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Perceived Stress and Need for Social Relationships in University
Students in Pandemic
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ABSTRACT

Aim: The spread of infectious diseases has become inevitable with the increase in international cooperation, commerce and cultural values via the
technological developments through the World. Coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has created stress and anxiety all over the World.
Young adults are one of the most affected social groups in the isolation days. This study aimed to evaluate the university students’ perceived stress
and need for relatedness with the profound change in educational and social life conditions.

Materials and Methods: In order to determine the socialization needs and stress levels of university students, university students throughout
Turkey were reached. Demographic characteristics, and the scores of Perceived Stress Scale and The Need for Relatedness Scale were collected by
applying a web-based questionnaire in 402 students.

Results: It was observed that the COVID-19 timeframe increased the stress levels and social needs of university students. The perceived stress of
female students was found to be higher than that of male students (p<0.001) while no statistically significant difference was found among regions
and departments.

Conclusion: It has become necessary to consider the fact that the educational lives of university students are affected by the parameters of anxiety,
stress and needs during this new normalization process and has become necessary to improve their psychological status.
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0z
Amagc: Diinya genelinde, teknolojik gelismeler ile birlikte iilkeler arasi is birliklerinin, alisverisin, bilgi ve kiiltiirel paylagimlarin artmasi ile beraber
bulasici hastaliklarin da yayilmasi kaginilmaz olmustur. Koronaviriis hastaligi-2019 (COVID-19) pandemisi hizla yayilirken hastaligin tanimi, bulas
yollari ve alinan dnlemler degistikce tiim diinyada stres ve kaygi yaratmistir. Sosyal izolasyonun ¢6ziim olarak goriildi§i bu giinlerde genclerin en

cok etkilenen sosyal gruplardan biri oldugu goriilmustir. Bu calisma kapsaminda, tiniversiteye giden genclerin egitim ve sosyal yasam kosullarinin
derinden degismesi ile algiladiklari stres ve sosyal iletisim gereksinimlerinin arastiriimasi amaglanmistir.

Gerec ve Yontem: Sosyallesme gereksinim ve stres diizeylerinin iiniversite okuyan égrencilerde belirlenmesi icin Algilanan Stres ve Sosyal iletisim
Gereksinim olcekleri kullanilarak Tiirkiye genelinde farkh bolgelerdeki tiniversite ve farkli béliimlerde okuyan 6grencilere ulasildi. Web tabanli anket
uygulanarak 402 6grencinin demografik ézellikleri, Algilanan Stres Olcegdi ve Sosyal Iliski Gereksinimi Olcedi puanlari toplandi.

Bulgular: COVID-19 siirecinde Universite dgrencilerinin stres ve sosyal gereksinim skorlarinin arttigi goriildi. Kiz 6grencilerin algiladiklari stres erkek
6grencilerden daha yiiksek bulundu (p<0,001), bolgeler ve bélimler arasinda anlamh bir farka rastlanmadi.

Sonuc: Yeni normallesme siirecinde tiim diinyadaki tiniversite 6grencilerinin egitim ve 6gretim hayatlari icin kaygi, stres ve gereksinim parametrelerinin
etkilendiginin g6z oniline alinmasina ve psikolojik durumlarinin iyilestirilmesine ihtiya¢ duyulmustur.
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INTRODUCTION

This age, in which cooperation and exchange among countries
have accelerated with technological changes, has paved the
way for diseases to find a way of easy and quick transmission.
The best example of this is the Coronavirus disease-2019
(COVID-19) pandemic, which is still in effect today and started
in Wuhan, China. The disease rapidly affected the whole world,
and with the increase in the number of cases and deaths,
the disease was declared as a pandemic by the World Health
Organization on March 11, 2020'.

The effects of the disease on the society, especially on health,
social and psychological aspects, were felt. The uncertain
and sudden change of the life order has affected the daily
functioning, and the change in the ordinary situation in
education and working life has affected the sociological
structure and this has brought some global problems?. Countries
have sought to provide quality, fair and uninterrupted
education, and online education has been started to be used
instead of face-to-face education?®. It has been stated that
compulsory social isolation has negative effects on learning,
development and communication at every stage from primary
education to higher education, mental health problems of
the young population in particular have increased at least
twice, and depression and anxiety have increased by 30-80%
compared to adults*®.

