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ABSTRACT

Introduction: The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant mental
and psychological distress, in addition to its impacts on physical health.
Though young adults are at low risk of health complications from
COVID-19, they’re still prone to many psychological problems, during
such times marked by uncertainty, ambiguity, and loss of control.

Objectives: This study was undertaken to determine the mental health
status of young adults during the pandemic. It also seeks to look at the
relationship between psychological flexibility and social support and
the mental health of young adults.

Method: Convenience sampling procedure was used. The questionnaires
were circulated through Google Forms among people of the age group
18-35 years. A total of 211 participants completed the study. Depression,
anxiety, and stress were measured using the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scale (DASS-21), psychological flexibility was measured using the
Flexibility subscale of the Multidimensional Psychological Flexibility
Inventory (MPFI), and Social Support Satisfaction was analysed using
the Satisfaction subscale of the Sarason Social Support Questionnaire
(SSQSR). The data were analysed using the Student t-test and Pearson
Product Moment Correlation.

Results: A significant correlation was found for social support satisfaction,
but not for psychological flexibility, with the other variables.

KeYWOI"dS: Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Psychological Flexibility,
Social Support Satisfaction, COVID-19 Pandemic

Introduction

working on finding a proper cure and stabilising the

The COVID-19 virus pandemic accelerated from its initial
impact. According to WHO, COVID-19 has taken more than
2.3 million lives across the world. Though several vaccines
have come up, their long-term effects are unknown. While
healthcare workers and other medical professionals are

situation, mental health professionals are developing
test tools to measure the mental status of people during
the pandemic. Various research studies have reported
adecline in mental health during the pandemic**? and have
discussed the high prevalence of mental health problems
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like stress, anxiety, depression,?** and anger.? Mental health
professionals are trying to comprehend the prevalence
and available aid for mental health-related issues caused
by COVID-19.

The fear generated during times of epidemics, in general,
has been studied to lead to many psychological problems
historically. The levels of stress, anxiety, and depression
were seen to be high both during the 1995 Kikwit Ebola
epidemic® and the SARS epidemic.” Stress refers to the
sensitivity to levels of chronic non-specific arousal.® Long-
term stress has been known to cause physical illness and
mood disturbances.® Studies have reported that young
adults’ mean perceived levels of stress had increased
during the pandemic.® The secondary consequences of
the pandemic/ lockdown, including lifestyle and economic
disruption, and feeling hopeless, were seen to be most
strongly associated with perceived stress. Stress during the
pandemic was also found to be positively correlated with
pessimism, decreased optimism, decreased psychological
flexibility and psychological problems,* and binge drinking.®

Anxiety is our body’s natural response to stress. It involves
autonomic arousal, skeletal muscle effects, situational
anxiety, and subjective experience of anxious affect.®
Depression is seen as a state of disinterest in daily
activities. It involves a persistent feeling of sadness, loss
of interest,enjoyment in activities, and hopelessness.® The
prevalence of depression and anxiety during the pandemic
wasalso reported to be high.>** Living away from family?
and binge drinking® were seen to be associated with
depression and anxiety. The presence of physical symptoms
of COVID-19, poor self-rating of health status, and presence
of chronic illness werefound to be associated with higher
levels of stress, anxiety, and depression.X Lack of access
to necessities was found to increase vulnerability to stress,
anxiety, and depression.? These studies reported mixed
results of the variables mentioned above when studied
among the different gendersduring the pandemic.

The presence of social support has generally been seen to be
negatively correlated with depression, anxiety, and stress.!
Levels of anxiety have been shown to have decreased
significantly with an increase in the levels of perceived
social support in Turkey during the pandemic.'? Perceived
social support was also seen to be negatively correlated with
stress,® depression, and poor sleep**during the pandemic.

The presence of psychological flexibility has been negatively
associated with depression and anxiety.™ A study conducted
in Sweden reported that even in the COVID-19 pandemic,
the presence of psychological flexibility was negatively
correlated with depression and anxiety.®

Though young adults are at low risk of health complications
from COVID-19, they’re still prone to many psychological
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problems during such times marked by uncertainty,
ambiguity and loss of control. Thus it is important to study
their mental health status and the factors that influence
the same, in order to provide relief to them.

