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Abstract

At universities for students, the COVID-
19 pandemic and the introduced anti-pan-
demic measures turned out to be psycho-
traumatic factors that increased the expe-
rience of loneliness. The purpose of the
study was to investigate the prevalence of
the phenomenon of loneliness among uni-
versity students in five European coun-
tries, taking into account the variety of
anti-COVID measures during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Using the UCLA
Loneliness Scale, questionnaires of 2316
students. In Russia, Poland and Ukraine a
hard lockdown was introduced during the
pandemic. Lithuania (in the first months)
did not undertake severe restrictions, and
for a long time the danger of the SARS-
CoV-2 virus was not recognized in
Belarus. The students in Lithuania and
Belarus, 33 and 35 points. Students from
Poland, Russia and Ukraine: 38, 37, 37
points, respectively. All respondents were
classified according to three levels of lone-
liness experience. A low level (<40) was
noted in 1,510 cases (65.2%), medium
(40-60) — 740 people (32.0%), high
(>60) experience of loneliness — 66
respondents (2.8%). Among the represen-
tatives of Lithuania and Belarus, a low
level of subjective feeling of loneliness
prevailed (about 70% of respondents),
while in Ukraine, Russia and Poland the
share of low indicators was significantly
less, respectively, 65.2%, 59.8% and 57.8%.
University students from five countries
who participated in the study do not
experience high levels of loneliness.
Gradation of the prevalence of feelings of
loneliness from minimum to maximum in
comparison is as follows: LT — BY —
RU—UA—PL. The severity of loneliness
is associated with the levels of restrictions
in the countries during the pandemic.

Pe3siome
Jlyist cTyIeHTOB B yHHMBEpPCHUTETaX IMaHAeMUs
COVID-19 u BBeseHHble aHTUIAHIAEMUYECKUE
MepPbI OKa3aJUCh TICUXOTPABMUPYIOMINME (PAKTO-
pamu, YCUJIUBIIUMU ME€PEKUBAHIE OUHOYECTBA.
ILesbio paboThl ObLIa CPaBHUTEIbHAS OIIEHKA Pac-
MPOCTPAaHEHHOCTH (PeHOMEHA TIEPeKUBAHUS OJH-
HOUYECTBA y CTYAEHTOB YHUBEPCUTETOB U3 MSATH
€BPOIENCKUX CTPaH C YYeTOM pPazHooOpas3us
AHTUKOBU/IHBIX CTPATETUii BO BPeMs MaHIEMUU
COVID-19. Ilpu nomoiny mIkajgbl OZMHOYECTBA
UCLA mnpoananu3upoBabl aHKETbI-OMPOCHUKU
2316 crynenToB U3 nsATH eBporneiickux crpat. B Poc-
cun, [Tosibiite 1 YkpanHe Bo BpeMs TaHJEMUN BBO-
NIAJICS JKeCTKUM JoKAayH. JINTBa B epBbie Mecsi-
I[bI HE MPEeANPUHUMAJIA KECTKUX OTPAHUYEHUH, a
B Beslapycu rosiroe Bpemst He Ipu3HaBasIach orac-
HocTb Bupyca SARS-CoV-2. CymmapHblii mokasa-
TeJb OJIMHOYECTBA BCEX OIPOIIEHHBIX COCTABUJI
36 6asnoB (Meauana). Y npejactaBuTesiell CTyieH-
yectBa JluTebl U Benapycu oH GblI MUHUMAJb-
HbiM (33 u 35 6aioB). Y cryaentos us [losbiu,
Poccun m Ykpautbl ObLI A0CTOBEPHO Bbimie: 38,
37, 37 6a/10B COOTBETCTBEHHO. Bee peciionmenTbt
ObLIN KIacCU(PUIIMPOBAHBL ¢ YYETOM TPEX YPOB-
Hell TepekuBaHus ojmHodecTBa. HuU3kuii ypo-
BeHb (Menee 40 6ainnoB) ormeueH B 1510 cayuasx
(65,2%). Cpenumii (40—60 Gammos) — 740 geno-
Bek (32,0%). Boicokwuii (6osiee 60) ¢ MakcumMasb-
HBIM TTE€PEKUBAHMEM OJIUHOYECTBA BBISABJIEH y 66
pecrionzienToB (2,8%). Y npezncrasuresieil JINTBbI
u Benapycu Hu3KUU ypOBeHb CyOBEKTHBHOTO
OIIYTIEHUST OJIUHOYECTBA TMPEBATUPOBAT (OKOJIO
70% pPECIIOH/IEHTOB), B TO BPEMSI KaK CPe/IH Tpe-
crasureseit Ykpaunbl u ocobenno Poccum u
[Hospimmm mosist HU3KKUX TOKa3aTesneil J0CTOBEPHO
Obl1a MEHbIIIE, COOTBETCTBEHHO 65,2, 59,8 1 57,8%.
CTyseHTbl YHUBEPCUTETOB U3 IISTH CTPaH, IPU-
HSIBIIIME yYacTUe B UCCJIEIOBAHUU, HE UCIIBITHIBA-
JI BBICOKOTO yPOBHs opuHovecTBa. CyMMapHbIT
MOKa3aTesib COOTBETCTBYET HU3KOMY W CpPEIHEMY
yposHio. [paatust pacripocTpaHeHHOCTH TIEPeKUBa-
HUI OJIMHOYECTBA OT MUHUMAJILHOTO JI0 MAKCUMAJTh-
Horo B cpaBHenuu: LT — BY — RU — UA — PL.
BoipaskeHHOCTh OAMHOYECTBA CBSI3aHA C YPOBHEM
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about significant changes in education
around the world. Most countries have closed educational institutions for at least
some time, “creating the worst global disruption to education in history” (Stolberg,
2020; Toseliani & Anisimov, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted a
massive challenge in the form of loneliness. Social distancing has become the norm,
the biting feeling of loneliness has been an unwelcome companion to far too many
Europeans. This is not a new phenomenon, yet it is now revealed as never before
and has significant social, economic and health implications that deserve our atten-
tion (Baarck et al., 2021).

