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Abstract
Aim The aim of this study was to determine the impact of social distancing, self-isolation and limited access to public spaces
during the COVID-19 pandemic on the quality of life and psychological well-being of young people.
Subject and methods The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus posed a new
global challenge in 2020. The new coronavirus emerged locally, but it rapidly spread to all continents and also reached Poland.
On 24 March, the Polish Ministry of Health enforced self-isolation measures to contain the transmission of the disease. The new
regulations imposed restrictions on civic freedoms, including access to public spaces. These measures significantly affected the
daily lives of Polish citizens. Public spaces play a fundamental role in catering to the citizens’ basic needs. Access to public
spaces is directly correlated with the quality of life, human relations and spontaneous interactions. Young people are highly
socially active, and they are frequent users of public spaces. University students (young adults) who transitioned to online
learning on 12 March were surveyed remotely with the Microsoft Forms online tool. The questionnaire contained several
questions to elicit demographic information about the respondents, as well as 25 closed-ended questions relating to university
students’ quality of life and access to public spaces during the epidemic. The survey was carried out during the first Polish
lockdown in April 2020. The study group was composed of 132 respondents who were university students aged 19–26.
Results The results revealed a strong correlation between the severity of lockdown measures during the epidemic and the
students’ activity levels in public spaces, a considerable deterioration in their physical and psychological well-being, and the
overall quality of life.
Conclusion The respondents were significantly affected by the absence of direct social interactions which, in their opinion, can be
only partially compensated for by remote contact.

Keywords COVID-19 epidemic . Public space . Social and physical activity . Psychological well-being

Introduction

Young people are highly socially active, and they are among
the most frequent users of public spaces. Public spaces enable
community members to enter into social interactions, establish

new social relations, participate in sports and recreational ac-
tivities, attend artistic and cultural events, and enjoy nature
(Amin 2008; Aydin and Ter 2008; Carr et al.1992; Crane
2000; Derek 2014; Hampton et al. 2015; Hanan 2013;
Huynh et al. 2013; Mitchell 1995; Shaftoe 2012; Tonnelat
2010; Wood et al. 2017).

Open spaces promote physical and psychological regener-
ation; they help residents feel calm and relaxed, and improve
mood and relieve stress. Public spaces contribute to the psy-
chological and physical well-being of community members
(Braubach et al. 2017; Francis et al. 2012; Degórska 2004;
Santi and Leporelli 2019; Sikorska 2010). The social distanc-
ing measures enforced during the COVID-19 pandemic re-
stricted access to public spaces and significantly limited out-
door social and physical activities (Honey-Rosés et al. 2020;
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Jasiński 2020; Lesser and Nienhuis 2020; Nobajas et al.
2020). This new and unprecedented crisis has affected public
moods and behavior. Changes in daily routines, social distanc-
ing, partial or complete isolation and the existing health risks
lead to emotional distress (Canet-Juric et al. 2020; Ćosić et al.
2020; Duszyński et al. 2020; Heitzman 2020).

The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is caused by
the SARS-CoV-2 virus. In Poland, the first confirmed case
was recorded on 4 March 2020. A state of epidemiological
threat was introduced between 14 and 20March, and a state of
epidemic emergency was declared on 20 March pursuant to a
Regulation of the Minister of Health (2020). Polish universi-
ties began suspending classes on 10 March, and all universi-
ties closed down on 12March. Public gatheringswere banned,
movement of persons and access to public spaces were re-
stricted, and direct social interactions were limited by the
Regulation of the Minister of Health of 24 March 2020.
Strict restrictions which nearly completely banned the use of
public spaces remained in force until 20 April.

The study involved a survey of university students (young
adults) who were asked to describe the effect of the state of
emergency declared in Poland over the COVID-19 epidemic
on their perceptions and use of public spaces. The survey was
conducted during the national quarantine period between 6
and 21 April 2020. The aim of this study was to determine
the extent to which limited access to public spaces has affected
the physical and psychological well-being of young people, to
identify daily activities that have been most severely compro-
mised during the pandemic, and to determine whether remote
communication can adequately compensate for the lost social
interactions.