Itis reported that young adults exhibit higher levels of anxiety,
depression, substance use and irregular eating habit during
the university years compared to the general population, when
they gain new experiences in terms of finding solutions to the
changes and difficulties they encounter in their lives and it is
suggested that there are significant changes in parameters such
as anxiety, fear and worry in public health emergencies such
as epidemics and pandemics®®. In the COVID-19 pandemic, it
was observed that university students tried to adapt to online
lessons and exams, and they were one of the groups that were
most affected psychologically due to both the disruption of
their routine and the unequal new conditions®. In addition, the
fact that there are studies reporting a significant increase in
the depression and anxiety levels and in the general suicidal
tendency, observing an increase in the time of sleep but a
worsening of its quality and a decrease in the quality of life
reveals the seriousness of the issue'®". When it comes to
university students, the negative effects of stress on health,
emotions, learning and memory also gain importance'.
Studies examining the perceived stress and social isolation
needs of university students living in various regions of Turkey
and studying in different departments during the COVID-19
period were observed to be limited'. In this study, it is aimed to
examine the psychological status and social relationship needs
of university students in detail according to some demographic
characteristics during this ongoing pandemic process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The research was designed as a prospective study and was carried
out using a web-based questionnaire created by examining the
literature. Volunteer participants reached through social media
groups of university students were included in the survey. The
survey was conducted in such a way that if they said yes to
the "l have read, | approve" option, which was the purpose
of the study and the informative text in the first part, they
could continue. It was also stated in the informative text that
personal and contact information was not collected from
the participants, that the questions in the survey were not
compulsory and that they could leave whenever they wanted.

Study Population and Sample

While determining the sampling criteria, groups that were
socially severely affected by the pandemic conditions were
evaluated and young people were decided according to the
literature review. Since the socioeconomic criteria of the
young people who went to and did not go to university were
not the same, the young people who were not in the education
life were not included in the sample, and the age range of 18-
25 years, which covered the general age range of those who
went to university, was chosen in order to obtain the data set
for our purpose in a homogeneous and healthy way.

Based on 921,886 university students who settled in the
university chosen as the population, or more than seven and a
half million university students who were currently students, it
was determined that at least 385 people were needed as the
sample number, with 95% reliability and 5% confidence interval,
while the mean and variance of the population were unknown'.

Data

University students at the age range of 18-25 years were
reached through a web-based survey between January 1 and
February 29, 2020 across Turkey. The Perceived Stress Scale
(PSS) scores and the Need for Relatedness Scale (NRS) scores
of the university students were measured, and demographic
parameters (age, gender, faculty, region of residence, monthly
income, and family history of COVID-19), which were thought
to have an impact, were also added to the survey. In the 407
questionnaires collected, 5 people were excluded from the
data set because they left their demographic characteristics
and most of the scale questions blank, and analyses were
carried out with 402 people. Since some of the scale questions
were left blank, the PSS scale was studied with 399 people and
the NRS scale with 390 people (acceptance subscale with 390,
intimacy subscale with 393), and the gap filling method for
missing data was not used.
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Perceived Stress Scale

The PSS was originally developed by Cohen et al.’”® in 1983, and
its Turkish adaptation was published in 2013 by Eskin et al.®.

PSS, consisting of fourteen items, was created to measure how
stressful the situations experienced by the individual were
perceived. A 5-point Likert-type scale is applied to individuals
to evaluate each item ranging from “Never (0)" to "Very often
(4)" In the scale, 7 items (4., 5., 6., 7., 9., 10. and 13.) with
positive expressions are evaluated in reverse. The total score of
the PSS-14 scale ranges from 0 to 56, and an increasing score
indicates that the individual's perceived stress is high.

Need for Relatedness Scale

It is a scale developed by Richer and Vallerand' (1996) on the
basis of the Self-Determination Theory, and its original form
was developed in English in Canada as "The NRS-10" It was
adapted into Turkish by Karagiiven et al.® in 2020.