Loneliness is a complex, multifaceted, and dynamic phenomenon determined by
many factors of an unknown disease (Loades et al., 2020; Dossey, 2020). Loneliness
can permeate the entire structure of the personality and spread to the cognitive,
emotional-regulatory and active-volitional spheres (Skalski et al., 2020). The
social isolation recommended during the pandemic has had a detrimental effect on
mental and physical health as well as negative consequences for social cohesion and
trust in society (Smith & Lim, 2020). In addition to the stress caused by fear of
infection and the pressure of uncertainty about the prognosis of infection, restric-
tions worsened overall well-being and the quality of interpersonal relationships
(Polskaya & Razvaliaeva, 2020). Changes in lifestyle and social activity exacerbat-
ed the stressful situation (Saltzman et al., 2020). During and after the isolation
measures were applied, an increase in the number of people feeling lonely has been
observed in many countries (Banerjee & Rai, 2020; Huang et al., 2020). A report
from the European Commission’s Joint Research Center states that in the
European Union, after the outbreak of COVID-19, the proportion of respondents
who often felt lonely doubled (Banerjee & Rai, 2020). J. Baarck stated that the
COVID-19 pandemic, and in particular the mobility restrictions and social dis-
tancing measures adopted to contain the spread of the virus, has made the need to
tackle loneliness and social isolation even more pressing.

Young adults between the ages of 18—35 are often affected by the loneliness
effect (Sinczuch, 2002), forming a high-risk group. Many researchers note that it is
this demographic group that suffers most during a lockdown (Liu et al., 2020). Pre-
pandemic research data also indicates a relatively high prevalence of the phenom-
enon among young people (Bu et al., 2020). Young people aged 15—24 years (21%)
and 24—49 years (17%) feel lonely “often” or “sometimes” (Jose & Lim, 2014; Beam
& Kim, 2020). A several-fold increase in the prevalence of loneliness compared to
the pre-pandemic period has been noted in studies (Lee et al., 2020; Losada-Baltar
et al., 2020).

All this indicates the relevance of studying the phenomenon of loneliness and
the need to develop preventive measures during the COVID-19 pandemic.
University students, as a high-risk group, not only experience loneliness during a
pandemic, but could potentially have an even higher risk of the consequences of
loneliness in the post-hoc period (Sharma, 2020; Bu et al., 2020). On the other
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hand, students as a social community that quickly adapts to new conditions of life,
are an interesting population for comparative research (Bertrand et al., 2021).