Psychological well-being and the social
and physical activity of young people

The prevalence of mood disorders among young people has
risen in recent years. Mood disorders are increasingly diag-
nosed in university students. A study conducted by
Białkowska et al. (2014) on 298 university students revealed
that mood disorders affect every eighth young adult, and
12.4% of the surveyed population had suffered from a depres-
sive episode. Women are more susceptible to depression than
men. Similar results were reported by Jaworska et al. (2014)
who surveyed 153 university students and found that 19% of
the respondents were manifesting mood problems (serious
symptoms were diagnosed in 8% of the studied population).
The majority of the affected respondents were women. These
findings have been confirmed by other studies (Adamiak et al.
2004; Eckersley et al. 2005; Gruszczyński et al. 2008; Marek
et al. 2005; Wilczewska 2013), which indicates that mood
disorders pose a serious problem in academic communities.

Depressive episodes are often linked with financial prob-
lems, sense of loneliness, social isolation and lack of physical
activity (Białkowska et al. 2014; Cieślik et al. 2015; Jaworska
et al. 2014; Szczepańska et al. 2008). These factors were ex-
acerbated by lockdown rules which deprivedmany students of
jobs and a source of income (many students work while at
university), led to the closure of fitness clubs, swimming
pools, gyms and public recreational areas (parks, forests),
and introduced mandatory social distancing.

According toMarek et al. (2005), university students prefer
“positive” solutions to dealing with negative emotions, which
include social interactions and sports—activities that general-
ly require access to public spaces. Human interactions and
sharing emotional experiences with others are essential for
social functioning (Białkowska et al. 2014; Lopes et al.
2005; Moturu et al. 2011; Schwerdtfeger and Friedrich-Mai
2009). Sports and recreation play a similarly important role,
and mood disorders were found to be strongly correlated with
low levels of physical activity. Physical exercise contributes to
an improvement in the quality of life (Biddle et al. 2003; Bray
and Born 2004; Brooks and Magnusson 2007; Caldwell et al.
2009; Legey et al. 2017; Łakomski et al. 2017; Taras 2005
Uramowska-Zyto et al. 2004).

Prolonged isolation can lead to a significant decline in mood
(Palinkas et al. 2004). During the pandemic, face-to-face interac-
tions were replaced by online social networking and telephone
communication. Virtual communication has evolved with the
emergence of the Internet, messaging services and social networks
(Anderson 2001; Długosz 2020; Jones 2008; Koszel et al. 2015;
Krajewska-Kułak et al. 2010; Lis 2010), and these tools are
particularly popular among individuals suffering from social
anxiety (Caplan 2003; Çuhadar 2012). Excessive Internet use is
sometimes viewed as an asocial behavior that is linkedwithmood
disorders, but during the COVID-19 crisis, the Internet significant-
ly helped people socialize (Banjanin et al. 2015; Chen and Peng
2008; Marcinkowski et al. 2010). University students relied on
online tools to communicate with their peers, build and maintain
relationships with friends, and remain socially connected (Cain
2008; Martínez-Alemán and Wartman 2008; Park 2010; Swist
et al. 2015; Wyn et al. 2005). The virtual environment, online
public space and online communities completely replaced
physical public spaces during the pandemic (Hampton et al.
2010; Király et al. 2020; Li 2010; Prakash et al. 2020).

Długosz (2020) reported a visible decline in the psychoso-
matic well-being of university students during the COVID-19
lockdown. Social distancing leads to anxiety and tension. The
sudden change in daily routines and uncertainty about the
future exacerbate stress. The pandemic exerted a highly neg-
ative influence on social moods, including in the academic
community (Armitage and Nellums 2020; Cao et al. 2020;
Długosz 2020; Fiorillo and Gorwood 2020; Ho et al. 2020;
Li et al. 2020; Lima et al. 2020; Montemurro 2020; Torales
et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2020).
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Materials and methods

The study involved a diagnostic survey with a questionnaire.
This research method was used to collect quantitative and
qualitative data. The questionnaire was composed of 25 sur-
vey questions and four demographic questions (age, sex, type
of university program, year of study). Survey questions ad-
dressed the type and frequency of daily activities undertaken
by the respondents in public spaces, the psychological impact
of social distancing, and the use of modern tools for social
communication. Concepts such as the state of epidemic emer-
gency, public spaces, open spaces and closed spaces were
defined in the introduction to the questionnaire.

The questionnaire comprised closed-ended questions, in-
cluding yes/no questions, single-choice questions (only one
response can be selected from the list) and multiple-choice
questions (more than one response can be selected from the
list).

