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ABSTRACT

The aim of our study was to describe the psychological well-being of women
in Poland during the two waves of COVID-19 pandemic. In this cross-sec-
tional study we used standardized tools to assess mood, emotions, optimism
and satisfaction with life of the respondents. A questionnaire to collect socio-
demographic data and data related to current concerns was also developed
and used. The study was conducted twice: in 2020/2021 (T1) and 2021/2022
(T2) in two different, but corresponding groups of women (T'1: 352; T2: 372)
in terms of demographic variables. The strongest stressors for Polish women
in both measurements were associated with difficulties in access to health ser-
vice, political climate in Poland and the health of loved ones. The mood was
negative in both measurements compared to pre-pandemic normative data.
Deterioration in emotions was particularly pronounced in the case of nega-
tive affect. The distribution of the results in optimism and satisfaction with
life was much more balanced and similar to the pre-pandemic norms. No sig-
nificant differences were found between the two measurements. The results
show that the increase in negative emotions does not have to be accompanied
by the deterioration of such traits as optimism and satisfaction with life. Thus,
the results show the areas that should be covered by support, and the areas that
are resources that can be used for this purpose.
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STRESZCZENIE

Dobrostan psychiczny kobiet w Polsce podczas dwdch fal pandemii

Celem przedstawionego w artykule badania bylo opisanie dobrostanu psy-
chicznego kobiet w Polsce w czasie dwoch fal pandemii COVID-19. W pre-
zentowanych badaniach poprzecznych wykorzystano wystandaryzowane
narz¢dzia do oceny nastroju, emocji, optymizmu i satysfakcji z zycia. Opra-
cowano 1 wykorzystano takze kwestionariusz do gromadzenia danych socjo-
demograficznych oraz danych dotyczacych biezacych obaw. Badanie prze-
prowadzono dwukrotnie: na przelomie 2020/2021 (T1) i 2021/2022 (T2)
w dwoch réznych, ale odpowiadajacych sobie pod wzgledem zmiennych
demograficznych grupach kobiet (T1: 352; T2: 372). Najsilniejsze stresory dla
Polek w obu pomiarach wigzaly si¢ z trudno§ciami w dost¢pie do stuzby zdro-
wia, klimatem politycznym w Polsce oraz obawa o zdrowie bliskich. Nastrj
w obu pomiarach byl gorszy w poréwnaniu z danymi normatywnymi sprzed
pandemii. Pogorszenie emocji bylo szczegdlnie wyrazne w przypadku uczué
negatywnych. Rozklad wynikéw w zakresie optymizmu 1 satysfakcji z zycia
byl znacznie bardziej zréwnowazony i zblizony do norm sprzed pandemii.
Nie stwierdzono znaczacych r6znic pomi¢dzy obydwoma pomiarami. Wyniki
pokazuja, ze wzrostowi negatywnych emocji nie musi towarzyszy¢ pogorsze-
nie takich cech jak optymizm i satysfakcja z zycia. Wyniki wskazuja zatem
obszary, ktére powinny zostaé objete wsparciem, oraz obszary stanowigce
zasoby, na ktérych mozna si¢ oprzeé.

SEOWA KLUCZE: pandemia COVID-19, kobiety, dobrostan, optymizm,

satysfakcja zyciowa

The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on people’s psychological well-being
is undeniable. Despite reports indicating some positive changes, in most
cases the impact is negative. Studies have identified risk groups, prone to
experiencing greater difficulties, one of them being women (e.g., Dragioti
et al., 2022; Bojanowska et al., 2021; Xia et al., 2022).

Although initial reports showed that women were at lower risk of
severe disease and death with SARS-CoV-2 infection than men (Purdie et
al., 2020), several elements contributed to the worldwide deterioration of
women’s psychological well-being during the pandemic.

Firstly, the societal norms dictating that women assume caregiving
roles, contributed to the considerable increase of domestic workloads, as
women had to care for both children and seniors, the latter being parti-
cularly vulnerable to severe infection. In addition to their ordinary daily
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duties (working formal jobs, maintaining their households, taking care
of children), women were given tasks of daytime childcare, which sig-
nificantly increased the social, emotional, spiritual, financial and physi-
cal “caregiver burden” (Connor et al., 2020). Furthermore, there was no
financial or social reward for carrying out these new tasks, and the isola-
tion made it impossible to use the social support that could help reduce the
burden.

Secondly, the pandemic increased the stress experienced by women
in relation to their professional careers. The labour market, which repre-
sented a challenge for women even in the pre-pandemic period (Milovan-
ska-Farrington, 2021), became less accessible. The review of the litera-
ture on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on gender and work roles
showed that more women than men have lost their jobs, many of the jobs
held by women were frontline jobs in the fight against the coronavirus,
which exposed them to infection and psychological stress, and women had
more work disruption because of increases in childcare and other respon-
sibilities (Carli, 2020). According to Adisa et al. (2021) the coexistence of
work and family duties within the domestic space poses significant chal-
lenges to differentiation between roles. Increasing role overlap affects the
performance both at work and home, causing frustration and contributing
to the experience of stress.

