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The COVID-19 pandemic has caused universities worldwide to limit operation, shift tradi-
tional classroom learning to internet instruction, and restrict contact through recommended
social distancing (WHO 2020a). Such actions have been taken in spite of a possible mental
health tsunami (Carson et al. 2020) resulting from factors of social isolation (Holmes et al.
2020), substance misuse (Gritsenko et al. 2020; Zolotov et al. 2020), and other maladaptive
coping mechanisms (Bender et al. 2020; Cheng et al. 2020).

The experience of living in the pandemic has heightened interest in personality factors that
may serve as a bulwark against fear, stress and other COVID-19 negative impacts. Psycho-
logical resilience, understood as the ability to psychologically or emotionally cope with a crisis
or quickly return to a pre-crisis state, is increasingly seen as a protective factor (Barzilay et al.
2020; Walsh 2020; Yildirim and Solmaz 2020). Among university students, harmful pandemic
effects on psychological and emotional well-being have been observed (McKay and
Asmundson 2020). However, few studies have examined the evolution of such effects and
resilience among university students with service responsibilities to high risk clientele
(Isralowitz et al. 2020; Zolotov et al. 2020).

This study aims to examine COVID-19 related fear and its association with psycho-
emotional conditions including substance use among Israeli and Russian social work students
at two peak points or waves of infection. The first study was conducted in May and the second,
including examination of student resilience, in October/November, 2020. It is hypothesized
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that COVID-19 fear, mental health and substance use differ among university social work
students from Israel and Russia; and, self-reported resilience positively influences maladaptive
behavior conditions regardless of nationality.

Methods
Design, Participants, and Procedures

The Qualtrics software platform was used for this online survey. The main data collection
instrument was the seven-item Fear of COVID-19 Scale (FCV-19S) (Ahorsu et al. 2020; Bitan
et al. 2020; Reznik et al. 2020). The levels of agreement with FCV-19S statements were
evaluated by a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher
total scores correspond with more COVID-19 fear. Two questions were added to the scale to
determine COVID-19 impact on university student studies, social life, and family relations.

Fear levels, based on scale responses close to a normal distribution (skewness =0.467;
kurtosis =—0.120), were divided into three parts of 33% each. This allowed us to report three
levels of student COVID-19 fear—low, medium, and high.

A six-item Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) (Smith et al. 2008) was used to determine the level
of psychological resilience among Israeli and Russian students. The BRS items assess
respondents’ ability to bounce back or recover from stress. The levels of agreement with
BRS statements were evaluated by a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) for items 1, 3, and 5, and from 5 (strongly disagree) to 1 (strongly agree) for
items 2, 4, and 6. Higher total scores correspond with a higher level of resilience. The
distribution of the BRS values was divided into three parts. Scale values correspond-
ing to 25% of the distribution, left side, were interpreted as low resilience, values
corresponding to 50% of the central part of the distribution were interpreted as normal
resilience, and values corresponding to 25% of the distribution, right side, were
interpreted as high resilience (Smith 2020).

The Cronbach’s reliability of the FCV-19S with two additional questions is 0.827. The
McDonald’s Omega score for the FCV-19S is 0.845. The Cronbach’s reliability of the BRS is
0.762; and, the McDonald’s Omega score for the BRS is 0.798.

The influence of COVID-19 on student mental health (i.e., depression, exhaustion, loneli-
ness, nervousness and anger) as well as substance use including tobacco, alcohol, and cannabis
was examined. The survey instruments, prepared in English, were translated to Hebrew and
Russian and back translated. The translation method used is consistent with that described by
the World Health Organization for research purposes (WHO 2020b). The Hebrew and Russian
versions of the instruments appearing on the Qualtrics platform are available on request from
the corresponding author of this article.

To ensure the methods proposed for this research were ethical, the Israeli and
Russian investigators received approval from the ethics committees of the universities
involved. These ethics approval processes are equivalent to established regulations to
help protect the rights and welfare of human research subjects (Breault 2006). No
external grant funding was received for the study.

The universities involved in this study conduct distance learning linking students, lecturers, and
departments. This capacity was used for data collection. Students in both countries were informed
about the online survey. Before responding to the survey questions, the survey aim was explained
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along with assurance of response confidentiality and compliance with all ethical standards. Students
were informed their responses to the survey constituted consent to participate in the survey.

Statistical Analysis

For this study, all statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS, version 25, and JASP, a free
and open-source program for statistical analysis supported by the University of Amsterdam
(JASP 2020). The Pearson’s chi-square test for dichotomous variables, t test, two- and three-
way ANOVA for continuous variables were used.

Participants

A total of 291 social work students from Israel (n=170; 151 females, 16 males, 3 other) and
Russia (n=121; 91 females, 30 males) completed the on-line questionnaire used during the
first wave of COVID-19 infection in May (T1). For comparison purposes, the survey was
repeated in November (T2) during a second wave of infection with 388 respondents from
Israel (n=132; 117 females, 15 males) and Russia (n =256; 192 females, 64 males). Students
involved in both surveys included 63 from Israel and 46 from Russia. Table 1 provides
background characteristics of the survey respondents for T1 and T2.