The respondents were targeted based on their age (young
adults). The inclusion criteria were: age 19–26 years, enroll-
ment in a full-time bachelor’s or master’s degree program, and
consent to participate in the study. A total of 132 respondents
completed the questionnaire.

The respondents were surveyed remotely with the use of
the Microsoft Forms online tool due to social distancing re-
quirements. The study was conducted between 6 and 21 April
2010 when strict self-isolation and social distancing rules
were in place (national quarantine).

ResultsA total of 132 university students, including 23%male
and 77% female respondents, participated in the study. In the
surveyed group, 73% of the respondents were enrolled in
bachelor’s (first-level) degree programs, and 27% of the sub-
jects were enrolled in master’s (second-level) degree
programs.

The vast majority (97%) of the respondents were aware that
COVID-19 is caused by the SARS-CoV2 virus. Four of the
surveyed subjects were not familiar with the term “SARS-
CoV2”, which is highly surprising due to the extensive media
coverage of the topic in recent months. There are two possible
explanations for this:

• The respondents misinterpreted the question by assum-
ing that in-depth knowledge about the virus was required
(the survey was conducted at the beginning of the first
wave of the epidemic).
• The respondents marked the wrong answer by mistake.

However, the remaining answers were rational; therefore,
these questionnaires were considered in the analysis of the
results.

Most of the surveyed subjects described their psychologi-
cal well-being as very good and good before the outbreak of

the epidemic, but a clear decline in mood was noted after the
state of epidemic emergency had been declared (Fig. 1). Only
one respondent claimed that his/her mood was poor before the
epidemic, and none of the surveyed subjects described their
mood as very bad before the lockdown. Most of the respon-
dents evaluated their psychological well-being as fair during
the lockdown, but 19 subjects described their mood as poor or
very bad, which is a cause for concern. On the adopted scale,
psychological well-being decreased by one level in 56 cases,
by two levels in 30 cases, and by three and more levels in 8
cases.

The percentage changes in the respondents’ psychological
well-being are presented in Table 1. The number of subjects
reporting very good and good mood decreased significantly
during lockdown, and the highest change was noted in the
number of respondents who described their mood as fair.
Students described their mood as poor and very poor only
during the lockdown. These results point to a clear deteriora-
tion in the respondents’ psychological well-being.

The vast majority of the surveyed subjects (98%) complied
with lockdown rules (travel and movement of persons, out-
door activities, number of people moving and meeting in pub-
lic spaces, reasonable excuse for leaving the house).
According to the respondents, restricted access to public
spaces was a major contributor to the decline in mood and
quality of life. Social distancing rules significantly influenced
the respondents’ daily activities in public spaces (Fig. 2), so-
cial life (human interactions) and physical activities (mainly
sports).

According to most respondents (72%), the epidemic emer-
gency exerted a negative or rather negative impact on their
daily activities in public spaces (Fig. 3). Interestingly, 21% of
the surveyed subjects claimed that lockdown rules had not
affected their daily activities (neutral impact), and 2% of the
respondents declared that the state of emergency had a rather
positive influence on their daily lives, whereas 5% were
undecided.

The introduced restrictions influenced the frequency of
visits and the scope of activities in both open and closed public
spaces. Most respondents stayed in their place of residence
during the pandemic, and in their opinion, lockdown rules
had significantly affected their psychological and physical
well-being. The decrease in the frequency of visits to public
spaces during the state of epidemic emergency is presented in
Figs. 4 and 5.

The percentage changes in the frequency of visits to public
spaces before and during the lockdown are presented in
Table 2. The frequency of visits to both closed and open
public spaces decreased visibly during the epidemic, which
had adverse effects on the respondents’ social life and their
psychological well-being. Social distancing also led to a de-
cline in the students’ physical activity which is essential for
the maintenance of good health and a positive outlook on life.

J Public Health (Berl.): From Theory to Practice



Despite the above, the surveyed students did not complete-
ly refrain from visiting public places, and 80% of the respon-
dents had visited public spaces during the lockdown. The
subjects left their home/place of residence for the following
reasons: shopping for essential items such as food, medica-
tion, personal hygiene products (116 responses), walking the
dog (32 responses), shopping for other items such as house-
hold goods, sweets and alcohol (27 responses), physical ac-
tivity (27 responses), walk in the park/forest (22 responses),
meeting family and friends (16 responses), helping neighbors
(12 responses), and religious ceremonies (1 response). The
respondents could declare more than one reason for leaving
their homes during the lockdown.

