of loneliness,
panic, fear, aggressiveness, and intolerance due to the lack of cultural activities, the struggle with the
usual routine, and the restriction of communication and movement. Socially, the relationships with
friends and university colleagues were affected; many students returned home to their parents, who
supported them during the lockdown. As a general finding, our study describes a social category
that felt the full effects of isolation during the emergency state but still managed to cope with the
situation by mobilizing a number of specific resources: family, intellectual and cultural concerns,
and faith. Conclusions: The emergency state imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic has been a special
experience in the lives of Romanian students. Its dramatism was tempered well by an effective
support mechanism provided by social ties, intellectual formation, and a certain religiosity. This has
produced good resilience among students, but also in the communities they belong to.

Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic; students; educational dimension; emotional dimension;
social dimension

1. Introduction
1.1. Higher Education during the COVID-19 Pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the global population, and it has produced
changes at the social, economic, cultural, and political level [1]. Education is one of the
fields that experienced a sudden change in the epidemiological context in 2020. Since
25 March 2020, 150 countries have closed schools nationwide, affecting more than 80% of
the world’s student population [2]. According to UNESCO, “at least 1.5 billion students and
63 million primary and secondary teachers are affected by the unprecedented interruption
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, with the closure of schools in 191 countries” [3].

The International Association of Universities showed that the teaching process was
shifted to almost exclusively online throughout the world. This sudden change determined
a number of challenges, such as: access to digital infrastructure, digital skills required by
the use of online platforms, and difficulties in fulfilling certain requirements of specific
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disciplines [4]. Moreover, the lack of adequate expertise in achieving hybrid or online edu-
cation, unequal access to the online platforms, limited internet access, lack of appropriate
tools, underdeveloped skills and competences in online work, inappropriate content for the
new way of working, and the lack of direct interaction would all become a real problem for
students, but also for teachers. All these shortcomings that have increased the difficulties
of adapting to new conditions and inequities are also emphasized in the Education Report
During the Pandemic. Responses to the Endless Crisis of Romanian Education [5].

A study conducted in China revealed that adapting to the online teaching format is
challenging, especially for the courses which have been designed for face-to-face imple-
mentation such as physical education courses. The 54 interviewed students stated that they
were not familiar with online education, the content of the courses was not adapted, and
the difficulties in understanding the information were much greater [6].

Another longitudinal study from China shows important changes in social mentality
at the level of students. Questionnaires were administered in five stages, and the social
mentality of the students changed significantly from questionnaire 1 to questionnaire 5. The
lowest level was found in the replies given to questionnaire 3, and there were significant
increases at level 4, with the highest level in questionnaire 5 [7].

In Europe, a study conducted at the University of Debrecen, Hungary found that
distance learning was perceived as a challenge both by teachers and students. Simul-
taneously, online learning was perceived as an opportunity to experience new ways of
teaching/assessment. The proportion of respondents with access to the internet was 94%
in Hungary [8].

A comparative analysis between Spain (Europe), Chile (Latin America), and Jor-
dan (Asia) showed that socio-economic, technological, and cultural valences influenced the
way students understood and adapted to new educational forms [9]. In December 2020,
the impact of teaching online on a total of 588 students from the American University of
Sharjah in the United Arab Emirates was analyzed. The psychological sufferings of the
students were mainly caused by the quality of the courses, the academic performance, and
the preparation for future studies [10].

The emotional impact on students was captured at the Faculty of Medical Sciences
of the Medical University of Silesia in Katowice, Poland. Here, the students reported a
67.7% increase in stress levels due to the pandemic context. A measure proposed to solve
this problematic issue was the intervention of the university in the psychological care of
students through telemedicine [11]. With regard to the mental health of students, there are
also studies that were conducted before the epidemiological context [12–14].

A study conducted in the UK found that students experienced a more difficult relation-
ship with universities, additional financial costs, discrepancies in the existence of digital
skills, a heavier workload, and a low level of well-being. To reduce these effects, teachers
performed 85% of the synchronous activities both online and offline [15].

1.2. Directions of Analysis

There are three dimensions in which the pandemic affected students, consequently
generating specific effects:

a. The educational dimension, which radically changed the forms of teaching, learning,
and assessment. A study conducted at the University of Seville in Spain showed
that adapting to the online teaching format can also be explained by the students’
perception of the usefulness of products and learning outcomes, with 70% of the par-
ticipants showing interest in the need for good digital materials in classes. [16]. About
50% of students had limitations in adapting to this new style of learning. Students
have accepted these educational measures to reduce the risk of interruption in their
studies [17]. Studies also found challenges in moving into the virtual environment,
the lack of online assessment tools, or the difficult access to technology [17].

