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Abstract. Adolescents were a particularly vulnerable group at the time of the pandemic. Restrictions applied during
quarantine brought a lot of stress and challenges for the youth. The aim of this study was to reveal how adolescents cope
with challenges faced during the lockdown due to COVID-19. Twenty four 13—17-year-old adolescents participated
in a qualitative study using semi-structured in-depth interviews via Zoom. Findings revealed seven themes related to
youth coping behavior during lockdown: 1. withdrawal behavior, 2. focus on particular activities, 3. social support
seeking within family and via the internet with friends, 4. expression of overwhelming emotions, 5. protest against

Received: 30/06/2021. Accepted: 04/08/2021.

Copyright © 2021 Asta Adler, Ginté Stancaitiené, Izabelé Grausliené, Dalia Nasvytiené, Gabrielé Skabeikyté, Rasa Barkauskiené. Published by
Vilnius University Press. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Licence (CC BY), which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author and source are credited.

53


https://www.vu.lt/leidyba/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.vu.lt/leidyba/
https://www.zurnalai.vu.lt/psichologija
https://doi.org/10.15388/Psichol.2021.40
mailto:astazb@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1428-422X
mailto:gintevalancauskyte@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7108-4465
mailto:izabele@kligys.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2382-805X
mailto:dalia.nasvytiene@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2810-579
mailto:gabriele.skabeikyte@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6404-0445
mailto:rasa.barkauskiene@fsf.vu.lt
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4464-2481

ISSN 1392-0359  eISSN 2345-0061  Psichologija

quarantine restrictions, 6. attempts to maintain “active oneself”, 7. search for the personal meaning of the lockdown.
Understanding the coping behaviors and helping adolescents reflect their mental states in stressful situations could
be effective interventions in order to reduce the risk of future psychological problems.

Keywords: adolescence, quarantine, coping strategies.

»Viskas atrodo nerealu®: paaugliy karantino dél COVID-19 patyrimo jveikos

Santrauka. Paaugliai yra pandemijos metu itin pazeidziama grupé. Karantino apribojimai jaunuoliams kélé daug
streso ir is§ikiy. Sio tyrimo tikslas yra atskleisti, kaip paaugliai tvarkeési su is§tikiais karantino metu. Dvidesimt keturi
13-17 mety paaugliai dalyvavo kokybiniame tyrime — pusiau struktliruotame gelminiame interviu, vykusiame per
.Zoom" platforma. Tyrimo rezultatai atskleidé septynias temas, atspindincias paaugliy iveikos elgesj karantino metu:
1. Atsitraukimas. 2. Koncentracija j specifines veiklas. 3. Seimos arba draugy internete socialinés paramos paieska. 4.
Uzliejanéiy emocijy raiska. 5. Protestai pries karantino apribojimus. 6. Pastangos islaikyti ,,aktyvy save®. 7. Asmeninés
prasmes karantino patyrime paieska. Paaugliy jveikos elgesio supratimas ir psichiniy biiseny refleksijos skatinimas
gali buti efektyvios intervencijos siekiant sumazinti psichologiniy problemy radimosi rizika.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: paauglysté, karantinas, jveikos strategijos.

Introduction

At the beginning of 2020 the outbreak of a novel coronavirus disease COVID-19 became
an issue of international concern (WHO, 2020). In accordance with recommendations,
many countries declared quarantine to suspend the spread of the virus. One of them was
Lithuania, where the first quarantine was announced on March 16 and lasted till June 16 of
2020. Movement and socializing restrictions were made that changed peoples’ daily life.

Adolescents were a particularly vulnerable group at the time of the pandemic. Schools
were closed all over the country so all the students had to get used to online learning.
Moreover, face-to-face meetings with peers were banned. Being quarantined impeded
their age-related developmental tasks, namely the demand for connection with peers and
need for autonomy (Ellis et al., 2020). Consequently, it may have caused an experience
of induced stress in daily life. That is worrisome as adolescents’ cognitive and emotional
regulation systems are immature (Zhou, 2020). Moreover, adolescents are more susceptible
to mental health problems when faced with stressful events (Qi et al., 2020).

