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ABSTRACT  
OBJECTIVE: The Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns across the world exposed youth to a world which seemed 
uncertain ahead. The second wave brought pandemic and death closer home. The students were forced to move from classroom to 
quarantine and online mode of education.  The pandemic with psychosocial implications, both short and long term, worryingly 
manifested in youth’s mental health. The present survey focuses on a cohort of population which is generally viewed to have its own 
world of open spaces and freedom of expression. METHOD: An online cross-sectional study conducted during second wave of 
COVID-19 pandemic in Delhi, through DASS-1 and PSQI questionnaire and the link was sent to the participants through the social 
media. RESULTS: For large percentage of undergraduates, the depression and anxiety took toll on sleep. Ironically, the survey 
showed that both young males and females remained depressed, anxious and stressed due to the pandemic. CONCLUSIONS: The 
study discusses the possible reasons for lockdown-related stress amongst youth of a premier University.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
       When the United Nations General Assembly, by its resolution 50/81 in 1995, adopted the World Programme of Action for Youth 
to the Year 2000 and beyond, it reiterated that the United Nations defined youth as the age cohort of 15-24. The General Assembly 
Resolution A/RES/56/117 in 2001, the Commission for Social Development resolution E/2007/26 & E/CN.5/2007/8 in 2007 and the 
General Assembly resolution A/RES/62/126 in 2008 also reinforce the same age-group for youth 
(https://www.un.org>socdey>youth>fact-sheets). More often than not, youth are vulnerable to social crisis – be it unemployment, 
involvement in violence or early parenthood (http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/youth-and-vulnerability-global-perspective). Although 
youth may often be perceived as contributing to society’s problems, they are, in fact, important assets for the economic, political, and 
social life of their communities (https://www.tbd.community/en/a/youth-untapped-resource). The COVID- 19 pandemic has witnessed 
how proactively youth participated in combating the spread of disease. The youth remained active on social media arranging beds, 
ambulances and oxygen cylinders for the patients besides distributing meals to many who had lost their families (personal 
communication with students). Keeping in mind the active role the Indian youth played in pandemic and the zeal and commitment 
they showed towards society, The Ministry of Youth Affairs, The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, The United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF, United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund) and its partner organization YuWaah, with over 
950 coalition partners launched a pan-India campaign called #YoungWarrior. This campaign was meant to engage youth in ongoing 
activities to fight COVID- 19 crisis (https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/campaign-to-mobilise-youth-in-fight-against-covid-
19/article34610012.ece). 
 
       Ironically, according to a survey by the International Labour Organization, half of the world's youth population is subject to 
anxiety or depression-causing circumstances due to COVID- 19. The survey also indicates that more than a third of youth, especially 
the students were uncertain of their future career prospects due to the pandemic (https://www.republicworld.com/world-news/rest-of-
the-world-news/half-of-worlds-youth-population-subject-to-depression.html). This is because the pandemic has impacted both jobs 
and education prospects of youth, and has hit them hard financially, while gravely affecting health, if we were to look at their family 
set ups. Pandemic has also altered sleeping and eating habits for many, also a cause for concern, as these variables have known 
correlations with depressive symptoms and anxiety (Acharya et al 2018). If urgent action is not taken, youth are at the risk of suffering 
severe and long-lasting adverse effects (https://www.facebook.com/ndtv/posts/the-ilos-youth-and-covid-19-impacts-on-jobs-
education-rights-and-mental-well-bei/10159067784390798/).  
 
     How stress affects functioning of the brain and its networking is well documented in literature (Goncharova 2013). Stress leads to 
activation of a hormonal system known as the hypothalamic–pituitary–adrenal (HPA) axis (Stephens & Wand 2012). The HPA axis is 
the system that not only controls reactions to stress but also regulates various body processes such as digestion, the immune system, 
moods and energy usage. The release of corticotropin-releasing factor (CRF) by hypothalamus stimulates pituitary gland to release 
adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). The ACTH stimulates adrenal gland to release cortisol responsible for an increase in heart rate, 
blood pressure and blood sugar so that the body survives stress. Under short term stress, this axis is resilient. But under long term 
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stress, the HPA axis may begin to dysfunction, thus making one’s body less resilient to stress. Factors such as work pressure, sleep 
deprivation, processed food, sugar and toxins released by a stressed body can all stimulate the HPA axis (Hirotsu, et al 2015).     
       