b. The emotional dimension, which generated emotional imbalance or changes in
attitudes towards different aspects of life. The IRES research of February 2021
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attests to the fact that young people are a vulnerable category in a pandemic context;
cumulatively, 39% of young people (18–35 years) experienced anxiety [18]. Emotional
dimming was perhaps the most frequently experienced state of mind among students,
and its analysis with different indicators is essential in understanding the context
of confinement during the COVID-19 pandemic. A study conducted in Lithuania
showed that students experienced high levels of anxiety, depression, and suicidal
thoughts [19]. Another study which involved students in the Faculty of Engineering
in Sibiu, Romania integrated elements related to the emotional aspect and the changes
that occurred during the lockdown, and identified high variations in stress, anxiety,
and tension [20].

c. The social dimension is characterized by relational, economic, and professional
problems and the transition to adulthood, which are catalytic elements in the process
of increasing psycho-affective disorders [21]. The pandemic has affected the lives
of students on multiple dimensions, and they have had to find appropriate coping
mechanisms. For instance, in the Netherlands, a study on PhD students found that in
order to adapt to the lockdown, students maintained a healthy lifestyle by increasing
physical activities or adopting a healthy diet [22].

Our research targeted Romanian university students. They represent an important
social category for at least three reasons. Firstly, they belong to the education sector, which
has been deeply affected by the state of emergency and lockdown measures. Secondly,
students have high mobility through national/international travel and participation in
various Erasmus programs and a desire for affirmation specific to their age and professional
interests. Thirdly, students have access to information, knowledge, and analytical skills that
go beyond average due to their training. Thus, a study of their perceptions and, implicitly,
of the effects of the emergency state on students can provide the perspective of an educated
population with a certain vision and with specific expectations. Lifestyle and feelings
experienced by young people during the emergency state can influence decisions as well as
shape attitudes and behaviors.

The sudden closure of schools in March 2020 and the switch to the online courses in
universities combined with the state of emergency restrictions have placed students in an
unusual situation that they have never encountered before. Thus, the whole Romanian
educational system has had to face a new challenge: digital and online education.

Within this general framework, the aim of our study was to identify Romanian univer-
sity students’ perception of the emotional, social, and educational impact that the state of
emergency had on them. The way they assessed it and the way they reacted to it may be a
useful and actual barometer during the state of emergency.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Objectives and Questions
2.1.1. Research Objectives

1. To measure the impact of the quarantine period on the academic activities of the
university students;

2. To identify the specific emotional patterns of the students during the period of isolation;
3. To identify the different manifestations of the social relations of students during the

isolation period.

2.1.2. Research Questions

1. How do students assess the changes during isolation (lockdown, quarantine, etc.) in
relation to educational activities?

2. How do students feel about the impact of isolation on their lives?
3. What does the social life of students in isolation look like from the relational and

socialization perspectives?
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2.2. Data Collection

We conducted a quantitative research by means of an online, questionnaire-based
survey. Using the “Google forms” platform, the questionnaire was distributed to univer-
sities across Romania (Appendix A). The questionnaire was structured into three main
dimensions of analysis, each of which corresponds to a number of indicators and specific
questions (Table 1).

Table 1. Analysis dimensions and indicators.

Dimensions Indicators

Educational Dimension
- Relationship with teachers;
- Teaching, learning, assessment;
- Access to educational resources.

Emotional Dimension

- Emotional state during the period of
isolation;

- Prioritizing personal goals;
- Effects of isolation on routine activities

Social Dimension
- Relationship with people in personal

social networks;
- Level of socialization

Each research dimension corresponded to a set of questions—semi-open, closed, and
scaled, with single or multiple answers. The scaled questions were intended to highlight
experiential nuances and their perception of the pandemic as well as its educational,
emotional, and social consequences. Some indicators were measured through a Likert scale
between 1 and 5, where 1 meant a lack of agreement (small extent) and 5 entailed a high
level of agreement/a large extent. We used this type of the scale to measure subjective
feelings, states, and attitudes related to the importance of individual wellbeing during the
period of isolation (lockdown). Additionally, through these types of subjective data, we
tried to observe the level of polarization of the social attitudes related to the pandemic
context. Our intention was to illustrate, with this type of questionnaire, personal attitudes
and emotions related to a complex context that had been generated by the COVID19
pandemic [23–25].

We associated a number of indicators to each dimension. In each of these dimensions,
we included indicators that we described and presented in Table 1.

1. The educational dimension refers to the relations between students and teachers;
teaching, learning, and assessment; and the open access to educational resources.

2. The emotional dimension refers to the well-being and emotional state of the students
during the period of isolation.

3. The social dimension is related to the natural occurrence of socialization and inter-
action between individuals. Moreover, this dimension stresses the importance of
secondary socialization, social network, and the magnitude of the social interactions.

Data were collected anonymously during the emergency state, between 20 April and
10 May 2020, when Romania was at the peak of imposing restrictive measures to decrease
the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Therefore, the responses provided by the research
participants will be unaltered by the passage of time and by a retrospective reflection on
the moment, or even by a certain habit that might be formed in the case of a prolonged
lockdown. Measuring reactions and attitudes at the very moment of an event gives the
collected data more credibility and value in understanding the studied phenomenon. The
answers received would bear the living imprint of the moment as they are not influenced
by other events, emotions, or experiences.
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2.3. Data Analysis

The statistical analysis was carried out with the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(IBM, version 20), and for the analysis of the data, we used elements of descriptive statistics
such as mean, relative frequency, cumulative relative frequency, minimum and maximum
value, and standard deviation.