NRS-10 was created to evaluate the social relationship levels
of individuals in different environments. It is a scale consisting
of 10 items, 5 of which (items 1., 3., 5., 7., 9.) are included in
the sub-dimension of “acceptance” and 5 of which (items 2.,
4., 6., 8., 10.) in the sub-dimension of “intimacy". The expression
at the beginning of the scale (such as with my colleagues, with
my schoolmates) can be changed so that the scale could be
used easily in different environments. Each item is evaluated
between 1 (strongly disagree) and 7 (strongly agree).

The scores of the NRS-10 scale range from 10 to 70, and
the increasing scale score indicates a high level of social
relationship.

For this study, official approval was obtained from the Non-
Invasive Clinical Research Ethics Committee of Hali¢ University
with the number 242 on 24.12.2020.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics results were given as frequency and
percentage for categorical variables, and as mean, standard
deviation, median, minimum and maximum for continuous
variables. The Shaphiro-Wilk test results were used to examine
the normality distribution of continuous variables, and the
comparison of continuous variables between the two groups
was performed with the Independent Samples t-test for
normally distributed data and with the Mann-Whitney U Test
for not normally distributed data. The Pearson or Spearman'’s
correlation analysis was applied according to the distribution
of the variables in the analysis of the correlation between
the variables. The Cronbach's alpha values of the scales were
given and principal components, factor loads and explained
coefficients of variance were calculated with the help of
Factor Analysis. Statistical analyses were performed with the
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Statistics Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 24.0 and
the R programming language (4.0.3 version) “psych" program,
and the p<0.05 value was considered statistically significant.

RESULTS

Demographic characteristics of 402 students participating
in the study are presented in Table 1. The mean age of the
students was 20.22+1.58 years. There was no significant
difference between 139 male students [20.34+1.76 20 (18-25)
years] and 263 female students [20.16+1.48 20 (18-25) years]
in terms of age (p=0.587). While 28.6% of the participating
students had a family history of COVID-19, 71.4% did not.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the students
participating in the study
Male 139 | 34.6
Gender Female 263 | 654
Distance Education Faculty 1 0.2
Faculty of Dentistry 34 8.5
Faculty of Pharmacy 3 0.7
Faculty of Education 8 2.0
Faculty of Science and Literature 35 |87
Faculty of Fine Arts 3 0.7
Faculty of Law 5 1.2
Faculty of Administrative and
Faculty of Economic Sciences 16140
education Faculty of Theology 3 0.7
Faculty of Communication 1 0.2
Faculty of Business Administration 5 1.2
Faculty of Architecture 34 8.5
Faculty of Engineering 64 15.9
Faculty of Health Sciences® 24 6.0
Faculty of Political Sciences 1 0.2
Faculty of Medicine 132 | 32.8
Others 33 8.2
Mediterranean Region 36 |90
Eastern Anatolia Region 8 2.0
) Aegean Region 31 7.7
Eeg'lon of Southeastern Anatolia Region 23 5.7
esidence - -
Central Anatolia Region 40 |10.0
Black Sea Region 12 |30
Marmara Region 252 | 62.7
<2,200 138 | 34.3
2,200-3,000 54 13.4
3,000-4,000 48 11.9
mgg;he'y(m 4,000-7,500 60 | 14.9
7,500-10,000 37 9.2
10,000-15,000 23 5.7
>15.000 38 9.5
History of Yes 115 | 28.6
COVID-19 No 287 | 71.4
Age, year*™* 20.22+1.58 20 (18-25)

*Nursing, anesthesia, midwifery, nutrition and dietetics, child development.

**Mean+standard deviation, median (minimum-maximum).

COVID-19: Coronavirus disease-2019
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The PSS and NRS scores are presented in Table 2 and it was
seen that their averages were above the mean values of the
scales (28 for PSS, 40 for NRS). Cronbach's alpha values were
calculated as 879% for PSS and 97% for NRS, and the scales
were found to have high reliability (Table 2)'.

As a result of examining the scale scores according to
demographic characteristics, a significant difference was found
only between the genders in terms of PSS scores (p<0.001). It
was observed that the PSS scores of the female students were
higher than the PSS scores of the male students (Table 3).