     The pandemic has affected the psychological   health   of   students worldwide and a sufficient number of students enrolled in 
higher education may be a victim of such distress (Chhetri et al 2021). In a survey on stress among Indian students, about 25% of 
students were found to be negatively affected by the COVID- 19 outbreak and of these, 6% experienced severe stress, and around 45% 
mild stress (Chhetri et al 2021). Similar studies by Cao et al (2020), and Wang & Zhao (2020) on college students in China also 
reported a psychological imbalance among university students due to the COVID-19 outbreak. Gallé et al (2020) sought to understand 
how Italian students managed with the situation. The study demonstrated that having relatives or acquaintances infected with COVID–
19 was a risk factor for increasing the anxiety of college students.  
 
     In earlier studies carried out during non-pandemic time, prevalence of stress amongst college students was found to be related to 
various factors (Elias et al 2011 and Peng et al 2012) of which pressures of achievements and economic instability were significant 
(Peng et al 2012). However, COVID-19 imposed a stress which resulted from a health emergency where achievements took a back 
seat. The studies show that people experienced a slowing down of time during the lockdown. This time experience was not explained 
by the levels of perceived stress or anxiety, although these were considerable, but rather by the increase in boredom and sadness felt in 
the lockdown situation. The increased anger and fear of death only explained a small part of variance in the time judgment (Droit- 
Volet et al 2020). Very recent scale surveys or survey projects on COVID-19 conducted all around the world (e.g., China, Korea, Iran 
and United Kingdom) suggest that the lockdown situation generated new or heightened emotional states in the form of an increase in 
psychological distress (Brooks et al 2020, Holmes et al 2020, Jahanshahi et al 2020). Social support during this health emergency was 
however, crucial to release the stress (Banerjee & Nair 2020).  
 
     The present cross-sectional survey was carried out on undergraduates (youth in 17-23 years age bracket) from colleges affiliated to 
University of Delhi. The aim of the survey was to identify the anxiety and stress level of students during the second wave of COVID- 
19 that gripped Delhi during April- May 2021. Unlike the first wave of pandemic in India where elderly people were more vulnerable, 
the second wave proved more intense for the youth. It was also more devastating as the deaths occurring per day were much higher 
compared to first wave and the severity of the new COVID-19 mutant strain was also disappointingly high (Jain et al 2021).  
 
2. BACKGROUND 
     For almost two months – April-May 2021, Delhi battled the second wave of pandemic which brought a surge in number of deaths 
and daily cases of infection. The outbreak was more pronounced in younger population (30-35 years of age), diagnosed with ‘Happy 
hypoxia’ symptoms. While the working youth remained stressed due to employment uncertainty, the college-going youth was anxious 
about the education and prospects of higher studies. The COVID- 19 pandemic has brought into focus the state of mental health of 
student population. The sleep disorder and stress during pandemic has been studied among school children in several countries around 
the globe. The present survey was undertaken to study the stress under which undergraduates reeled for almost two months when the 
second wave of COVID- 19 hit the capital. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
     Of the 209 undergraduate students with age cohort 17-23 years, enrolled in colleges affiliated to University of Delhi, 133 were 
female students (133/209, 63.63%) and 76 were male students (76/209, 36.36%). The student participants from across science, arts 
and commerce streams, who had never been diagnosed with any prior mental illnesses were included in this survey. The participants 
were all in home isolation, none being hostelers. When approached for survey, these students had been restricted to home, away from 
all social activities for over a year and were studying in online mode. 
 

Survey was conducted just as the second wave started to plateau with respect to its death toll.  
 