Thirdly, confinement to the home contributed to an increase in rela-
tionship stress. As shown by Schokkenbroek et al. (2021) women reported
more perceived relationship stress during the pandemic lockdown com-
pared to before because of conflicts with partners. Women also experi-
enced more relationship stress than men because of conflict and diverging
attitudes within their relationship (Schokkenbroek et al., 2021). The pan-
demic contributed also to an increase of violence, particularly against
women (UN Women, 2020), as risk factors accumulate during the pan-
demic. Among them it is worth highlighting the importance of: low(er)
income, social isolation, loss of bearings, narrowness of premises, loss of
loved ones, fear of dying, difficulties in accessing medical and social ser-
vices, inability to escape, increased consumption of addictive substances,
etc. An additional difficulty was the fact that police and health services
were overwhelmed and less available. Support services were also severely
affected by lockdowns (Thibaut & van Wijngaarden-Cremers, 2020).
Women became victims of more frequent acts of violence not only in the
domestic environment. The increase in the number of cases of different
forms of online violence (stalking, bullying, sexual harassment, sex troll-
ing) was also observed (Davies, 2020).

Fourthly, the particular experiences that occur normatively in women’s
lives (connected with procreation, pregnancy, postpartum or miscarriage),
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became even more stressful to cope with. The pandemic limited access to
the healthcare system, including preventative and reproductive healthcare.
The meta-analysis of the research on the maternal well-being during preg-
nancy and postpartum (Hessami et al., 2020) showed that the COVID-19
pandemic significantly increased the risk of anxiety among women dur-
ing pregnancy and perinatal period. It could be the result of many dif-
ferent factors, e.g.: visitor restrictions during labor, forced separation of
SARS-CoV-2-positive mothers and their infants, the potential limitations
of anesthesia due to limited resources for respiratory support (Connor et
al., 2020). Additionally, during pandemics the reproductive healthcare is
often reduced to obstetric medicine (Smith, 2019), which is associated
with restricted access to comprehensive family planning.

An additional burden in the case of Polish women was the local politi-
cal situation. The rising wave of the pandemic was accompanied by actions
of the Polish government limiting the existing rights of women, culminat-
ing in the Constitutional Tribunal Judgment of October 2020 preventing
legal abortion in some cases (Dziennik Ustaw Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej,
2021). This decision sparked much discussion and protest, adding cultur-
ally specific stressors to the pool of common ones.

Despite all the odds, women did cope with the stress of a pandemic.
Although the pandemic led to a considerable increase of domestic work-
loads, remote work increased men’s amount of childcare which, as pointed
out by Carli (2020), may increase men’s childcare responsibilities in the
long term, reducing the gender gap in domestic responsibilities. In terms
of work difficulties, although a larger gap in the duration of unemploy-
ment between men and women (with children) relative to before the
pandemic was observed, but a widening of the gap in the employment
prospects and the earnings between genders was not found (Milovanska-
-Farrington, 2021). The pandemic became a trigger for conflicts in the
family, but at the same time, rediscovery of family values and closeness and
reduced juvenile delinquency (as a result of greater involvement of adults
in the lives of adolescents) were also noticed by women (Adisa et al., 2021).
Women did cope, and in some cases, they fared better than men. A review
of studies and journal articles (Helmich & Post, 2021) has demonstrated,
for example, the advantage of female leadership during a pandemic over
male leadership, due to better communication skills, pro-social orienta-
tion, empathy and caring, among other things.

For the sake of our study, an inquiry was made into the psycholog-
ical well-being of Polish women in the second and fourth waves of
the COVID-19 pandemic, because both waves were similar in terms
of the season of the year, but also the number of cases and deaths (Suli-
gowski & Ciupa, 2023).
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We posed the following questions: What was the mental condition of
women 1n Poland during the Covid-19 pandemic compared to pre-pan-
demic data? Were there differences between sources of stress and measures
of well-being in women in Poland during the second and fourth waves of

the Covid-19 pandemic?

Research participants:Instage one (T1) 352 and in stage two (T2)
372 women participated in the study. Although these were groups consist-
ing of different participants, they did not differ significantly in terms of age
(T1:33%£12.83;T2: 33.48+13.83), marital status (T'1: single 55%, married
38%, divorced or separated 5%; T2: single 57%, married 32%, divorced or
separated 6%), children (T'1: 59%; T2: 60% had children), place of resi-
dence (T1: big city 35%, village 35%, medium or small city 30%; T?2: big
city 34%, village 35%, medium or small city 31%), education (T'1: higher
education 47%, students 42%; T2: higher education 44%, students 45%)
and employment (T1: full-time jobs 43%, studying 27%, working and
studying 20%; T2: full-time jobs 41%, studying 23%, working and study-
ing 27%).