In order to avoid problems in both meaning integrity and
statistical analyses in group comparisons, the faculty type was
grouped as "medical faculty and other", as well as "medical
faculty and health sciences faculty students and other"; region
of residence as “Marmara Region and other"; and income status
as "low (<2.200) and high (>2.200)" There was no significant
difference in terms of PSS, NRS and NRS subscales (acceptance
and intimacy) between those with and without a family
history of COVID-19, between medical faculty students and
others, between health sciences faculty students in addition

significant and reverse relationship, which was very weak in
those without history of COVID-19 while weak in those with a
history of COVID-19 although it was slightly higher, was found
(-0.167, -0.344, respectively) (Table 5).

Factor Analysis, Principal Component Analysis

- For the NRS scale, the Cronbach's alpha was 97%, the
explained variance was 76%, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) value was 0.952, and the Barlett's test of Sphericity
analysis result was p<0.001. Component coefficients varied
between a minimum of 0.718 and a maximum of 0.926.
For the subscales, the Cronbach's alpha values were observed
as 949 for the acceptance subscale and 93% for the intimacy
subscale.

- For the PSS scale, the Cronbach's alpha was 87%, the
explained variance was 549%, the KMO value was 0.905, and
the Barlett's test of Sphericity result was p<0.001.

Table 3. Comparison of PSS and NRS scales according to

demographic characteristics

to medical faculty students and others, between those residing PSS p NRS p
|n.the Marmara.l reglon and other regions, and between those 31.59+9.19 45.87417.09
with low and high income (Tables 3, 4). Male 315 48.50
Gender <0.001° 0.876°
When medical faculty students were examined within Female 36.92+8.92 45.78+16.20
themselves, it was found that the stress levels of female 37 49
students were higher than those of male students, but there No 34.79+9.73 46.01+16.67
was no significant difference in terms of family history of History of 35 B 48 .
COVID-19, income status and residence region (p<0.001, 0.780, COovID-19 Ves 35.79+8.35 | 4532+16.10 |
0.949, p 0.420, respectively). 35.5 50
. . . Faculty of | 34.88+9.82 46.35+15.77
Wh.en _the relationship between the two scgles was examined, Faculty | Medicine |35.5 19
a significant, reverse and very weak relationship was found type 0.766° 0.783°
(medicine) 35.18+9.13 45.54,+16.88
between NRS and PSS (p<0.001, -0.208). It was observed that Other 3 185
this relationship was insignificant only in male participants, - .
but significant, reverse and very weak (-0.237) in female ET}CUIUGS
students. When examined in terms of COVID-19 history, a Medicine |34.66+9.88 46.14+16.04
Faculty and 35 49
Table 2. PSS and NRS scale scores, Cronbach’s alpha values type Health 0.489° 0.871°
Mean+SD (health) | Sciences
n Median Cronbach’s 35.35+9.02 45.60+16.82
) alpha Others
(min-max) 35 48
35.08+9.36 35.33+9.81 46.17+16.55
Po5 ETR i56) 0.874 i gﬂeagrirgna ) 35.5 ; 49 ’
Region of : 0.426 0.533"
45.81+16.49 residence 34.65+8.55 45.21+16.43
NRS 390 0.965 Others
49 (10-70) 35 49
22.93+8.26 36.30+9.19 45.11+17.62
Acceptance | 393 0.935 Low
24 (5-35) Income 36 49
NRS 0.058° 0.786*
, 22.89+8.56 status , 34.43+9.40 46.18+15.89
Intimacy 390 0.933 High
25 (5-35) 35 49
min-max: Minimum-maximum, SD: Standard deviation, PSS: Perceived Stress Scale, “Mann-Whitney U test, ®Independent sample t-test.
NRS: Need for Relatedness Scale PSS: Perceived Stress Scale, NRS: Need for Relatedness Scale
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DISCUSSION

In our study, which revealed that routine lives of 402 university
students, whose average age was 20.22+1.5 years and 65.4% were
female students, and who participated in the survey from different
geographical regions and different faculties, were affected during
the COVID-19 pandemic, and which evaluated the levels of social