2.4. Study Participants

The study group included students from all university centers in Romania.
We used a theoretical sample of convenience, where the most common selection

criterion was based on the accessibility of the participants. The motivation for choosing this
methodological approach was influenced by the epidemiological context, which imposed
a series of isolation rules, making the access to universities difficult. However, collecting
information during the very period of isolation was an advantage in that we could obtain
direct information, untainted by the passage of time and other experiences. Moreover,
we believe that the large number of respondents coming from all university centers in
Romania provides us with a picture of the moment regarding the impact of isolation on
a homogeneous social category. Such techniques are frequently used for the study of
homogeneous populations such as the target population in our study [26].

The invitation to participate in this study was distributed through student associations
from each university center (Appendix B), which helped us to reach all university centers in
the country, ensuring a balance of respondents in the socio-humanistic and scientific fields,
and to proportionally gain access to the students enrolled in different study programs
(bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral).

The study group included 1013 participants. An analysis of the study participants
according to age, field of study, living environment, and university program in which
they are enrolled indicates a good coverage of these dependent variables (Table 2). The
average age of the participants was 21 years, with a minimum of 18 years and a maximum
of 56 years. A total of 58.7% of respondents study in the field of science, and 41.3% are
enrolled in the socio-humanities field. Out of all respondents, 83.1% are enrolled in a
bachelor’s program, 13.8% in a master’s, and 3.1% in a doctoral program. A total of 61.9%
of the participants were from rural areas, while 38.1% were from urban areas.

Table 2. The structure of the study group.

Variables Levels N (%)

Age
18–23
23–25

750
162

74.03%
15.9%

25–30
Over 30

77
24

7.6%
2.36%

Field of study Science 595 58.7%
Socio-humanities 418 41.3%

University program
Bachelor’s 842 83.1%
Master’s 140 13.8%
Doctoral 31 3.1%

Living environment Urban 627 61.9%
Rural 386 38.1%

3. Results

We structured the presentation of the results according to the three dimensions men-
tioned above, which allowed us to capture the experiences of the students on multiple
levels and in the complexity of their manifestations.
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3.1. Educational Dimension

Our research shows that most of the students (92.6%) managed to maintain contact
with the educational institution and teachers. Online platforms, telephone, e-mail, or
social platforms were an important resource for dealing with academia as direct in-person
meetings had greatly diminished [27]. Only 7.4% of the participants said they had failed to
maintain a direct link or a link via an online platform (Table 3).

Table 3. The situation of maintaining communication with the school and teachers.

Residence Environment Valid Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Rural
No 42 6.7 6.7 6.7
Yes 585 93.3 93.3 100.0

Total 627 100.0 100.0

Urban
No 33 8.5 8.5 8.5
Yes 353 91.5 91.5 100.0

Total 386 100.0 100.0

The number of those who had difficulty maintaining links with the university is higher
in rural areas.

Regarding the format of the classes, Romanian students clearly expressed their opin-
ion in favor of the on-site (classical) courses (57.8%), which conveys that direct and live
interaction is needed to ensure greater efficiency in learning and receiving explanations
from teachers; 55.1% considered that online learning, teaching, and assessment should only
be a crisis solution (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Opinions on the format of the courses.

Our research also shows that studying, reading, doing sport, and especially communi-
cation with those close to them were activities that most students did not give up during
the state of emergency (Figure 2).
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Of the participants who did not keep in touch with the university, 66% also stated that
their relationship with their university colleagues was affected. Moreover, 52% of those
who failed to attend the online courses were affected by the lack of a regular routine; the
lack of cultural activities, communication, and meetings with colleagues and friends; and
the lack of movement (Figure 3).
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3.2. Emotional Dimension

The pandemic crisis, especially during the peak of restrictions, has primarily impacted
people’s emotional states, perceptions, and behavior. This is also the case for students.
Thus, 623 (61.5%) respondents considered this period to be a real challenge for them, and
642 (63.3%) considered it to be a trial, a test that they had to overcome.

A number of variables used in our analysis indicates a greater sensitivity among
Romanian students towards the social and cultural components of life as parts of the
emotional dimension. In this respect, the following variables were considered: loneliness,
news, people with whom they lived, lack of a regular routine, uncertainty, lack of commu-
nication, lack of cultural activities, decrease/lack of income, lack of physical interaction
with colleagues and friends, and lack of movement.

The importance of these variables was graded by the respondents using a 4-point scale,
from 1 (very little) to 4 (very much). We considered the variables that had an average of
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2 or more as having a high impact on students. Using a multi-answer question, the number
of selections described a strong interest in the socio-cultural component, to which a certain
pessimism related to the lack of perspective associated with the moment of crisis was
added. The most frequent problem identified by the participants was the lack of physical
interaction with colleagues, followed by the lack of movement, lack of cultural activities,
lack of ordinary routine, lack of perspective, and loneliness (Table 4).