The decline in the frequency of visits to public spaces
exerted a negative impact on the surveyed students mainly
due to the absence of human interactions. This opinion was
voiced by 90% of the respondents. The students were most
negatively affected by the lack of personal contact with friends
(54%) and family (38%).

In the surveyed population, 51% of the respondents admit-
ted that personal interactions in public spaces could be partial-
ly replaced by remote contact (Internet, telephone). Seven
percent of the surveyed students were undecided, whereas
the remaining 42% of the respondents were of the opinion that
modern technology could not completely or partially replace
direct human contact.

According to 68% of the subjects, the activities that are
normally performed outdoors can be conducted indoors with

the use of modern technology. These include exercise and
online shopping. Eight percent of the respondents were unde-
cided, whereas the remaining subjects were of the opposite
opinion.

The reported decrease in the frequency of visits to public
spaces also contributed to a significant decline in the level of
activities that are normally performed in both closed and open
public spaces. The results are presented in Figs. 6 and 7.
Physical activity levels were indicated on a five-point scale
to express a person’s daily physical activity as a number. Only
a descriptive scale (which is typically used in research) was
presented in the questionnaire, and the respondents specified
their level of agreement with a given statement in five points
(Human energy requirements. Report of a Joint FAO/WHO/
UNU Expert Consultation 2001; Johansson and Westerterp
2008; Shetty et al. 1994):

– Activity level 1: basic, very low level of physical activity
without indoor exercise or outdoor activity

– Activity level 2: low level of physical activity, several
bouts of exercise per month, sporadic walks

– Activity level 3: moderate level of physical activity, sev-
eral bouts of exercise per week (irregular) and outdoor
activity (irregular)

– Activity level 4: high level of physical activity – regular
exercise (3–5 times a week), regular outdoor activity

– Activity level 5: performance training

The percentage changes in activity levels in public spaces
after the introduction of lockdown measures are presented in
Table 3. A similar decrease in activity levels was noted in both
closed and open public spaces. Lockdown rules significantly
increased the number of respondents reporting very low levels
of activity (level 1 and 2). These results are alarming, and they
indicate that the surveyed respondents did not perform any
indoor or outdoor exercise (walking, running, etc.) during
the lockdown. Very low levels of physical activity have highly
adverse consequences for the respondents’ physical and men-
tal health.

Fig. 1 The respondents’
psychological well-being before
and after the introduction of the
state of emergency over the
COVID-19 epidemic

Table 1 Percentage decline inmood after the introduction of the state of
emergency over the COVID-19 epidemic

Psychological well-being Change Description

Very good −31% Decline – undesirable outcome

Good −22% Decline – undesirable outcome

Fair +35% Increase – undesirable outcome

Poor +13% Increase – alarming outcome

Very bad +5% Increase – alarming outcome
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A list of public spaces whose closure caused the greatest
inconvenience for the surveyed students is presented in Fig. 8
(the respondents could select more than once answer). The
respondents were most negatively affected by the closure of
bars, clubs, shopping centers, cinemas and museums—places
that are frequently visited by young people. The students’
well-being was also compromised by the lack of access to
open public spaces such as forests, parks, streets, pavements,
pedestrian zones, as well as sports fields, gyms and swimming
pools which are essential for maintaining healthy levels of
physical activity. The respondents were least inconvenienced
by the closure of churches, markets and railway stations.

Lockdown rules restricting access to public spaces
and the resulting decrease in the frequency of visits to
public spaces and relevant activities negatively affected
91% of the surveyed students. These restrictions in-
creased the respondents’ appreciation of unlimited daily
access to public spaces. The significance of public
spaces was recognized by 89% of the subjects. Five

respondents were undecided, whereas 10 students were
of the opinion that public spaces do not exert an im-
portant or somewhat important influence on their phys-
ical and psychological well-being.

Discussion and conclusions

The COVID-19 epidemic has significantly affected peo-
ple’s daily lives and had far-reaching consequences
(healthcare, economic, social) for people from different
age groups (Gassman-Pines et al. 2020; Haleem et al.
2020; Patrick et al. 2020; Rodríguez-Rey et al. 2020;
Qiu et al. 2020; Tull et al. 2020). This study attempted
to survey the opinions of young adults who are univer-
sity students. The respondents were asked to complete a
questionnaire, and the results were processed to deter-
mine the influence of lockdown measures and restricted
access to public spaces on the students’ quality of life.