Studies showed the impairment of adolescents’ well-being during the lockdown (Singh
et al., 2020). During quarantine adolescents had to cope with issues regarding remote
learning, maintaining physical health, socializing with friends and family, using technolo-
gies and uncertainty issues in lockdown (Scott et al., 2021). Accordingly, they suffered
from physical and emotional symptoms, like headache and muscle pain (Branquinho et
al., 2020), depression and anxiety symptoms (Orgiles et al., 2021) boredom and loneli-
ness among them (Scott et al., 2021). As a result, adolescents were in need to find coping
strategies in order to deal with the new frustrating experience.

Considering the impact of confinement to adolescents’ mental health, it is important
to hear their own perspective on what was challenging for them and how they coped with
stressors, keeping in mind that just a few qualitative studies have been made to understand
adolescents’ quarantine experience so far (Scott et al., 2021; Branquinho et al., 2020).
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Therefore, this study aimed to reveal how adolescents coped with challenges faced
during the lockdown due to COVID-19.

Methods

Participants

Participants were recruited through local schools and using posts on Facebook with a
convenience sampling approach. Twenty four adolescents (12 female and 12 male) from
grades 6 to 11, aged from 13 to 17 (M =15,38; SD = 1,15) participated in the study. None
of the participants or their relatives had COVID-19 disease at the time of the interview.
All the participants attended school from home via remote learning and had their own
computer or shared it with family members. Regarding the home environment, 79.17%
had their own room, 16.67% shared it with siblings, and only one participant expressed
having felt like not having her own space at home.

Procedure

Prior to conducting an interview, informed consent was sent to the parents. The data were
collected from 1 June 2020 to 11 September 2020 using a videotelephony software called
Zoom. The interviews lasted from 13 till 92 min (M = 34 min, SD = 19 min).

Interviews were performed using the Biographical Narrative Interpretative Method
(BNIM) (Wengraf, 2008) to capture the way each adolescent makes sense of his/her unique
experience as it evolved over the time of quarantine.

The interview was structured into three parts. First part — free-form narration (Wengraf,
2008). Participants were asked to tell about their experience during the time of quarantine,
freely without interviewers’ interruption. In the second part the interviewer asked ques-
tions from participants’ story, maintaining the flow of the narrative. Lastly, participants
were asked 7 questions about the biggest changes during quarantine.

At the end of the interview, the interviewer filled in a demographic questionnaire to-
gether with the participant. To avoid secondary psychological harm caused by the interview,
adolescents were provided with the information about the possibilities of psychological
support during the time of quarantine.

The study was approved by the Psychological Research Ethical Committee of the
Institute of Psychology of Vilnius University.

Data analysis

The data analysis of the transcribed interviews was carried out by the research team using
the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006) based on inductive coding.

In order to improve the reliability of analysis, two researchers independently coded
interviews and formed primary themes. Discrepancies were solved by discussions till the
research team came to a consensus.
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Results

Data analysis revealed that during the quarantine adolescents used various ways to cope
with stress. The most common themes were: 1. withdrawal behavior, 2. attention focusing

on

the particular activities, 3. seeking for social support within family and via the inter-

net with friends, 4. expression of overwhelming emotions, 5. protest against quarantine
restrictions, 6. attempts to maintain “active oneself”, 7. search for the personal meaning
of the lockdown.

1.

4.
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Withdrawal behavior. Withdrawal used by adolescents helped them to escape from
difficult thoughts and feelings and was particularly used in the beginning and at the
end of the quarantine. Participants caught themselves: “not wanting to communicate
and tried to retreat to their room” in order to be alone or sometimes ‘just wanted to
lay in bed” or sleep. Adolescents used withdrawal in order to cope with overwhelming
emotional experiences and to avoid problems related with school. The school work
often seemed “too difficult and overwhelming” and they tried to “leave everything and
Just forget”.