Results

The mean fear score of the FCV-19S at the two points of study are: T1-22.3 (SD=6.1) and
21.6 (SD=6.6) among the Isracli and Russian students (n.s.) and, T2—respectively, 22.6
(SD=5.8) and 21.8 (SD=6.4) (n.s.). Three-way ANOVA for gender, country, and infection
wave interactions evidence no significant differences in fear values (F; ;3 = 0.958; p =0.328).
Therefore, further analysis was conducted with men and women combined as one group.

Two-way ANOVA results evidence no significant change in fear values among the T1 and
T2 students from the two countries (F; 630 =0.021; p =0.866). Also, two-way ANOVA results
show no significant change in fear values between T1 and T2 students who participated in both
surveys from the two countries (F 365 =0.614; p =0.434).

Table 1 Student demographics characteristics

First wave (T1) Second wave (T2)

Israel Russia Total Israel Russia Total

(n=170) (n=121) (n=291) (n=132) (n=256) (n=388)
Gender’ % (n) EE S ek £ £
Female 88.8 (151) 752 91) 83.2 (242) 88.6 (117) 75.0 (192) 79.6 (309)
Male 9.4 (16) 24.8 (30) 15.8 (46) 114 (15) 25.0 (64) 20.4 (79)
Other 1.8 (3) 0.0 (0) 1.0 3) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0) 0.0 (0)
Age, Mean (SD) 249 (2.2) 23.7 (8.1) 24.4 (5.5) 25.6 (3.8) 20.0 (2.0) 22.7 (4.1)
Median 25.0 21.0 24.0 25.0 20.0 22.0
Range (19-39) (17-57) (17-57) (19-47) (17-34) (17-47)

**p<.01; #**p <001 (¢ test for age; Chi-square test for gender)
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At the first wave of COVID-19 infection (T1), the percentages of Israeli students reporting
more cigarette smoking and alcohol use than usual were 23.6 and 32.6%. At the time of second
wave infection (T2), no significant increase was reported for COVID-related smoking (20.2%)
and alcohol (26.1%) use. Among Russian students, the level of COVID-19 related cigarette
use remained stable (13.0% vs 13.3%) during T1 and T2 periods; however, the percentage of
Russian students reporting increased alcohol use dropped from 25.0% (T1) to 13.3% (T2)
(p<.01). Over the T1 to T2 periods, no significant increase of binge drinking was found
among the Israeli (10.8% vs. 12.7%) and Russian (14.2% vs. 9.6%) students.

T1 survey results show no significant difference of COVID-19 fear values associated with
substance use among Isracli and Russian students. However, T2 results evidence a
change of fear values and alcohol use (F,33,=11.999; p=0.001) (Fig. 1). Israeli
students who report not using alcohol during the past month evidence lower levels of
fear compared with those who used alcohol. Russian students who drink have a lower
level of fear than those who do not use alcohol.

T1 and T2 findings show COVID-19 fear linked to levels of depression, exhaustion,
loneliness, nervousness, and anger. In most cases, students from both countries reported a
decrease of problem psycho-emotional conditions, especially those from Russia (see Table 2).
Table 3 presents the findings of the same students who participated in the first- and second-
wave surveys. For these students, most psycho-emotional problem conditions remained stable
with some, non-significant improvement.

Regardless of country, students who reported COVID-19 associated with their psycho-
emotional well-being had higher fear values (T1 - ty30=15.823; p <.001; for T2 - t3;5="7.143;
p<.001). However, T1 and T2 results show no significant change in the extent of association
between fear value and psycho-emotional conditions over the two survey periods (F; ssq=
0.410; p=0.522).

Fear

24

237

21

20

Yes No
Last month alcohol use

Israel

Russia

Fig. 1 Fear of COVID-19 by country and last month alcohol use
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Table 2 Psycho-emotional states by wave and country

COVID-19 Fear Israel Russia

First wave Second wave First wave Second wave

(n=170) (n=132) (n=121) (n=256)
Depressed, % (1) 453 (68) 42.0 (50) 46.4 (52)%* 30.2 (65)%*
Exhausted, % (n) 63.1 (94) 53.8 (64) 35.8 (38)** 19.9 (43)**
Lonely, % (n) 66.0 (99) 54.2 (64) 48.6 (51)** 31.0 (66)**
Nervous, % (n) 46.7 (70y* 33.6 (40)* 50.9 (58)* 36.8 (81)*
Angry, % (n) 42.3 (63) 50.8 (60) 44.2 (46)** 28.8 (61)**

*p<.01; ¥*p <.001 (Chi-square test)

Distribution of the BRS values is close to normal (Mean 19.1 (SD =3.9); Median 19.0;
skewness = —0.124; kurtosis = 0.258). Values from 6 to 17 indicate low (n = 104), 18 to 21 normal
(n=145) and 22 to 30 high resilience levels.