With the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus in the world, each country chooses
its own path, going through a unique “natural experiment” initiated by the
COVID-19 disease (Odintsova et al., 2021). In Russia, Poland, and later in
Lithuania and Ukraine, like in most European countries, enhanced quarantine
measures were introduced in the first wave of the pandemic to combat the spread
of infection. Lockdown in Lithuania was introduced from March 16" to June 17th,
2020. It was shorter than in other countries. In Lithuania, strict quarantine was
introduced on November 7, 2020. In contrast to these countries, at the beginning
of the pandemic Belarus and Sweden did not adopt a similar anti-pandemic strate-
gy. In these countries, the preservation of the previous organization of social life
was demonstrated, without serious restrictions and panic moods (Baral et al.,
2021). In Belarus, a regime of complete restriction of social contacts was not intro-
duced, and the population was only informed about the need to comply with safety
measures (Gubenko, 2020; Karath, 2020). The effect of pandemic restrictions on
the prevalence of loneliness can be seen by comparing this phenomenon in coun-
tries with different anti-epidemic strategies.

We rely on the term “loneliness” as used in (Baarck et al., 2021). The term “lone-
liness” defines three very distinctive forms of “being alone” for an individual: lone-
liness, social isolation, and solitude, even if the terms are sometimes used inter-
changeably in everyday language. In the literature, loneliness has a strong subjec-
tive nature. It is the perception of a discrepancy between a person’s desired and
actual network of relationships. It is lived as a deeply negative experience. It is not
only about having too few social contacts per se, but also about the perception that
these relationships are not satisfying enough. In other words, loneliness does not
mean being alone, but feeling alone. In this respect, loneliness is different from
social isolation, which has an objective connotation defined by an absence of rela-
tionships with other people and/or a very small number of meaningful ties.

Solitude describes the act of being alone voluntarily, which once again involves
the objective condition of being away from others but also the possibility of pleas-
ant and positive feelings about this situation.

Based on the definitions, we used the method of assessment — the Loneliness
Scale of the University of California, Los Angeles, UCLA (Russell, 1996; Yildirim
& Kocabiyik, 2010) to determine all three forms of the phenomenon of loneliness.

Current Study

Research hypothesis: the prevalence of the levels of loneliness among university
students has its own characteristics depending on the effect of anti-pandemic
measures taken in each individual country.

Purpose of the work: to investigate the prevalence of the phenomenon of lone-
liness among university students in five European countries, taking into account
the variety of anti-COVID measures during the pandemic.
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Participants and Procedure
Participants

The study was carried out in September-October 2020 on the basis of universi-
ties in five European countries (2316 non-technical students were interviewed). In
Belarus (Grodno, Vitebsk, Minsk) — 822 students, Russia (Moscow, Moscow
region, Arkhangelsk, Krasnoyarsk) — 523 students, Poland (Bialystok, Suwalki,
Byala Podlaska) — 632 students, Lithuania (Klaipeda, Kaunas) — 223 students,
Ukraine (Ternopil) — 116 students.

Measures

The research was conducted on the Google Forms platform
https://docs.google.com /forms/d /14vY2rAAjW _ENyr6dqGTszks9KgYWildalV
mm7DyiyxQ/edit. The created electronic file of questionnaires made it possible to
form a database and perform statistical analysis. Tracking and analyzing the expe-
rience of loneliness was carried out using a generally recognized and widely used
instrument, the Loneliness Scale of the University of California, Los Angeles,
UCLA (Russell, 1996). This one-dimensional scaling method is a summary scores
selected by developers based on a series of methodological experiments, as well as
a correlation with a self-rating index for loneliness with a validation check (Russell
et al., 1980). The third version of the UCLA Loneliness Scale is based on shared
experience and measures the negative aspects of loneliness. There are 11 negative
(“alone”) and 9 positive (“not alone”) statements used (Russell, 1996). For
answers, a 4-point ordinal scale of Likert grades (Likert) is proposed. The result is
in the form of the sum of points, taking into account the fact that in the part of the
questionnaire statements the answer option “I often feel this way” is coded as “4”,
and “I never feel this way” as “1”, and for Questions 1, 4-6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, 20, on
the contrary, “I often feel this way” is “1”, and “I never feel this way” is “4” (Russell,
1996; Puzanova, 2009).