. Focus on particular activities. Teens revealed that particularly at the beginning of the

quarantine they often engaged themselves in one activity, for instance “concentrated
only on school tasks” or “stayed in front of the computer” almost all the time. That
made young people feel like they are “ruining” themselves even though such concen-
tration probably was helpful to avoid painful feelings of loss, fear and uncertainty. In
later stages of quarantine adolescents started to concentrate their attention and time on
other activities such as cooking, gardening, sports, music and set goals for themselves.
Achievements in such activities made teens feel good and in control during uncertain
times of quarantine.

. Social support seeking within family and via the internet with friends. During quar-

antine adolescents experienced changes of their social surroundings (loss of contacts
with separately living family members, friends and teachers), and in the context of
physical distance the need of social support particularly in a nearest family appeared:
“I tried to fill the emptiness... when you want to communicate with other friends face
to face, with a physical contact. And because you can't, then you can at least try with
other family members.”

Adolescence is a particularly sensitive period for social relations with friends, and the
shortcoming of this need was deeply felt. Therefore, young people tried to meet this
need through the use of internet platforms (“One day we decided to meet via Zoom
and we dressed beautifully and felt like we met at some party. And we listened to the
music. It was very fun and it was very good’) or tried various internet-based games
(““... we played together. We started to communicate via this interesting game”).

In general, adolescents felt the need to communicate and used the internet as a substi-
tute for “live” social interaction. However, some of them mentioned that they started
to feel “tired” and “bored” and still felt the lack of “real meetings”.

Expression of overwhelming emotions. For adolescents, quarantine experiences were
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related to strong emotions, sometimes not very well understood. Some participants
revealed that “everything seems unreal”, which could be related to emotional distanc-
ing. Others emphasized episodic emotional outbursts of crying “tears of despair” and
needed a “shield to protect from bad ideas and bad emotions or anger”. The way to
deal with emotions was often a diary in which they could express their feelings.

. Protest against quarantine restrictions. Almost all participants expressed that it was
hard to follow all the quarantine rules, particularly not meeting friends. This was re-
lated to denying and breaking quarantine requirements such as “running from home”
and “meeting friends” because as they emphasized that “to be at home is impossible”
and that the “computer is not their whole life”. Such tension was revealed also in the
dreams of teenagers. Common themes were meeting with friends and even efforts to
run away from a person whose name was Quarantine.

. Attempts to maintain an “active oneself”. The collapse of a normal daily routine made
teens feel lost in their daily lives. Young people said that they often found themselves
“not wanting to do anything” because “nothing is required” anymore and it was quite
difficult to “concentrate attention”. Despite this, they put intentional efforts perceived
as “fighting against oneself” to generate solutions to a problem: planning school ac-
tivity, scaling work and forcing themselves to meet school requirements as well as
introducing sports and pleasure activities in daily routine. Such efforts were particularly
encouraged by important others and made teens feel proud after their implementation.
. Search for personal meaning of the lockdown. Adolescents particularly emphasized
that during quarantine they experienced a change of values: “I understood the real
value of life contact and that technology will never replace it...”, “I understood the
importance of time” and realized that it is up to them to decide how to use their time.
It was very common for youth to compare the time before the quarantine and during it,
and the latter was appraised as instructive: “... [ had time to think about myself, about
my priorities and what I really need, because, for example before the quarantine I had
no time at all and I was running all the time (...) I had no time to stop and think...”.
It also became evident that adolescents sometimes used a philosophical approach in
order to accept the quarantine situation: “... maybe it is not the best part of my life, but
it is part of my life and it changes in such a way as it should...” .

Discussion

The analysis of the narratives in the present study revealed seven themes reflecting ado-
lescents’ efforts to deal with life changes during quarantine. In the discussion we examine
these themes via the lens of the literature on coping strategies.

The first theme revealed adolescents’ withdrawal behavior which closely aligns with

the avoidant coping strategy which can be beneficial to reveal anxiety in the short-term
(Shin & Kemps, 2020). Avoidance strategy was particularly relevant in the beginning and
at the end of the quarantine. This could be related to the induced stress experienced by
adolescents in the beginning of imposed restrictions and with tiredness at the end of the
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quarantine. Avoidant behavior usually did not help youth to solve their problems, but this
strategy could be important in order to be less sensitive during a crisis.