Table 4. Comparison of NRS subscales according to
demographic characteristics

Acceptance | p Intimacy p
22.64+8.58 23.2348.90
Male
24 25
Gender 0.705? 0.4412
23.08+8.10 22.71+8.39
Female
24 25
N 23.06+8.32 22.93+8.70
0
History of 24 24
0.677° 0.832?
COVID-19 y 22.60+8.12 22.78+8.25
es
24 25
F?CC“'W 23.04+7.86 23311824
Faculty |90 |4 25
type Medicine 0.993° 0.577°
(medicine) 22.87+8.47 22.67+8.73
Other
24 245
Faculties
of
Medicine | 23.09+7.99 23.09+8.36
Faculty and 24.5 25
type Health 0.808° 0.819°
(health) Sciences
22.82+8.45 22.76+8.71
Others
24 25
Marmara | 22.98+8.29 23.18+8.59
i Region | 24 25
Region of 0.914° 0.332°
residence 22.84+8.24 22.39+8.52
Other
25 24
22.22+8.77 22.84+9.20
Low 2 25
Jeste 0.344° 0.835°
status _ 23.30+7.97 22.91+8.23
High
24 24.5
Mann-Whitney U test.
PSS: Perceived Stress Scale, NRS: Need for Relatedness Scale
Table 5. The relationship between NRS and PSS scales
p r
General <0.001 -0.208
Male 0.113 -0.137
Gender
Female <0.001 -0.237
) No 0.005 -0.167
History of COVID-19
Yes <0.001 -0.344
Spearman’s correlation test.
COVID-19: Coronavirus disease-2019, PSS: Perceived Stress Scale, NRS: Need for
Relatedness Scale
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relations and stress that they experienced while adapting to
digital transformations, it was found that PSS scores of female
students were higher than those of male students.

As a result of the prospective cohort study conducted by
Savage et al.?*® on the mental health and physical behaviors
of university students during the pandemic, a decrease in the
mental health of young people, students and women, who
are more sensitive than the general society, and an increase
in their stress and sedentary states were observed. Moreover,
in the same study, it was stated that female students were
more stressed than male students?. In the current study, PSS
scores of female students were detected to be higher, which
was found to be consistent with the literature.

When only medical faculty students were examined within
themselves, it was found that the stress levels of female
students were higher than those of male students, but no
significant difference was found in terms of income status. In
the study conducted by Torun and Torun?' with medical faculty
students, it was emphasized that the perceived stress level of
female students was higher than that of male students, and
that low income also affected students' perceived stress and
anxiety. The income level, which was found to be significant
In a single-center study conducted with only medical
faculty students, was observed to have lost its significance
on COVID-19 considering the students studying in medical
faculties throughout Turkey, and it was observed to be at a
trend level among students studying in all regions and faculties
in Turkey. It is thought that more comprehensive studies on
perceived stress depending on income are needed.

In the study of perceived stress conducted by Tugut et al.”?
with a web-based survey on 295 university students studying
only in the field of health, excluding the medical faculty,
in a university in the period of COVID-19, and in the study
of perceived stress conducted by Bayar et al.? on only 565
university students, mostly studying in the field of health at
Mardin Artuklu University, it was stated that the PSS scores
were above the average level.

Compared to the study conducted by Hancioglu?* in 2017 with
students at Ankara University Faculty of Political Sciences,
Department of Business Administration before COVID-19, it
was found that the stress perceived by university students
during the COVID-19 period increased even more. In the PSS
validation study conducted by Eskin et al.'® with students
studying at Adnan Menderes University Aydin Health High
School and Faculty of Science and Literature in 2013, it was
observed that the perceived stress scores of university students
during the pandemic were even higher. In our study, which
also included students studying in health-related and other
departments and from other regions, it was observed that
university students’ PSS scores were even higher during the
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COVID-19 period. It was concluded that university students
were negatively affected by the pandemic, independent of
region, faculty, department and income level, except for
gender.

Study Limitations

The lack of knowledge on the pre-pandemic stress and social
relationship status of the university students participating in
the study was determined as a limitation of the study.

CONCLUSION

As a result, in our study, an increase was observed in the stress
and social needs scores of university students during the
COVID-19 process, it was clearly observed that this increase
was not a determinant in terms of demographic characteristics
except for gender, and all university student groups were
similarly affected by the restrictions brought by the pandemic.
Itisthoughtthat thereis a need to make common arrangements
for university students in general, to consider the anxiety and
stress parameters in their education lives, and to improve their
psychological status.
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