The overall result is estimated in the range of 20—80 points, and it can be inter-
preted as the severity of the state of forced isolation, desire or even the need for
loneliness, as well as diagnose a construct with factors: lack of unity with the peo-
ple around; lack of interpersonal contacts, isolation, alienation, isolation; dissatis-
faction with the quality of relationships with others.

The Russian-language adaptation of this technique was performed earlier
(Ishmuhametov, 2006). The obtained psychometric indicators correspond to the
original English version. The Polish-language version also confirmed compliance
with the original English-language version (Kwiatkowska et al., 2018). In addition,
the results of the methods of checking for validity and correlations with the index
of self-assignment to the category of loneliness were used. Cronbach’s alpha of
statements was 0.89, which confirmed the high internal consistency of the state-
ments of the questionnaire (Puzanova, 2009).
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Procedure

The data collection tools used in this research study were applied to volunteer
participants. All study participants were informed about the purpose and objec-
tives of the study, methodology, and anonymous and confidential nature. After the
study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Yanka Kupala State University of
Grodno, participants participated through an online questionnaire. Prior to partic-
ipating, the researchers obtained consent from the participants. Access to the elec-
tronic questionnaire was provided only in the case of expressing consent to partic-
ipate in the study.

Data analysis

The statistical software package Statistica 13 PL (StatSoft, USA) was used for
statistical processing and for search for significant dependencies. Data processing
was carried out with an assessment of the correspondence of the obtained values to
the normal distribution of the variation series using the Shapiro-Vilk W-test. The
final quantitative indicators for all scales and the sum had a distribution that dif-
fered from the norm, therefore, when processing and interpreting the results, non-
parametric indicators were used. As a measure of the central tendency, the median,
the minimum and maximum values, and the interquartile range of the IQR (the dif-
ference in the values of the upper 75th and lower 25th quartiles) were indicated.
Additionally, the generally accepted indicators were used: the arithmetic mean
(M) together with the standard deviation (£ SD). To assess the significance of dif-
ferences between the two groups of respondents, the Mann—Whitney U-test was
used (differences were significant at p < 0.05). As a nonparametric alternative to
one-dimensional (intergroup) analysis of variance. The Kruskal—Wallis test was
used to compare the five groups with correction for multiple Bonferroni compar-
isons (Perneger, 1998). Spearman’s rank correlation method is applied to deter-
mine the strength and direction of correlations between indicators.

Results

The age of the students in the groups was 21.0 + 1.54 years. Distribution of
respondents by gender: male, 24.0%, female, 76.0%. The relationship by age and
gender is maintained in all five countries represented. The results of processing the
data of the questionnaires with the determination of the total level of experience of
loneliness according to the UCLA Scale are presented in Table 1.

The diagram (Figure 1) visualizes the final indicators of calculating the total
level of loneliness of student youth in the country.

According to the data obtained using the UCLA Scale, respondents who
showed three levels of loneliness experience were singled out in each of the groups.
A low level (total score less than 40 points) was noted in 1,510 cases (65.2%). The
medium level (40-60 points) was observed in 740 people (32.0%). A high level
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Table 1

Comparative Assessment of the Experience of Loneliness (by Representatives of University

Students from Five European Countries)

Mann—Whitney tests (Z)
Group of . Minimum— for 2 samples and
respondents Median Maximum IQR M+ SD Kruskal—Wallis tests (H)
for 5 samples*
BY (N=822) | 350 | 21.0-72.0 [30.0-42.0|36.7+875| Z=—4.5;P,, <.001
RU(N=523) | 370 | 21.0-71.0 [31.0-46.0]392+971| Z=-39;P,, . <.001
PL (N = 632) 38.0 20.0-66.0 |30.0-48.0| 39.2+10.8 | Z=4.8; P, ,<.001
Z=126; Py +<.01
LT (N = 223) 33.0 23.0-74.0 |28.0-41.0| 36.2 £ 8.69
7 = 5.4; Py < 001
UA (N =116) 37.0 24.0-64.0 [30.5-44.01385+9.44 | Z=-31,P,,<.01
Total (N=2316) | 36.0 | 20.0-740 |[31.0-45.0|37.9+968 | H=450;P,,,..<.001

Note. Hereinafter, the designation of the countries where the study was carried out: BY — Belarus,
RU — Russia, PL — Poland, LT — Lithuania, UA — Ukraine.
* Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons is applied.