Israeli and Russian students reported significantly different resilience levels: Mean 19.7
(SD=4,0) vs. Mean 18.8 (SD =3.9) respectively; t337=2.127; p =.034. However, regardless
of country, higher values of resilience corresponded to lower COVID-19 fear levels and
psycho-emotional problems (Table 4).

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect people and many sectors of society. In mid-December
(2020), more than 2,821,000 Russians and 373,655 Israeli were infected (Johns Hopkins University
of Medicine 2020). While there is much hope for a medical breakthrough, it seems much more will
be needed to overcome the devastation caused in such a brief time period.

The present study is, to the best of our knowledge, the first cross-national investigation of
COVID-19 fear and its association with the mental health, substance use, and resilience over
time among university social work students. Psycho-emotional conditions of fear, depression,
exhaustion, loneliness, nervousness and anger, as well as smoking and binge drinking among
Israeli students surveyed in May (T1) and October/November (T2) remained mostly un-
changed; however, such conditions significantly improved among those from Russia.

Overall, present study results evidence signs of resilience and coping among Israeli and
Russian students toward COVID-19 conditions. However, for T2, a difference was found
associated with last month alcohol use and level of student fear. Isracli social work students

Table 3 Psycho-emotional states by wave and country for students who involved in both surveys

COVID-19 Fear Israel Russia

First wave Second wave First wave Second wave

(n=170) (n=63) (n=121) (n=46)
Depressed, % (n) 45.3 (68) 47.8 (22) 46.4 (52) 44.2 (19)
Exhausted, % (n) 63.1 (94) 60.9 (28) 35.8 (38) 38.6 (17)
Lonely, % (n) 66.0 (99) 60.0 (27) 48.6 (51) 41.5 (17)
Nervous, % (n) 46.7 (70) 32.6 (15) 50.9 (58) 35.7 (15)
Angry, % (n) 42.3 (63) 53.3(24) 44.2 (46) 38.1 (16)
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Table 4 Resilience association with fear and psycho-emotional states

Level of resilience

Low Medium High

(n=104) (n=145) (n=90)
Fear of COVID-19, Mean (SD) 24.5 (6.4)%** 22.0 (5.6)%** 19.7 (5.6)***
Depressed, % (n) 53.9 (55)%#* 26.1 (36)*** 25.0 (22)%*
Exhausted, % (n) 43.0 (43)* 25.7 (36)* 30.3 27)*
Lonely, % (n) 56.6 (56)*+* 31.2 43y 33.0 (29)**#
Nervous, % (n) 58.0 (58)%#* 31.5 (45)% 18.0 (16)%***
Angry, % (n) 48.5 (47y%* 29.2 (40)y** 34.4 (31)%*

*p<.05; ¥p <.01; #**p <.001 (¢ test for fear; Chi-square test for other)

who did not use alcohol during the past month prior to the survey had lower COVID-19 fear
levels. For Russian students, the situation is reversed. Those who drank had a lower level of
fear. Alcohol use, therefore, may be a more significant means of reducing COVID-19 fear by
Russian, than Israeli, students. Further research is needed to better understand this difference
and implications linked to possible misuse.

Changes in teaching/learning format, personal health and that of family and friends, lack of
reliable and consistent COVID-19 information, and diminished social contact and support tend
to be predictors of high stress levels, depression, anxiety and other psycho-emotional problems
among university students, especially females (Fitzpatrick et al. 2020; Gritsenko et al. 2020;
Lai et al. 2020; Liu et al. 2020; Yehudai et al. 2020). Insignificant differences were found
among the survey respondents based on gender status. However, the social work profession
has a high rate of female students and personnel meaning support and intervention may be
needed to mitigate personal and professional needs resulting from their role associated with
COVID-19 conditions.

Limitations

The present study has limitations. First, an online survey makes it difficult to generate random
samples since the respondents are only those who use the Internet. Such sampling weakens
generalizability of the study findings, and survey participants do not have the opportunity to ask
clarifying questions. Second, we examined two cross-sectional data sources by comparing T1 and
T2 results and assessing differences. Only 109 students were involved in both surveys limiting an
understanding of the extent of change that may have occurred over the two study points and the
ability to draw relevant conclusions. Third, further investigation over time and across locations, is
needed to better understand the association of COVID-19 fear, mental health, substance use and
resilience among students addressing pandemic and other disaster conditions.

To address this limitation, it is suggested that additional cross-nation study be considered,
especially among researchers who have used the fear of COVID 19 scale (Ahorsu et al. 2020).
This will provide the opportunity to promote uniform data collection and information sharing
among a broad network of colleagues about the impact of COVID-19 fear. Also, consideration
is warranted to expand the present study to medical and allied health (e.g., emergency medical
services) students and professional personnel, especially first-line responders and those ad-
dressing the needs of vulnerable populations including the elderly.
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