Measures:

A survey questionnaire and four standardized research tools were used in
this study.

Sociodemographic variables were collected using ad /oc-designed
questions. The second part of the questionnaire concerned stressors expe-
rienced during the pandemic.

Mood (UWIST Mood Adjective Checklist, UMACL). The UMACL
consists of 29 items, which are adjectives describing one’s mood. The
respondent has to determine to what extent a given adjective describes his
or her current mood using a 4-point scale: from “definitely” to “definitely
not”. The overall mood score includes three mood dimensions: HT —
hedonic tone, TA — tense arousal and EA — energetic arousal (Matthews
et al.,, 1990; Gorynska, 2005).

Emotions (Positive and Negative Affect Schedule, PANAS/SUPIN).
PANAS consists of 20 items, which are adjectives describing positive and
negative emotions. The respondent evaluates the intensity in which these
emotions occur in him/her using a 5-point scale: from “very slightly” or
“not at all” to “extremely”. As a result, we obtain scores on two subscales:
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PA — positive affect and NA — negative affect (Watson et al., 1988; Brzo-
zowski, 2010).

Life satisfaction (Satisfaction with Life Scale, SWLS). The SWLS con-
tains 5 statements relating to one’s life. The respondent assesses to what
extent he/she agrees with each statement using a 7-point scale: from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The total score indicates the degree
of satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 1985; Juczynski, 2012).

Optimism (Life Orientation Test-Revised, LOT-R). The LOT-R con-
tains 10 statements, and the participant assesses to what extent a given
statement applies to him/her using a 5-point scale: from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree.” The total score of the test indicates an overall
life orientation (Sheier et al., 1994; Juczynski, 2012).

The tools used in the study provide normative data based on valida-
tions performed before the pandemic.

Research procedure: The research was conducted twice: in Decem-
ber 2020/January 2021 and in December 2021/January 2022, using an
online survey questionnaire. The survey was conducted using the snow-
ball method via social media. Participation in the study was voluntary and
anonymous. The participants could opt out of completing and/or submit-
ting their responses at any time. This study was performed in line with the
principles of the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the Research
Ethics Committee of the Jesuit University Ignatianum in Krakéw (on
15.06.2021).

Results!

As shown in Table 1, the strongest stressors for Polish women in both
measurements were invariably: difficulty accessing treatment for other ill-
nesses, the political climate in the country and the risk of infection in loved
ones. Another element which may have been contributing to the perpetu-
ation of the poor psychological condition of Polish women was the grow-
ing concern regarding the economic situation in the country. At the turn of
2021/2022 it was indicated significantly more often compared to the previ-
ous year. At the same time, the stress resulting from a lack of social contacts
was declared significantly less frequently.

1 The study presented in this article is a part of a larger project (Twardowska-Staszek et al, 2021a,
2021b; Biel et al., 2023).
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Table 1. Sources of stress experienced by Polish women during the second and fourth waves
of the pandemic

Stressor ** Time 1 (N = 352) | Time 2 (N = 372) p

Difficulty accessing treatment 210 (59.66%) 236 (63.44%) | p = 0332
for other diseases
Political climate in Poland 204 (57.95%) 234 (62.90%) p = 0.199
The possibility of relatives con- _
tracting COVID-19 181 (51.42%) 197 (52.96%) p = 0.734
Lack of social contacts 177 (50.28%) 132 (35.48%) p < 0.001 *
Economic situation in Poland 166 (47.16%) 209 (56.18%) p=0.019 *
Online learning 124 (35.23%) 118 (31.72%) p = 0.357
Restrictions 107 (30.40%) 121 (32.53%) p = 0.592
Lack of ventilators and medical
staff shortage in hospitals 107 (30.40%) 108 (29.03%) p = 0.749
Unemployment or the risk

. . 90 (25.57%) 73 (19.62%) p = 0.068
of losing a job
Family’s financial problems 83 (23.58%) 85 (22.85%) p = 0.885
Possibility of contracting _
COVID-19 71 (20.17%) 90 (24.19%) p = 0.226

p — for quantitative variables Mann-Whitney test, for qualitative variables chi-square test
or Fisher exact test

* Statistically significant difference (p < 0.05)
** Multiple choice question — percentages do not add up to 100

Source: own study.