Figure 1

The Severity of the Total Indicator of the Experience of Loneliness in the Five Studied Groups

80

Boxplot by country

70
60

50

| [

Total level of experience of loneliness, points

3

4 5

Country (1-BY, 2-RU, 3-PL, 4-LT, 5-UA)

o Median
[ 25%-75%
T Min-Max

(more than 60 points) with the maximum feeling of loneliness was revealed in 66
respondents (2.8%) (Table 2).

Thus, the first group includes students who are not inclined to experience lone-
liness. The second group was formed of respondents occupying an intermediate
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Table 2

Ranges of the Levels of Experience of Loneliness among Respondents in the Studied Groups

(Number, Percentage, 95% CI — Confidence Interval)

Level of experience of loneliness
G P 2 test
roup Low Medium High carson x=tes
(< 40 points) (40—-60 points) (> 60 points)
BY 592 (72.0) 216 (26.3) 14 (1.7) x2=216
(N =822) (69.0-75.1) (23.3-29.3) (0.8-2.6) Piyro <001
RU 313 (59.8) 196 (37.5) 14 (2.7) x2=16.1
(N =523) (55.7-61.1) (33.3-41.6) (1.3-4.1) Ppur <.001
PL 365 (57.8) 235 (37.2) 32(5.1) x2=375
(N =632) (53.9-61.6) (33.4-41.0) (3.4-6.8) Py <.001
LT 167 (74.9) 54 (24.2) 2(0.9) x2=23.2
(N =223) (69.2-8.36) (18.6-29.8) (0.3-2.1) P, <.001
UA 73 (62.9) 39 (33.6) 4 (3.4) x2=6.8
(N =116) (54.1-71.7) (25.0-42.2) (0.1-6.8) P, <.05
Total 1510 (65.2) 740 (32.0) 66 (2.8) x2=57.6
(N =2316) (63.3-67.1) (30.1-33.9) (2.2-3.5) P counries <-001

position, whose answers are characterized by uncertainty. The most common
answer in this group is “sometimes”. The third group with a high level of experience
of loneliness is the smallest. The ranges of the levels of experience of loneliness
among the respondents in the studied groups by country are presented in Table 3.
The results obtained on the basis of basic statistics revealed a set of correlations
between the indicators of respondents in the data set of the statements of the ques-
tionnaire, which are reduced to 17 questions out of 20, describing the division into
groups for five countries. The Table shows data on all questions of the question-
naire, which can be considered as criteria that reliably distinguish between the
studied groups according to the Kruskal-Wallis criterion (adjusted for multiple
Bonferroni comparisons).

The total indicator of the experience of loneliness does not correlate with the
gender and age of the study participants, although a tendency and a weak connec-
tion were noted according to most of the criteria of the UCLA Scale (Spearman’s
rank correlation coefficient for Questions 2, 68, 10, 11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19, 20 from
r=—0.04tor=0.11, p <0.05). For Questions 6—8, 10, 13, 16, 19 and 20, the degree
of expressiveness of answers were higher for male participants, and for answers to
Questions 2, 11, 14, 17, for female participants.

Discussion

In scientific research, loneliness is often interpreted as a pathological painful
condition. Preference is given to studying this phenomenon at certain age periods
(Lin & Chiao, 2020; Dumont et al., 1990) or in selected socio-demographic groups
(Pitman et al., 2018). It is believed that a fairly large number of young people feel
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Table 3

Distinctive Features of the Criteria for Loneliness According to the UCLA Scale, Taking into
Account the Country of Residence