Fig. 2 Has the epidemic affected
your daily activities in public
spaces?

Fig. 3 The impact of the
epidemic on daily activities in
public spaces
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The majority of the surveyed students complied with lock-
down rules regarding social distancing. The introduced mea-
sures significantly limited access to both open and closed
public spaces, and restricted outdoor activities to those that
were deemed essential for satisfying basic survival needs.
Young people were negatively affected by the introduced
changes and restrictions in access to public spaces. The ab-
sence of daily contacts with friends during visits to bars, gyms,
parks and swimming pools was a distressing experiencewhich

had a negative impact on the respondents’ social lives and
social interactions. These limitations were partially compen-
sated for by modern technologies and remote communication
tools such as the Internet and mobile phones. However, these
means of communication cannot fully compensate for the loss
of direct social contact in public spaces. Despite the fact that
the surveyed students belong to the digital generation and
have been familiar with modern technology and virtual com-
munication tools since childhood, the majority of the

Fig. 4 Frequency of visits to
closed public spaces before and
during the epidemic

Fig. 5 Frequency of visits to open
public spaces before and during
the epidemic

Table 2 Percentage changes in the frequency of visits to closed and open public spaces before and after the introduction of the state of emergency over
the COVID-19 epidemic

Visit frequency Closed public spaces Open public spaces

Change Description Change Description

Daily −25% Decline – undesirable outcome −32% Decline – undesirable outcome

Several times a week −35% Decline – undesirable outcome −42% Decline – undesirable outcome

Once a week +22% Increase – undesirable outcome +33% Increase – alarming outcome

Weekends only 0% No change +2% Increase – undesirable outcome

Once a month +17% Increase – alarming outcome +11% Increase – alarming outcome

Less frequently +21% Increase – alarming outcome +29% Increase – alarming outcome
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respondents were negatively affected by lockdown measures.
The results of the questionnaire survey revealed that social
distancing rules have increased the students’ appreciation of
direct human contact, in particular contact with friends.

The study demonstrated that the restrictions enforced dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic contributed to a significant de-
cline in the mood, psychological well-being and quality of life
of young adults. Similar results were reported by researchers
in other countries (Beam and Kim 2020; Liu et al. 2020a; Liu
et al. 2020b; Parola et al. 2020; Shanahan et al. 2020; Volk
et al. 2020; Zheng et al. 2020). Limited access to public spaces
was strongly correlated with a decline in the students’ psycho-
logical well-being. According to the respondents, the signifi-
cant decrease in the frequency of visits to open and closed
public spaces, and the resulting decline in physical and social
activities (human interactions) had a highly negative impact

on their psychological well-being and mood. The above also
applies to respondents who had not experienced psychological
discomfort before the lockdown. The surveyed students nearly
unanimously claimed that the quality of their lives had dete-
riorated due to social distancing.

The study had several limitations. It was conducted
on members of a selected social group with high com-
puter and Internet skills. The survey took place during
the first national lockdown when the respondents found
themselves in a completely new reality. Therefore, the
current findings could not be compared with the results
of previous surveys that were conducted in a similar
social situation.

Further consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic lock-
down will be explored in a follow-up survey that will be
conducted in the same social group after several months.

Fig. 6 Activity levels in closed
public spaces before and after
lockdown (1 = low level of
activity; > 5 = high level of
activity)

Fig. 7 Activity levels in open
public spaces before and during
the epidemic (1 = low level of
activity; > 5 = high level of
activity)

Table 3 Percentage changes in
activity levels in closed and open
public spaces before and after the
introduction of the state of
emergency over the COVID-19
epidemic

Activity level Closed public spaces Open public spaces

Change Description Change Description

Activity level 1 +55% Increase – alarming outcome +55% Increase – alarming outcome

Activity level 2 +17% Increase – alarming outcome +17% Increase – alarming outcome

Activity level 3 −21% Decline – undesirable outcome −20% Decline – undesirable outcome

Activity level 4 −34% Decline – undesirable outcome −36% Decline – undesirable outcome

Activity level 5 −17% Decline – undesirable outcome −17% Decline – undesirable outcome
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