Table 4. Social and cultural factors that influenced the students’ emotional status during the lockdown.

Factors Mean

Loneliness 2.39
News 2.34

The ones I have been with 1.84
Lack of regular routine 2.82

Lack of perspective 2.52
Lack of communication 2.61

Lack of cultural activities 2.86
Decrease/lack of income 2.46

Lack of physical interaction with colleagues 3.30
Lack of movement 3.06

Therefore, the lack of perspective and major changes in the education system generated
a state of uncertainty, concern, and stress.

Students’ reactions during the isolation period and their frequency cover a wide range
of expressions of emotional states that they experienced. Of these, boredom (with a very
high frequency), irritability, and fear exceeded the average value of manifestations on a
scale from 1 (rare) to 5 (very often). The other manifestations (intolerance, aggression, bouts
of crying, abandonment, despair, and panic) recorded quite high scores, approaching the
mean value of manifestations (Table 5).

Table 5. Emotional reactions during the state of emergency.

Reactions Mean (1–5)

Panic 1.83
Fear 2.06

Boredom 3.11
Peevishness 2.21
Intolerance 1.95

Aggressiveness 1.79
Despair 2.01
Crying 1.86

Abandonment 1.74

It is worth noting that the fear of getting infected led many students to pray to God
for their health and that of their loved ones: 32.1% daily, 12.3% weekly, 35.6% sometimes,
and 19.9% not at all.

Moreover, the fact that a large number of students (N = 642) perceived the isolation
period as a trial of life indicates the presence of a series of temperate mental states, yet some
perceived it as a chance to be released from many obligations (N = 444) and as a chance for
rediscovery (N = 509) as well. These answers indicate a bright and constructive perspective
despite a marked sense of frustration.

The general reaction of the students is subsumed under a moderate attitude of reserved
optimism: 664 (65.5%) respondents considered that the danger would not end with the
termination of the isolation period, and 303 (29.9%) considered that there would also be a
second wave (a fact proven between August and September 2020). All of this rather signals
certain expectations about the evolution of the pandemic and what will follow.
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Our results show that the experience of isolation encouraged many participants to
value what they have, their family, and loved ones more (81.5%), as well as to change their
priorities (64.3%).

3.3. Social Dimension

Regardless of the effects of the pandemic context, 84.9% of the participants considered
that the state of emergency, and implicitly the lockdown, was a good solution to reduce the
spread of the virus.

With universities and university campuses closed, 72.2% of students said they lived
with their parents during the crisis, 9.3% alone, 6.9% with their spouse, 8.4% with a friend,
and 3.3% with a fellow student. Thus, the student way of life has changed, with family
becoming a place of protection, safety, and refuge for many: 56.8% of students said that
during the isolation period, they were supported by parents, 24.5% by a loved one, and
only 9.9% by friends.

On a scale from 1 (not at all) to 4 (very much), students’ relationships with parents,
neighbors, colleagues, siblings, relatives, and friends during the crisis were analyzed.
Through their answers, the students evaluated the extent to which their relationship with
the actors mentioned in Table 6 had been affected.

Table 6. Effects of isolation on students’ social relations.

Relationships Mean Variance

With parents 1.53 0.747
With siblings 1.44 0.594
With relatives 1.53 0.623

With neighbors 1.41 0.527
With friends 2.01 1.052

With colleagues 2.05 1.089

The least affected were the relations with neighbors, with an average response of 1.41,
followed by relations with siblings, parents, and relatives (1.53).

Of the 665 students (representing 65.6% of participants) who considered that their
relations with their parents did not suffer during the lockdown, 431 (42.5%) considered
that their parents had become the closest to them during those difficult times.

4. Discussion

In this research, we aimed to explore the impact of the emergency state imposed due
to the COVID-19 pandemic on Romanian students by approaching three major dimensions:
educational, emotional, and social.

Although they may represent totally different areas of analysis at first glance, there is
a motivation for their selection: the health and protection measures imposed during the
emergency state primarily affected the daily life and the traditional activities of students.
The educational process underwent major changes, being transposed into a totally new
and different online format. Universities were closed and most students returned home,
thus creating an almost total change in their social activities. Their relations with parents,
relatives, friends, and life partners were also affected. These two major changes generated
different emotional states. Thus, we can say that the sudden change in traditional activities
is mirrored in the social and the subsequent emotional changes. The students’ sense of
belonging to the university community may have been lost, bearing in mind that they
could only have a direct connection to the learning environment or to social activities in an
online format. The lack of social contact had a particular impact, and the emotional effects
were catalyzed by the news they watched and read, the lack of a regular routine, the lack of
communication, the decrease in income, the lack of social interaction, etc.

The negative effects arose not as a result of a low degree of adaptability of young
people to the new pandemic situation, but rather in response to the multitude of events



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 3990 10 of 20

that occurred in a relatively short time. In Romania, a state of emergency was declared in
March 2020, and in May 2020, the toughest restrictive measures were implemented. Thus,
all the social changes mentioned occurred within a relatively short period, consequently
provoking significant effects.