This study thus aims to measure the levels of stress,
depression, and anxiety amongst young adults and study
whether psychological flexibility and social support play a
role in maintaining better mental health during such times
of crisis. Thus this study is relevant for practical purposes
and would provide necessary information about factors that
help to placate the mental health issues and psychological
problems faced by young adults in this pandemic. Finally,
this research would also be helpful for mental health
professionals who are tryingtheir best to find effective
aid to maintain mental health stability during acrisis.

Aim of the Study

To study the relationship among psychological flexibility,
social support satisfaction, depression, stress, and anxiety
among young adults during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Objectives

e To study the impact of the pandemic on the mental
health of young adults

e To study the influence of psychological flexibility and
social support satisfaction on depression, stress,and
anxiety

e To study the variables mentioned above among the
different genders

Materials and Method
Research Design

Ex post facto research design was used for the study. A
correlation study was conducted to analyse the relationship
among the variables.

Tools
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale

The 21-item DASS version was used to assess depression,
anxiety, and stress. There were seven items for each
subscale. The responses were collected on a 4-point
rating scale ranging from 0 to 3. The aggregated value
was multiplied by two and interpreted.”

Sarason Social Support Scale

The 6-item scale was used to assess social support. This scale
is divided into two parts. Part one measures the perceived
social support and part two measures the satisfaction from
the perceived social support. Social support satisfaction
refers to the extent to which individuals are satisfied with
their perceived social support.®

However, for this study, only part two was considered as
it fit the aim of the study. The responses were collected
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on a 6-point rating scale ranging from 1 (very dissatisfied)
to 6 (very satisfied). The aggregated value was divided by
six to get the score.®

Flexibility Subscale of Multidimensional Psychological
Flexibility Inventory

Psychological flexibility encompasses components such
as acceptance, present moment awareness, self as a
context, defusion,and committed action. Acceptance
refers to creating space and opening oneself up to painful
thoughts, emotions and feelings, rather than fighting against
them. Present moment awareness measures the ability
to be fully conscious of one’s experiences. Self as context
refers to the ‘observing self’ that remains consistent but
distinct throughout one’s experiences. Defusion refers to
the ability to step back from unwanted thoughts without
getting stuck in them. Committed action involves making
behavioural choices that are consistent with one’s values.
The Flexibility Subscale of MPFI consisted of 30 items. The
responses were collected on a 6-point rating scale ranging
from 1 (never true) to 6 (always true). The responses were
coded and scored.*®

Data Collection Procedure

A Google Form was created and circulated on different
online platforms. The data were analysed with the help
of SPSS. Student t-test and Pearson’s Product Moment
Correlation were carried out to analyse the data.

Ethical Consideration

Informed consent was obtained from the respondents
of the survey. It was also ensured that the anonymity of
respondents was maintained.

Sample Description

Convenience sampling method was used to collect the data.
A total of 219 participants, who were predominantly from
Chennai, completed the survey. However, 11 responses were
excluded from the study as they were either incomplete or
had inappropriate responses. Thus the final study consisted
of 208 participants. The demographic details apart from
gender weren’t included in the further analysis due to a
lack of proper difference amongst their constituents.

Results
Table |.Demographic Details of Participants (N = 208)

Demographics N | %
Gender
Female 133 63.9
Male 75 36.1
Age group (years)
18-22 | 158 76

23-26 31 14.9
27-30 11 5.3
31-35 8 3.8
Place of stay
Urban 185 88.9
Rural 23 111
Living with
Family 194 93.3
PG/hostel 14 6.7
Type of family
Nuclear 163 78.4
Joint 45 21.6
No. of family members
2 10 4.8
3 27 13
4 102 49
>4 69 33.2
Profession
Student 158 76
Working 35 16.8
Cz't’:ﬂs:d 12 5.8
Not working yet 3 14
Marital status
Single 189 90.9
Married 19 9.1