Contents of the ques-

; Country of survey (median; IQR; M + SD) Kruskal—
tion (Russell et al., .
Ne Total Wallis
1980; Hughes et al., ok
2004) BY RU PL LT UA test** H, P
T I feel in tune with the | 1.0;1-2; | 1.0;1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-1; [ 1.0; 1-1; | 1.0; 1-2; 95.0: < 001
people around me 1.3+0.58(14+065[1.6*075[1.3+05(13+£06|1.4=07 """
. . 3.0;2-3; | 3.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 3.0; 3—4; | 3.0; 2—4; | 3.0; 2-3;
2 |Hack companionship |, g™, " g3 199+ 082|203+ 0.84|3.1 +0.7 |29+ 0.9 | 2.8 + 0.9 |220% = 001
3 There is no one I can 2.0;1-2; | 2.0;1-2; | 2.0; 1-2; [1.0; 1-2;| 1.5; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-2; > 05
turn to 1.8+0.89(19+092{1.8+£089(19+09[1.8+09|1.8£09 ’
2.0;1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3;
A [Tdomotfeelalone 157 4 4510t 103]2.4+ 099|197+ 0923+ 12|23+ 1.1 |14 =001
5+ I feel part of a group of | 1,0; 1-2; | 1,0; 1-2; | 2,0; 1-2; [ 1,0; 1-2; | 1,0; 1-2; | 1,0; 1-2; 99.5: < 001
friends 1,5+0,74 1,7+ 0,85(1,7+0,88|16+08(1,6+09|16+0,8 D
I have a lot in common
« . 1,0; 1-2; | 2.0;1-2; | 2.0; 1-2; [ 2.0; 1-2; | 1.5; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-2; .
6 x‘cth the people around| & 728 0 80| 1.8+ 0.78] 18+0.7 | 1.7+ 0.8 | 17+ 0.8| 194 <001
7 I am no longer close to | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; [ 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; ~ 05
anyone 1.7+086 |1.7+£096(1.7+096(1.7+08|1.7+09(1.7+09 '
2,2+0,74123+0,87(2,4+096/25+08(24+09[23+0,9 T
around me
g I am an outgoing per- 1.0;1-2; | 2.0;1-2; | 2.0;1-2; [ 1.0;1-2;[1.0; 1-2; [ 1.0; 1-2; 62.6: < 001
son 1.5£070(1.8+087[1.7+0.78/1.6+07|16+09|1.6+0.8 T
10* There are people I feel | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-1; | 1.0; 1-1; | 1.0; 1-2; > 05
close to 1.3£061(1.4£063{14+£065/1.2+05|13+06[1.3+0.6 ’
1.0;1-2; | 2.0;1-3; | 2.0;1-3; [ 1.0; 1-2; ] 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2;
11 |[feel left out 174087 1.9+ 08920+ 095 16+0.7| 18+ 08| 1.8 + 09|88 =001
19 My social relationships| 2.0; 2-3; | 3.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; 47.4: < 001
are superficial 23+0.88(26+092(24+089(22+08(|27+09(24£09]| "
13 No one really knows 3.0;2-3; | 3.0;2-3; | 2.0;2-3; [2.0; 1-3; | 3.0; 2-3; | 3.0; 2-3; 53.8: < 001
me well 26+097(26+1.03|25+1.03(21+x09(27+1.0[25+1.0 o
" I feel isolated from 2.0;1-2; | 2.0;1-3; | 2.0;1-3; [ 1.0; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; 89.6: < 001
others 1.8+089|121+£09821+£10(16+£08(20+09(19+09 o
15+ I can find companion- | 2.0; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; [ 2.0; 1-2;| 2.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; 93.0: < 001
ship when I want it 1.9+086|19+086(19+086(19+09(19+09(19+0.8 o
16* There are people who | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; 33.3: < 001
really understand me | 1.6 £0.75(1.6 £0.75{1.8 £0.83[1.5+£0.7|1.7£09|1.6 £ 0.8 D
17 I am unhappy being so | 1.0; 1-2; | 2.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-3; | 2.0; 1-3; 73.3: < 001
withdrawn 1.8£093[20+1.0(21+1.03{1.6+09[18£09[1.9+09| "
18 People are around me | 2.0;2-3; | 2.0;2-3; | 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 1-3;| 2.0; 2-3; | 2.0; 2—-3; 403 < 001
but not with me 23+£092(25+095(24+098/20+09(23+09(23+0.9 o
19* There are people I can | 1.0; 1-1; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; 50.6: < 001
talk to 1.3£060(1.4+£064[1.5+074|(13£07|14+£08[1.4+0.7 T
920% There are people I can | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; | 1.0; 1-2; 425 < 001
turn to 14+065[14+068|1.6+078[13+x06(|14+07[1.4+0.7 R