The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale - 21 Items (DASS-21), used in the present study is a set of three self-report scales 
designed to measure the emotional states of depression, anxiety and stress (Lovibond and Lovibond 1995). To measure sleep habits – 
PSQI, Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index was used (https://www.opapc.com/uploads/documents/PSQI.pdf).  
 

Both the information and questionnaires based on DASS 21 and PSQI were provided to the participants as Google forms and 
the participation was voluntary. Consent was taken from the participants with the understanding that the identity of the students and 
the college would not be revealed, and that the data generated will be used only for the intended purpose. Additional information was 
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sought as add on questions based on pressure of online classes and financial crisis which worsened stress and anxiety due to the 
pandemic. A set of five questions that was added to the form along with DASS 21 and PSQI is given below:   
 

1. Were You Scared of The Situation (Non-Availability of Beds, Oxygen)? 
2. Were You Worried About Your Studies?  
3. How Often the Thought of Studies & Career Took Over Covid Stress? 
4. What Affected You More – COVID- 19 Or Online Classes & Anxiety that if Colleges Would Ever Reopen? 
5. What Were the Coping Mechanisms?  

 
Data was transferred from Google Forms to an Excel sheet and was analysed. The results were represented as tables, graphs and pie 

charts. 
 

4. RESULTS 
The University of Delhi observed total lockdown and shifted to online teaching from 17 March 2020 to January 2021. The 

conduct of Open Book Exams for the final year students were conducted at the end of semester, December 2020. In the month of 
February 2021, University decided to give opportunity to students to have offline classes/practicals (Fig 1). The offline teaching was 
to be done under strict vigilance of authorities. The colleges allowed only a small number of students (maximum 10) per semester to 
come to the college. They were to get consent of their parents and submit hard copy of the same and observe social distancing, wear 
masks and sanitize their hands regularly while they were in college. Socializing in college premises was strictly prohibited. 

 
Figure 1. Graphical representation of COVID- 19 lockdown 1 & 2. Time period and teaching schedule followed by University 
of Delhi in view of pandemic. (Source of COVID 19 cases graph: https://www.who.int/countries/ind/). 
 

The survey was carried out on 209 students wherein 133 females and 76 males had participated. From amongst 76 male 
students, 67% experienced depression, and 63% experienced anxiety while 82% reported experiencing stress (Figure 2A-C). Analysis 
of female participants indicated that 65% experienced depression, 65% experienced anxiety while 80% reported experiencing stress 
(Figure 2D-F; Table 1).  

 
Looking at the data, it is observed that a large percentage of students have reported having poor mental health. Among the 

total participating population (males + females), 66% experienced depression, 64% experienced anxiety and 81% of the population 
experienced stress. (Figure 2G-I). 
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Table 1. Depression, anxiety and stress data of total number of students who participated in the survey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2A-I. Data represented in form of pie chart for DASS.  
  

 
 

Analysis of PSQI reveals that out of 133 females only 19 had normal sleep and 114 suffered from poor quality sleep (Table 
2) while in males out of 76 students, 15 had normal sleep while 61 suffered from poor sleep quality.  

 
Table 2. Tabulation of sleep parameter for total number of students who participated in the survey.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The percentage of poor-quality sleep-in males was found to be 80% and in females it was 86%. Among the total number of 
respondents, the percentage of poor sleep quality was 84% while a mere 16% reported normal sleep (Figure 3A-C). 
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Figure 3A-C. The pie chart based on PSQI indicates a greater percentage of students had poor sleep quality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. DISCUSSION 
      The present study reveals that a large percentage of undergraduates had a stressful experience when Delhi, the national 
capital of India, was reeling under the second wave of the COVID -19 infection. It was not only the fear and anxiety about the rapid 
spread of coronavirus disease but also the fear of losing near and dear ones. A significant percentage of students remained depressed, 
anxious as well as stressed. Since the survey had more female participants (133) than males (76), it remains inconclusive whether the 
female or male students were more affected by the pandemic.  
 