Table 2 shows the correlation between the variables of
the study. A significant positive correlation was found
between stress, depression, and anxiety at the 0.01 level,
consistent with prior findings.* Further, a significant negative
correlation was found between social support satisfaction
and the variables of stress (r =-0.270, p < 0.01), anxiety (r
=-0.273, p < 0.01) and depression (r = -0.451, p < 0.01).
However, no significant negative relationship was found
between psychological flexibility and the other variables.
To further examine this finding, the correlation between
the components of psychological flexibility, as given in
MPFI, was analysed with the other variables and the results
have been presented in Table 3. This revealed a significant
positive correlation between the component of acceptance
and the variables of stress(r = 0.282, p < 0.01), anxiety (r
=0.221, p < 0.01) and depression (r = 0.315, p < 0.01).
Further, though a significant negative correlation was found
between the component of committed action and the
variables of stress (r =-0.159, p < 0.05) and depression (r
=-0.186, p < 0.01), as well as between the component of
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defusionand depression (r =-0.148, p< 0.05), no significant
correlation was found between the other components of
present moment awareness and self as context with stress,
anxiety,and depression. This thus might explain the lack of
a significant relationship between psychological flexibility
and the other variables.

Table 4 shows the gender differences in the variables of
the study. Females were found to have significantly more

stress (t =-4.51, p < 0.01), anxiety (t =-3.51, p<0.01) and
depression (t =-3.5, p<0.01). Females were also associated
more with psychological flexibility (t = -2.89, p < 0.01),
especially with the components of acceptance (t=-4.1, p<
0.01), present moment awareness (t=-3.22, p < 0.01),self
as context (t = -2.03, p < 0.05) and committed action (t =
-2.29, p < 0.05). However no major gender difference was
found in social support satisfaction and the component
of defusion.

Table 2.Correlation between Different Variables of the Study

Variables Stress | Anxiety Depression Social Support Satisfaction | Psychological Flexibility
Stress 1** 0.661** 0.737** -0.270** -0.055
Anxiety 0.661** ¥ 0.671** -0.273** -0.042
Depression 0.737** | 0.671** 1** -0.451** -0.070
Social support | ozgux | g o73%+ | 0451+ 1%+ 0.096
satisfaction
Psychological | 5oe | 042 -0.070 0.096 1%+
flexibility

**p<0.01, *p<0.05

Table 3.Correlation between Components of Psychological Flexibility and Variables of Depression,
Anxiety, Stress and Social Support Satisfaction

Variables Action | Acceptance | Present Moment Awareness Defusion Self as Context Committed
Stress 0.282** 0.010 -0.110 -0.093 -0.159*
Anxiety 0.221%** 0.044 -0.112 -0.090 0.112
Depression 0.315** -0.009 -0.148* -0.109 -0.186**
Social support | 574 0.110 0.122 0.102 0.174*
satisfaction
** < 0.01, * p<0.05
Table 4.Differences between Males and Females as per the Variables of the Study
Variables Gender N Mean SD Mean Difference | tvalue p value
Male 75 10.35 7.2
Stress -4.9 -4.51** 0.000
Female 133 15.26 8.1
Male 75 8.45 6.58
Anxiety -3.39 -3.35%* 0.001
Female 133 11.85 7.69
Male 75 10.37 7.86
Depression -4.24 -3.5%* 0.001
Female 133 14.62 9.25
. ) i Male 75 5.22 0.96
Social support satisfaction -0.17 -1.37 0.173
Female 133 5.39 0.7
) Male 75 3.02 1.19
Psychological -0.48 -2.89%** 0.004
Female 133 3.5 1.11
Male 75 2.53 1.08
Acceptance -0.65 -4,1%* 0.000
Female 133 3.19 1.13
Male 75 3.01 1.36
Present moment -0.62 3.22%* 0.002
awareness Female 133 3.64 1.33
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Male 75 3.17 1.49
Self as context -0.42 -2.03* 0.043
Female 133 3.60 1.36
Male 75 3.02 1.31
Defusion -0.19 -1.04 0.298
Female 133 3.22 1.28
. . Male 75 3.19 1.5
Committed action -0.48 -2.29%* 0.023
Female 133 3.67 1.36

Note: M refers to Mean and SD is the Standard Deviation. **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Discussion

The current study was undertaken to determine the mental
health status of young adults during the COVID-19 pandemic.
This study also seeks to provide necessary information to
mental health professionals which would enable them
to come up with effective measures to maintain mental
health stability during this crisis. The study was aimed
at testing the relationship among the variables of stress,
depression, anxiety, psychological flexibility, and social
support satisfaction in young adults during the COVID-19
pandemic.