Note. The total score is the sum of all 20 items.
* Ttem should be reversed (i.e., 1 =4, 2 =3, 3 =2, 4 = 1) before scoring.
** Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons is applied.
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lonely, so they seek recognition and acceptance in a peer group. After the age of 40,
the manifestations of loneliness decrease, but they again increase in the elderly. An
estimated 15 to 30 percent of the population feels lonely at all times (Louise et al.,
2018). According to our data, the prevalence of the experience of loneliness was
less than results presented in the literature. These discrepancies, possibly, are asso-
ciated with adaptation to the changed conditions of life and study of student
youth. University students differ from other strata of the population in their activ-
ity, cheerfulness, and desire and need for communication. This is confirmed by
studies conducted in the first months of the quarantine, when the COVID-19 pan-
demic was news, uncertainty, fear, alarm, especially among the young and elderly
population (Burki, 2020), and consistent with results reported in the literature
(Baarck et al., 2021). Communication restrictions during anti-pandemic measures
alienate people from potential new social contacts. A study by American scientists
(Luchetti et al., 2020) examined the change in the levels of loneliness in response
to social restriction measures taken to combat the spread of coronavirus among
1,545 American adults. The assessment was carried out three times during the
spring-summer of 2020. Contrary to expectations, it was concluded that there were
minor changes in the levels of loneliness.

The respondents felt an increase in support from their inner circle. In our study,
the severity of the respondents’ loneliness corresponded to the low and medium
levels of the severity of this state. Young adults tend to have a tendency to commu-
nicate with peers and to feel part of a group where social interaction skills are
developed and tested; the ability to obey collective discipline; the ability to gain
authority and occupy the desired status (Nowakowska, 2020). The restrictive
measures caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, in our opinion, are a factor aggravat-
ing and provoking the levels of experience of loneliness, especially social loneliness.
It should be borne in mind that young people often have not yet left their parental
families and severe restrictive measures can exacerbate existing intra-family con-
flicts. Restricted live communication and attempts to compensate for it in a virtual
environment, according to some authors, do not facilitate the experience of loneli-
ness, but only exacerbate it (Samal & Stvolygin, 2020), which is indirectly con-
firmed by the results of our study.

The current situation and various strategies to counteract the spread of the phe-
nomenon were an important trigger for the study of the problem of loneliness in
student youth. Research findings over the past two years indicate a significant
impact of the pandemic on emotional well-being, and an increase in anxiety, depres-
sion and feelings of loneliness among the younger generation. In a study loneliness
is considered “... as a kind of social situation that generates a certain emotional
state, the depth of which depends on the degree of isolation of a person from soci-
ety..” (Bakaldin, 2008). Our research showed that the prevalence of loneliness
among university students from five European countries during the COVID-19
pandemic was directly related to various anti-epidemic approaches proposed in
these countries. Isolation of students in the face of the pandemic has limited the
physical and spiritual needs of young people. According to the observations of
authors (Elmer et al., 2020), a long-term lack of the opportunity to communicate
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contributed to the development of mental disorders, anxiety and depression, and
feelings of loneliness.

We assume that the young people who participated in the study had individu-
ally formed levels of experience of loneliness, and the COVID-19 pandemic and the
anti-epidemic measures taken, provoked a kind of maladjustment and a stressful
situation, when a person met with experiences that, in strength and duration, sur-
passed their psychological regulatory possibilities.

The applied method for assessing the subjective feeling of loneliness according
to the UCLA Scale made it possible to compare the prevalence of the phenomenon
during the period of various quarantine restrictions. Our data states that a high
level (more than 60 points on the UCLA Scale) with the maximum feeling of lone-
liness was found in 66 respondents (2.8%). The main differences depending on the
severity of the anti-epidemic measures taken are associated with the prevalence of
a low level of feelings of loneliness. The softer the restrictions were (Belarus,
Lithuania in the first months of the pandemic), the larger this group was.
Respondents with medium and especially high levels of experience of loneliness, as
one would expect, were significantly more frequent in countries with a severe lock-
down. It was found that young adults from all countries represented generally
showed medium levels of experience of loneliness. Among those surveyed in
Belarus, the smallest group of young people with a high level of experience of lone-
liness (1.7%) was noted. The main criteria were “lack of friendly communication”,
“lack of like-minded people”, “not feeling part of a group”, and “lack of opportunity
to open up” (Questions 1, 2, 5, 13). Recommendations on the organization of the
learning process in educational institutions in the presence of COVID-19 infection
in the country were mainly aimed at ensuring social distance. If necessary, the edu-
cational process of students was supplemented by the use of information and com-
munication technologies. Isolation measures were applied mainly to patients and
persons from contact of the first level. Young people with low levels of experience
of loneliness in the group of students from Belarus accounted for 72%.