Our results show inequalities between students, with students living in rural areas
being disadvantaged, in particular as regards access to online educational resources and
keeping in touch with the school and colleagues. This is because the resources and logistics
needed to gain online access were not sufficient. Therefore, the gradual increase in restric-
tive measures was directly proportional to the decrease in access to education for students
who belong to vulnerable groups, i.e., students without financial resources, without access
to the internet, students from disadvantaged areas, from families with problems, or living
in inadequate dwelling places [28]. Moreover, the lack of experience in regard to online
teaching and learning induced uncertainty, a sense of insufficient knowledge, and the
emergence of cognitive gaps [28].

UNESCO has identified large discrepancies between different parts of the world
in terms of access to new forms of education. In South Asia or sub-Saharan Africa, for
example, 89% of children do not have access to a computer [29]. A report by Common
Sense Media and the Boston Consulting Group showed that before the pandemic, between
15 and 16 million American students out of 50 million lived in a household that did not
have access to the Internet, to a digital device, or both [30]. There are also discrepancies if
one considers the students’ place of residence: 21% of students are from urban areas, 25%
from suburban environments, and 37% from rural areas. Differences were also registered
from a racial point of view: 30% of the black population had these gaps, as well as 35% of
Native Americans [30]. Therefore, the correlation between the residence environment and
the educational environment during the pandemic for Romanian students may correspond
to a more general picture, of which the UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay warns:
“( . . . ) we now know that teaching and continuous learning cannot be limited to online
means. ( . . . ) In order to reduce existing inequalities, we must support other alternatives,
including the use of community radio and television broadcasts and creativity in all
modes of learning. These are solutions that we approach with our partners, the Global
Coalition” [3].

In Romania, students’ access to educational resources during the closure of educational
institutions influenced the education process at both pre-university and university levels.
According to statistics provided by UNESCO, Romania had more than 3.5 million students
who were affected by the epidemiological context during the state of emergency. An
analysis by IRES showed that 32% of pupils did not have access to a functional device
(e.g., laptop, tablet, desktop) to carry out their online activities [31]. Moreover, 12% did not
have internet connection or did have it but not powerful enough to allow online teaching
activities. According to the data provided by NIS, only 66% of households in Romania had
access to a computer with internet connection [32]. Moreover, in rural areas, access was
even lower, with only 48% having access to a computer and the internet. Our study shows
that 56% of those who did not keep in touch with the professors and the university were
from rural areas, suggesting that students confronted similar problems.

This research highlights that students prefer the traditional learning-teaching-
assessment format, a result that is similar to other studies in the literature. For exam-
ple, another research conducted in Romania—with 211 responding professors, 208 students,
and 152 parents—showed that most of the participants preferred to return to face-to-face
education [33]. A study by Jordan University of Science and Technology showed that out of
730 students, two-thirds would prefer face-to-face exams [34]. The factors that accounted
for this preference were the difficulty of studying online, the lack of eloquent explanations
in the online mode, and the possible inappropriate behavior during exams.

Our research shows that transferring courses to online platforms and the limitations in
the pandemic context affected the students’ relationship with the university, both in terms
of knowledge and learning as well as in terms of relation, communication, and freedom of
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expression. The whole situation was perceived by students as a temporary one, a solution
to a crisis, and in no way was it considered as a future method for the functioning of the
universities, nor did it represent the “new normal”. Moreover, our research shows that for
an important category of students, studying, reading, doing sport, or communicating with
those close to them have become coping strategies in critical situations. We can therefore
say that although education was visibly affected in the state of emergency, through its
various expressions, it has become a genuine resource for young people.

Our results indicate a number of emotional vulnerabilities experienced by young
people in the face of critical moments generated by the pandemic. A degeneration of
effective communication due to the so-called infodemia also contributed to this [35].

The emergence of mental illness is the unseen part of the iceberg of pandemic conse-
quences among students. In our analysis, states of aggression, intolerance, abandonment
as well as states of crying, panic, fear, or despair were identified.

We found that isolation imposed in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic meant for
the students a lack of social interaction with colleagues and friends, limited movement,
and a lack of cultural activities and routine, which they felt had damaging effects on them.
These could easily turn into serious sources of frustration and generate different emotional
states, especially in the context of the pandemic [36].

A longitudinal analysis, which began in 2018, investigated social networks and the
mental health of students in Switzerland [37]. The authors of the study showed that
COVID-19-specific concerns led to online isolation, and that the lack of interaction, emo-
tional support, and physical isolation were associated with negative mental health trajecto-
ries. In France, out of 3764 students, 22% perceived a high state of stress as a result of the
COVID-19 infection of a person in their social network. This generated poor educational re-
sults, increased consumption of alcohol and tobacco, and the use of forms of entertainment
to calm themselves [38]. A study conducted in May 2020, in seven countries (China, Ireland,
Malaysia, South Korea, Taiwan, the Netherlands, and the US), revealed that students from
European countries were much more affected by the COVID-19 pandemic as compared to
students from Asian countries [39]. When the habits, routines, and behaviors long practiced
by students in a certain social and educational system are suddenly cancelled and changed,
uncertainty, frustration, psycho-mental imbalances, and adaptation difficulties arise.