The negative correlation between social support satisfaction
and the variables of stress, anxiety,and depression is
consistent with previous findings.!>13141> The perception
that assistance will be available if needed strengthens
one’s sense of safety and trust during times of crisis.?°
Thus, individuals who had social support might have felt
more secure in uncertain situations duringthe pandemic.
Further, studies have shown that social interactions offer
the opportunity to gather useful information and reduce the
frequency of disturbing thoughts through suggestions, new
perspectives, or alternatives during crisis situations.?! Thus
having good social support may have enabled interactions
that allowed for the exchange of useful information about
the causes, prevalence, and prevention of the virus and
some practical ways of handling the same. This may
have helped to reduce their fear and improve their self-
efficacy during such an uncertain period and thus may
have contributed to the negative correlation between
social support satisfaction and anxiety in the study. Social
interactions may have further enabled individuals to learn
about the experiences of people who had successfully
recovered from COVID-19. Such news may have decreased
their perception of the pandemic as a severe threat, thereby
enabling them to cope more effectively. Thus this might
have contributed to the negative correlation between social
support satisfaction and stress in the study. The negative
correlation between social support satisfaction and the
variables of stress, anxiety, and depression may be the
reason why most people sought out old friends and social
groups and tried to maintain consistent social ties during
the pandemic despite physical distance and isolation.

The lack of a significant negative correlation between

psychological flexibility and the variables of stress,
anxiety,and depression in this study is contradictory to
previous findings.'®” This might however be explained by
the relationship between the components of psychological
flexibility in MPFI and other variables, particularly with
acceptance having a significant positive correlation with
stress, anxiety, and depression while other components
like committed action and defusionhavinga negative
correlation with the same. Previous studies on acceptance
have however generated mixed results. Some studies
linked acceptance with greater vitality, lower psychological
distress, and less negativity.? However, other studies have
corroborated the findings of the present study, showing
that emotional avoidance and defence mechanisms actually
served adaptive functions when faced with traumatic
situations and helped to modulate the conscious experience
of negative affect following the appraisal of threat.? Further
studies have linked emotional acceptance to sadness and
distress.?* Thus this might be the reason why acceptance
was found to be positively correlated with stress, anxiety,
and depression.

The finding that females were associated more with stress,
anxiety, and depression than males during the pandemic is
consistent with previous studies.? This may be because, in
the lockdown, domestic helpers were not available, making
most women inthe house manage everything on their own,
which might have increased stress, anxiety, and depression.
Further, in this study, women were found to be more
psychologically flexible than men. This could be because
women are more vocal about their problems than men.
The said notion is consistent with a meta-analysis review
which found that women employ coping strategies such as
verbal expression, which aids in expressing their concern
to others.?> Moreover, with regard to gender stereotypes
that exist to date in India, women are expected to be
more flexible and are brought up from the beginning to
be more adaptive to change in life, making them more
psychologically flexible.

Implications

This study seeks to aid mental health professionals in
comprehending the situation and to develop effective
measures for people to maintain their mental health during
the COVID-19 pandemic. It also aims at helping researchers
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with further research in matters concerning mental health
in the COVID-19 pandemic.

Limitations

This study has some limitations. Firstly, the researcher
was unable to cover samples that don’t have access to
the internet as the study was conducted through Google
Forms. Secondly, the sample predominantly covered people
who resided in one particular city. Lastly, the proportion of
female participants was slightly higher than males which
could have had an impact on the results.

Conclusion

The pandemic was seen to have impacted the mental
health of young adults, with a high prevalence of stress,
anxiety, and depression being observed among the sample.
Assignificant negative correlation was found between social
support satisfaction and the variables of stress, anxiety,
and depression among young adults during the COVID-19
pandemic but no such significant correlation was found
between psychological flexibility and the variables of stress,
anxiety and depression in the current study. Further, women
were found to have more stress, anxiety, depression and
psychological flexibility than men. However, no significant
gender difference was found in the variable of social support
satisfaction.

Source of Funding: None
Conflict of Interest: None
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