Students of Russian universities in 2.7% formed a group with high levels of
experience of loneliness. The main distinguishing criteria were “lack of companion-
ship”, “lack of like-minded people”, “lack of opportunity to open up”, “lack of deep
social connections”, “lack of people to turn to” (Questions 2, 3, 12, 13, 20). In The
period from March 30 to May 12, 2020, was declared as days off in Russia, and in
the future, training was mainly conducted remotely. The group of young people
with low levels of experience of loneliness was 59.8%.

Among students in Poland, there were the maximum number (5.1%) of students
with high levels of experience of loneliness. Among the respondents with high lev-
els of experience of loneliness, the leading criteria were “the absence of people for
whom T have deep feelings”, “the absence of people with whom I can talk”, and
“lack of people to turn to” (10, 19, 20). The country announced several stages of a
tough national quarantine. Out of the total number students from Polish surveyed,
57.8% of the respondents presented low levels of experience of loneliness.

In the group of Lithuanian respondents, 0.9% of persons with high levels of
experience of loneliness were identified and 74.9% with a minimum level. The main
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distinguishing criteria were “lack of companionship”, “lack of people for whom I
have deep feelings”, “lack of truly understanding people”, “lack of people to turn to”
(2,10, 16, 20). Restrictive measures (shorter than in other countries) were applied
in the country since the beginning of the pandemic. The following strict quarantine
has been introduced since November 2020.

Among the students of Ukraine, the group with high levels of feelings of loneli-
ness was 3.4%, and with low levels, 62.9%. The main distinguishing criteria were “a
feeling of being out of tune with the people around them”, “lack of friendly commu-

” o« ” o«

nication”, “not feeling part of a group”, “a difficult experience of distance from peo-
ple”, “the absence of people for whom I have deep feelings”, “lack of people to whom
I have deep feelings”, “lack of truly understanding people”, “lack of people with
whom I can talk”, “lack of people to turn to” (Questions 1, 2, 5, 9, 10, 16, 19, 20).

The country has repeatedly introduced quarantine.
Constraints of a study

Limitations of the study that should be taken into account when extrapolating
the results obtained, are as follows. Firstly, a study conducted in the form of an
online survey with instructions on exploring the characteristics of behavior during
the period of self-isolation could attract the most concerned respondents acutely
experiencing the pandemic; secondly, most of the research participants are female;
third, the study used a limited list of anti-pandemic measures specific to five coun-
tries, while in practice there may be more. However, this is one of the studies that
have tried to examine the experience of loneliness in a large group of students in
five European countries, focusing on various strategies to counter the spread of
COVID-19.

Conclusions

University students from five countries who participated in the study do not
experience high levels of loneliness. The prevalence of loneliness is less than the
results reported in previous studies. The levels of experience of loneliness corre-
spond to the average, and the total indicator on the UCLA Scale can be character-
ized as neutral. The share of respondents with high levels of experience of loneli-
ness did not exceed 3.0%. The prevalence of the experience of loneliness revealed a
gradation in terms of the total indicator (from minimum to maximum): min LT —
BY - RU — UA — PL max. In Lithuania and Belarus, where a hard lockdown was not
introduced in the first wave of the pandemic, low levels of feelings of loneliness pre-
vailed, while in Ukraine, Russia and Poland the share of low levels was significant-
ly less. It is reasonable to assume that the severity of loneliness is associated with
anti-epidemic measures that have been taken during the pandemic of COVID-19
infection. Therefore, the number of respondents with medium and high levels of
experience of loneliness was more common in countries with “hard” isolation. The
general ideas of young people about the causes of loneliness (the cognitive level of
perception of loneliness), in most cases, are explained by the problems of young
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people in the communicative sphere (difficulties in communicating with friends,
changes in the usual way of life) and personal characteristics (isolation). The
results of the study at the cognitive level are related to the country of residence
and, accordingly, to the severity of anti-pandemic measures in each individual
country.
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