The presence of mental disorders in times of crisis is not new [40]. Our results belong
to a more general trend of emotional changes during the pandemic period. Official data
and recent studies have recorded two broad categories of people affected by these mental
imbalances: the infected population suffered from post-SARS DSM-IV psychiatric disorders,
post-traumatic stress disorder, or depression, while the healthy part of the population was
affected by anxiety, depression, lack of concentration, irritability, etc. [41]. This fact has been
noted since 2019, in a study conducted in China [42]. In March 2020, research on a sample
of 1116 citizens in the southern Iranian city of Rafsanjan found that 35% of the participants
had mental health problems, anxiety, sleep disorders, and psychosocial imbalances [43].

Recent research has shown that current measures to control the spread of the virus
(physical distancing and quarantine) can trigger serious imbalances in mental health [44,45].
The study conducted by Rajkumar recorded a whole casework that described a worrying
phenomenon: the onset of anxiety and depression as well as suicide attempts among a
large segment of the population. The study conducted by Tang Fang using the Depression
Scale (CES-D-20) and the Goldberg Scale (GAD-7) on the degree of anxiety and depression
showed that the two imbalances in the mental state were identified in 26.47% (depression)
and 70.78% of the respondents [46]. The situation is similar in Romania. The IRES research,
as of February 2021, shows that one in five Romanians felt more alone during this period,
with the need for contact with other people being more stringent among women, young
people, and people over 50 years old. It is also worth noting that “1 in 10 Romanians has
gone through anxiety states in the last 7 days almost daily, 13% felt sad or hopeless, 14%
could not control their worries, and 14% felt they had no interest or pleasure in doing
anything” [18].
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Socially, relationships with friends and colleagues were affected by strong negative
circumstances: lack of social interaction, lack of face-to-face communication, or lack of joint
activities. It should be noted that throughout the period of the pandemic, these elements of
direct mutual relationships were highlighted in different analyses [37].

Our results show that during the isolation period, the relationships of the respon-
dents with their neighbors were the least affected, followed by relations with siblings,
parents, and relatives. In practice, the pandemic and the state-of-emergency measures have
reactivated the resources of the “warm community”, in Georges Ballandier’s terms. In
these communities, which are marked by deep organic solidarity, the students could reset
their lifestyle and priorities. The isolation scenario brought to the fore social networks
characterized by solid, time-checked links with a strong affective component. Parents,
spouses, lovers, relatives, true friends, and neighbors represent in the equation of our lives
a “significant other”, built through a direct, face-to-face relationship [47]. Thus, planning
the “stay-at-home situation” during the isolation period meant a reset of lifestyle and
relationships with others. Direct human relationships were replaced by those in the virtual
environment, keeping only close relationships with family, relatives, and close friends. The
social circle of living interactions significantly shrank, and the former social life faded into
a virtual universe or became a nostalgic memory.

Our study reveals that the absence of direct interactions has led to the degradation
of the relationships of the participants with their friends and colleagues. This result
demonstrates that social networks and new means of communication fail to replace liv-
ing, authentic human relationships. At best, new technologies maintain the illusion of
a relationship, becoming a kind of simulacrum of reality that proves its ephemerality in
times of crisis [48]. Likewise, online education may have the same effects. The fact that
it is perceived as a crash solution by students demonstrates that technology, however
sophisticated, cannot replace living interaction.

Social cohesion and human relations have suffered throughout this period. Studies
show that in different countries, social cohesion was much lower in June 2020 than in other
pre-pandemic intervals [49].

Placed within a broader context of national and international research, our results are
consistent with a general picture of the crisis:

- The state of emergency has had visible effects on students’ social networks; refuge
was sought in different communication spaces and direct interaction waned;

- The emergency state also had an impact on the emotional sphere. The emotional
states experienced by the students during this period heralded a series of experiences
outside of the comfort zone with which they were accustomed. They produced a
number of imbalances that were felt at a moderate and medium level of intensity;

- Constraints and limitations of the state of emergency have led to a reconfiguration of
lifestyle, a change of priorities, and a reactivation of religiosity;

- Significant family and social networks have maintained direct relationships. They have
been an oasis of normality and real sources of emotional support and help in any situation;

- Intellectual activities (study, reading) and hobbies (sport, music) have made the period
of maximum isolation more bearable and easier.

A new direction of study starting from the results of our research could be an analysis
of university drop-out as well as the educational situation of universities in 2021 as a
consequence of the abovementioned pandemic effects.

5. Strengths and Limitations

The strength of our research is that data were collected during the state of emergency,
which allowed for a better understanding of the analyzed phenomenon. At the same
time, we collected first-hand information, untainted by the passage of time and other
experiences. Furthermore, this was a nationwide study, which included a large number of
participants (N = 1.013).
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A limitation in the sampling process results from the online distribution of the ques-
tionnaire. However, this approach proved to be the most useful data collection tool at
a time when the restrictions were at a maximum, in accordance with Decree no. 195 of
16 March 2020 issued by the Romanian Government.