      According to Son et al (2020) multiple factors contributed to the increased levels of stress, anxiety, and depressive thoughts 
among students from United States. This included fear and worry about their own health and of their loved ones, difficulty in 
concentrating, and disruptions to sleeping patterns. The study also revealed that decreased social interactions due to physical 
distancing, and increased concerns on academic performance were stressful for students. According to Czeisler et al (2020) during 
first lockdown in USA, in June 2020, 25.5% of young people (18–24 years) seriously considered committing suicide. Research 
conducted on a representative sample of university students in China (Wang & Zhao 2020) demonstrated that their level of anxiety 
was higher compared to the general population.  
 
      The present survey clearly highlights a pattern of poor mental health and sleep disturbance in the Indian youth. However, 
whether depression, anxiety or stress actually affected sleep, could not be determined. The correlation between these factors and sleep 
quality could also not be drawn in this survey.  Most of the students when asked (in a questionnaire) if they wanted to resume college, 
expressed the desire to get back to daily routine of spending quality time in college and longed to be with friends. It must be 
remembered that pandemic forced students to leave behind more than just their classes and academics. On both residential and 
commuter campuses, there are important spaces for socialising where students meet and discuss their non-academic lives such as 
sports, beauty tips, movies and a myriad of subjects. As per BML Munjal University (BMU), Gurugram, India, a Hero Group 
initiative, 49% students were stressed. Social isolation has been a major issue for a majority of students while 37% of respondents 
missed their friends acutely, followed by the buzz of social events (25% and hand-on training on campus 
(https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/science/mental-health-the-most-impacted-during-covid-19-say-students-
survey/article33939481.ece). PRIA Youth, a youth programming wing of the Society of Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA), a 
global centre for participatory research and training based in New Delhi, hosted a webinar on 2nd May 2020. The webinar highlighted 
COVID-19 impact within the twin sectors of Education and Employment. Young students were not able to attend classes and those 
with plans of pursuing higher education abroad have had to defer their plans indefinitely 
(https://www.socialpublishersfoundation.org/knowledge_base/covid-19-and-young-people-impact-and-solutions/).  
 
      This pandemic has proved to be a major obstacle for the JEE, NEET aspirants (students who wish to pursue higher 
studies in the field of engineering and medicine, entering into first year of university) and those who wanted to take exams such 
as IELTS that are a mandatory requirement for studying abroad (final year university students). With the MHRD and the NTA 
modifying dates every month due to the rise in the number of COVID-19 cases and the related uncertainty, the students were left 
in a lurch and this was perhaps the major impetus behind poor mental health and poor sleep quality amongst students. It would be 
worthwhile if more data is generated to arrive at a correlation between poor sleep quality and the parameters of mental health. For 
the age cohort (17-23 years) included in the survey, the education sector holds a greater significance in comparison to 
employment, hence the role of online classes behind giving rise to stress cannot be ignored. It is essential that follow up studies 
with same respondents are taken up to corroborate the results. Further such studies would be significant in developing strategies 

A B C 



 
Cover Page 

  

  
 
DOI: http://ijmer.in.doi./2022/11.03.21  

            

 

ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :7.816(2022); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal: VOLUME:11, ISSUE:3(2), March: 2022 

Online Copy of Article Publication Available (2022 Issues): www.ijmer.in 
Digital Certificate of Publication: http://ijmer.in/pdf/e-Certificate%20of%20Publication-IJMER.pdf 

Scopus Review ID: A2B96D3ACF3FEA2A 
Article Received: 2nd March 2022   
 Publication Date:10th April 2022 

Publisher: Sucharitha Publication, India 

 

 
6 

 

to reduce stress amongst the youth and to mitigate the impact of the pandemic. This would also be a step towards preparedness in 
view of third wave of COVID- 19 striking several parts of the globe. 
 
ABBREVIATIONS  
JEE - Joint Entrance Examination   
NEET - National Eligibility cum Entrance Test. 
IELTS - The International English Language Testing System 
MHRD – Ministry of Human Resource Development 
NTA – National Testing Agency 
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