The second theme which emerged was adolescents’ efforts to focus on one activity
as a way to deal with lockdown challenges. In the beginning of the quarantine young
people mostly drowned themselves in the computer or in school tasks and felt very tired
or sometimes even devastated, which could be related to the avoidance coping strategy.
This goes in line with data showing that avoidance and rumination have been frequently
associated with stronger symptoms of anxiety and depression (Schéfer et al., 2017).
Though later on adolescents started to set short-term goals for themselves and it helped
them feel more in control. This might be related to the problem-oriented strategy, when a
person consciously puts in the effort to eliminate stressors (Shin & Kemps, 2020). Orgiles
and colleagues (2021) demonstrated that problem-oriented strategies are related to fewer
symptoms and alterations in mood, sleep and cognition.

Social support seeking behavior was the third emerged theme. Quarantine restrictions
particularly affected social interactions, which are crucial for adolescents. The youth found
themselves in a family again, and interactions within families were necessary to fill the
lack of broader social contacts. Ellis and colleagues (2020) noted that family rituals dur-
ing times of crisis can buffer the influence of stressful experiences on adolescents’ mental
health. According to the research, the time spent interacting with parents and siblings
face-to-face and via video messaging was related to less loneliness and less depression
(Ellis et al., 2020; Qi et al., 2020). Our study revealed that keeping interactions via online
with peers was also important for adolescents and helped them feel their lives as “normal
and usual” as possible in these circumstances.

The forth theme, the expression of overwhelming emotions, revealed the complexity
of youth emotional experiences during lockdown. Strong repressed or denied emotions
sometimes emerged through dreams or uncontrolled outbursts. Though an active way
of expressing emotions gave the feeling of relief. Such a theme could be linked with an
emotion-oriented coping strategy as efforts to reduce stress through emotional responses.
And the fifth theme in our results, protest against quarantine restrictions (running from
home) could be related to the emotion-oriented coping strategy as well. Studies found
that using emotion-oriented coping was related to internalising symptoms (e.g. anxiety)
and externalising symptoms (e.g. behavioural alterations) (Orgiles et al., 2020). Even
though emotion-oriented coping might be challenging for parents, it could be useful for
teenagers to get through difficult and stressful times.

The sixth theme revealed attempts of the youth to maintain “active oneself” in the
form of making plans or organizing the routine, which could be related to the problem-
oriented coping strategy. Staying actively engaged was challenging for the youth. Orgiles
and colleagues (2020) noted that adolescents’ frustration in the context of COVID-19 may
compromise strategies such as problem-solving. Nevertheless, successful application of
the mentioned strategy helped to increase self-pride and joy. This could be supported by
Leipold and colleagues (2019) empirical findings which demonstrated the positive cor-
relations between problem-focused coping and well-being in adolescence.
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The most common theme mentioned among adolescents was the search for a personal
meaning of the lockdown. Leipold and colleagues (2019) defined a meaning-focused
coping as a strategy, which dampens the negative impact of unsolvable problems via
cognitive reorganization of meaning and value. Furthermore, a positive attitude towards
stressful events could be related to psychological resilience and growth (Kaye-Kauderer
et al., 2021).

Altogether, the themes mentioned above reflect the complexity of coping behaviors
used by the youth during lockdown. Adolescence is a developmental period when an in-
dividual’s identity undergoes consolidation, and challenges of the lockdown may shatter
its formation. The lockdown may particularly compromise their social exploration process
outside the family causing overwhelming painful emotions and requiring various ways of
coping. Though certain ways of coping could not be considered better than others, they
were all useful for adolescents in order to regulate stress and maintain a positive sense
of identity. By doing so, dealing with stressful situations may become part of a growing
personality. Lee and colleagues (2016) emphasized that resilient adolescents simultane-
ously utilized various coping strategies. Therefore, understanding the coping behaviors
and helping adolescents reflect their mental states in stressful situations could be effective
interventions in order to reduce the risk of future psychological problems.
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