Given that the questionnaire was distributed online, the sample was one of conve-
nience [50], which limited the statistical representativeness of the results. However, the
focus of our research was on understanding and not necessarily on generalization, on the
basis of representativeness. This limitation is offset by the large number of respondents and
the fact that the research was carried out at the very peak moment of restrictions against
the backdrop of the pandemic.

6. Conclusions

Our research provides important insights into the educational, emotional, and social
impact of the COVID-19 emergency state on Romanian university students.

We found that students accepted online education only as a form of compromise in
relation to the epidemiological situation. They were affected by the transition to the online
format, owing to little contact with the university and other students, and the lack of a
regular routine.

On an emotional level, we found higher values in relation to the feelings of loneliness,
panic, fear, aggressiveness, and intolerance due to the lack of cultural activities, the lack of
the usual routine, and the limitation of communication and movement.

Socializing with friends and fellow students was also severely affected. The closure
of universities led to their return home to parents, who were elements of support for the
students in the context of the pandemic.

The results of this study established a number of trends in the self- assessment of
students’ personal experiences during the state of emergency. The state of emergency
during the pandemic period will remain a special experience in the students’ lives. Its
dramatism was tempered well by an effective support mechanism, provided by solid social
ties, intellectual formation, and a certain religiosity. This has produced good resilience
among young people, but also in the communities they belong to.

The period of confinement can also be seen as an initiatory experience from which
young people emerged stronger and more mature. In the long term, this moment could
cause changes in the meanings of social relations, choices (professional, living space,
consumption, travel, leisure practices), and—why not?—the metaphysical dimension of
existence. It remains to be seen whether the COVID-19 pandemic will be remembered as a
life lesson in the collective mind of students and beyond.
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Appendix A Students in the Period of Isolation

1. What is your opinion about the coronavirus pandemic?
It is a very contagious form of influenza 1

It is a virus dropped from the laboratory 2

It is a virus from animals that has undergone a mutation 3

It is a normal phenomenon that occurs periodically in history 4

It is an excessively publicised flu 5

It is a form of biological warfare for population control 6

It is an experiment on a planetary scale 7

Something else . . . 8

2. Has the news you have been following changed your behavior and the way you
think? If so, in what way? *

Not Yes

I have changed my priorities in life 1 2

I became more attentive to hygiene 1 2

I have made my family happier 1 2

I realized who is really my friend 1 2

I eat more 1 2

I eat less 1 2

I do sports every day 1 2

I stocked up on food for longer 1 2

I bought pills 1 2

I treat myself preventively 1 2

I drink more alcohol 1 2

I drink more coffee 1 2

I smoke more 1 2

I quit smoking 1 2

I spend more time on social media 1 2

Talk more on the phone 1 2

Read and study 1 2

I do not want to travel that much anymore 1 2

I do not want to buy so many goods anymore 1 2

I developed a hobby 1 2

I will look for a job that will ensure my security 1 2

I will stay in the country 1 2

Something else . . . 1 2

* multiple variant of answer.

3. Was the lockdown period a good solution?
Yes No

1 0

4. Please tell us how you felt about the lockdown?
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To a very
small extent

In
small
extent

To an
average
extent

Largely
To a very
large extent

Like a prison 1 2 3 4 5

As an abuse 1 2 3 4 5

As a form of
relaxation

1 2 3 4 5

As a form of
liberation from
many obligations

1 2 3 4 5

As a rediscovery 1 2 3 4 5

As a test 1 2 3 4 5

As a punishment 1 2 3 4 5

As a fear 1 2 3 4 5

As a challenge 1 2 3 4 5

5. What has affected you more during the lockdown?
A lot Much Little Not at all

Loneliness 4 3 2 1

News 4 3 2 1

The ones I stayed with 4 3 2 1

Lack of the usual routine 4 3 2 1

Lack of perspective 4 3 2 1

Lack of communication 4 3 2 1

Lack of cultural activities 4 3 2 1

Decrease/lack of income 4 3 2 1

Lack of social interaction with
colleagues and friends

4 3 2 1

Lack of shopping 4 3 2 1

Lack of movement 4 3 2 1

The fact that I have to cook 4 3 2 1

Some other . . . 4 3 2 1

6. What are the activities you have not given up while in isolation? *
Reading 1

Study 2

Sport 3

Outdoor outings 4

Communication with those close to you 5

Others . . . 6

* multiple variant of answer.

7. Have your relationships been altered during this period?
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A lot Much Little Not at all

With parents 4 3 2 1

With your
siblings

4 3 2 1

With relatives 4 3 2 1

With neighbours 4 3 2 1

With friends 4 3 2 1

With colleagues 4 3 2 1

8. Have you continued to keep in touch with the school and the teachers?
Yes No

1 2

9. How do you assess after this experience the courses carried out online and those
carried out in a classical manner? *

I prefer online courses 1

Classical face-to-face courses help us more 2

Vivid, direct interaction matters 3

The explanations received in face-to-face courses are more detailed 4

There are no differences between the two forms of approach 5

Online courses are a crisis solution and cannot be a permanent solution 6

* multiple variant of answer.

10. What kind of reactions did you have during the lockdown?

To a very
small extent

In
small
extent

To an
average
extent

Largely
To a very
large extent

I felt good 1 2 3 4 5

I was afraid 1 2 3 4 5

I had moments of panic 1 2 3 4 5

I was felt hopeless 1 2 3 4 5

I felt abandoned 1 2 3 4 5

I cried 1 2 3 4 5

I was bored 1 2 3 4 5

I became more aggressive 1 2 3 4 5

I became more intolerant 1 2 3 4 5

I was more irritated 1 2 3 4 5

I was in a volatile mood 1 2 3 4 5

I refused any contact 1 2 3 4 5

11. Who was closest to you during this time?
Parents Boyfriend/Girlfriend Friends Relatives Another

1 2 3 4 5

12. During the lockdown, you stayed
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Alone
With
parents

With a
colleague

With a
friend

With the
husband/wife

In a flat

At home (in a house)

In the university dormitory

13. Indicate for each of the conditions below how often you have felt this way in
the last month.

1-Very rare; 5-Very often

1. Proud 1 2 3 4 5

2. Shameful 1 2 3 4 5

3. Fearful 1 2 3 4 5

4. Active 1 2 3 4 5

5. Guilty 1 2 3 4 5

6. Strong 1 2 3 4 5

7. Stressed out 1 2 3 4 5

8. Irritated 1 2 3 4 5

9. Involved 1 2 3 4 5

10. Happy 1 2 3 4 5

11. Tense 1 2 3 4 5

12. Upset 1 2 3 4 5

13. Energetic 1 2 3 4 5

14. Inspired 1 2 3 4 5

15. Decided 1 2 3 4 5

16. Scared 1 2 3 4 5

17. Curious 1 2 3 4 5

18. Nervous 1 2 3 4 5

19. Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 5

20. Hostile 1 2 3 4 5

Age:

Studieses-domain and level:
License/Bachelor of Arts/Science Master’s Doctorate

Socio-humanities

Sciences

Residency environment
Urban Rural

1 2

Thank you very much!
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Appendix B

Universities Involved in Research

Vasile Alecsandri University of Bacău

University of Bucharest

West University of Timisoara

Alexandru Ioan Cuza University of Ias, i

University of Craiova

Transilvania University of Brasov

Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest

Ovidius University of Constanta

Adventus University

National School of Political and Administrative Studies SNSPA

University of Agronomic Sciences and Veterinary Medicine Bucharest

Gheorghe Asachi Technical University of Iasi

Politehnica University of Bucharest

Oil and Gas University of Ploieşti

University of Petroşani

Titu Maiorescu University

Dunărea de Jos University of Galati

Ion Ionescu de la Brad University of Life Sciences of Iasi

Constantin Brâncuşi University

Technical University of Cluj-Napoca

Grigore T. Popa University of Medicine and Pharmacy Iasi

Constantin Brancoveanu University

Victor Babes, University of Medicine and Pharmacy

Nicolae Bălcescu Land Forces Academy in Sibiu

Mircea cel Bătrân Naval Academy

National University of Physical Education and Sport

Military Technical Academy Ferdinand I

Mihai Viteazul National Intelligence Academy

George Emil Palade University of Medicine, Pharmacy, Sciences, and Technology of Târgu Mureş

Ştefan cel Mare University of Suceava

George Enescu National University of Arts, Iasi

Babeş-Bolyai University of Cluj-Napoca

Technical University of Cluj-Napoca

University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine of Cluj-Napoca

Romanian-American University

Ecological University of Bucharest

University of Oradea

Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu

Gheorghe Dima National Academy of Music Cluj Napoca

Aurel Vlaicu University of Arad

North University Center
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11. Doniec, R.; Wójcik, S.; Valverde, R.; Piaseczna, N.; Sieciński, S.; Duraj, K.; Tkacz, E. Extreme Situation Experienced by Dental
Students of the Medical University of Silesia Due to the SARS-CoV-2 Epidemic during the First Lockdown. Healthcare 2021, 9,
1513. [CrossRef]

12. Teixeira, S.; Ferré-Grau, C.; Canut, T.L.; Pires, R.; Carvalho, J.C.; Ribeiro, I.; Sequeira, C.; Rodrigues, T.; Sampaio, F.; Costa, T.; et al.
Positive Mental Health in University Students and Its Relations with Psychological Vulnerability, Mental Health Literacy, and
Sociodemographic Characteristics: A Descriptive Correlational Study. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 3185. [CrossRef]

13. Singh, S.; Zaki, R.A.; Farid, N.D.N.; Kaur, K. The Determinants of Mental Health Literacy among Young Adolescents in Malaysia.
Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 3242. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
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