As shown on Fig. 1 the mood was negative in both measurements com-
pared to pre-pandemic normative data. Low levels of hedonic tone (HT)
and low levels of energetic arousal (EA) was observed in almost all respon-
dents, while the high levels of tense arousal (TA) were noted in the vast
majority of female participants. In the case of emotions, the effect was par-
ticularly pronounced in the case of negative ones. High level of negative
affect was observed in around 60% of female participants, while low level
of positive affect in more than 40% of women in both measurements. The
distribution of the results in life satisfaction and optimism was much more
balanced and similar to the pre-pandemic norms.
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Fig. 1. Levels of mood, emotions, satisfaction with life and optimism during the second and
fourth waves of the pandemic in Polish women

TA EA PA NA SWLS LOT-R
1,7

100

90
80
70
60
50
40
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0 HT -

ET1: low 94,32 89,2 43,47 6,82 38,35 37,5
mT2: low 94,62 3,49 90,59 41,94 11,02 38,71 33,87
T1: high 0 75,37 1,42 22,73 65,62 28,69 33,52

T2: high 0 72,58 0,27 26,08 58,33 32,59 35,48

HT — Hedonic Tone, TA — Tense Arousal, EA — Energetic Arousal; PA — Positive Affect,
NA — Negative Affect; SWLS- Life satisfaction; LOT-R — Life orientation.

Source: own study.

The measurements in the second and fourth wave of the pandemic,
as shown in Table 2, showed no significant differences in the mood, emo-
tions, life satisfaction and optimism of women participating in the study.

Table 2. Differences between the psychological well-being of Polish women between the
second and fourth waves of the pandemic

Measure Time
of well-being Time 1 (N = 352) Time 2 (N = 372) p
M/SD median | quartiles M/SD Median | quartiles
UMACL HT |25.34%2.04 25 24-27 25.19%2.02 25 24-26 |P=0395
TA 22.75+3.51 23 20-25 22.29+3.73 22 20-25 | P =0.075
EA 24.17+3.87 24 21-27 23.81+3.86 23 21-27 |P=0.201

PANAS PA 25.59+8.17 26 2031 26.22+8.48 27 2032 p = 0.299

NA 22.41x85 21 1628 2144891 20 1427 P =0.052
SWLS 19.22+6.37 20 1524 19.62+6.44 20 14.75-25 | P = 0.403
LOT-R 13.85+4.85 14 11-17.25|14.18+4.89 15 11-18 P =0.376

p — Mann-Whitney test
* Statistically significant difference (p < 0.05)

HT — Hedonic Tone, TA — Tense Arousal, EA — Energetic Arousal; PA — Positive Affect,
NA — Negative Affect; SWLS- Life satisfaction; LOT-R — Life orientation.

Source: own study.
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The worldwide spread of the pandemic has caused many changes in
human functioning, resulting in deteriorating mental health and reduced
well-being. One of the groups most affected by the restrictions of the pan-
demic were women (e.g., Dragioti et al., 2022; Xia et al., 2022). They were
experiencing a greater burden of domestic responsibilities, difficulties in
balancing work and family life, and stress in their partner relationships.

The aim of this article was to examine the level of well-being of Polish
women during the second and fourth waves of the pandemic. As the results
of our study show, the pandemic contributed to the deterioration of the
psychological well-being of Polish women. Fear for health, both their own
and their loved ones’, was accompanied by a huge crisis of trust towards
the authorities and institutions. Both measurements indicated a deterio-
ration in mood and emotions compared to pre-pandemic normative data.
This deterioration remained at similar levels at the end of the first and the
second year of the pandemic. We thus obtained a picture of an entrenched
emotional crisis in the studied populations. However, we found no signifi-
cant deterioration in life satisfaction and optimism. The lack of statistically
significant differences (deterioration or improvement in optimism and life
satisfaction) can be explained primarily by the fact that these are fairly
constant personality traits (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, broader
explanation in: Biel et al., 2023). Additionally, although we can expect that
subjective well-being is connected with the frequency of positive and neg-
ative affect, increasing with higher level of the first and lower of the latter,
Marszal-Wisniewska and Nowicka (2018) suggest that this relationship
is not unambiguous. Accepting negative emotions and trying to seek out
positive aspects of the situation might be an effective strategy for building
life satisfaction.

The surveys were conducted twice: in winters 2020/2021 and
2021/2022. In the process of data collection, we were able to anticipate
that with spring and a decrease in the number of cases (as observed in the
first two years of the pandemic), concerns about the virus would subside.
Meanwhile, however, new stressors emerged. The first of these was fear of
inflation, which has become a primary source of worry worldwide (Ipsos
2022). In Poland, consumer inflation in April 2022 reached 12.3% year-
-on-year (CSO April 2022), the highest increase in 25 years. The second,
extremely important stressor has become the geopolitical situation in the
region. The war in Ukraine has become the main source of worry for
Poles (Ipsos 2022). This stressor has given rise to a number of fears, either
concerning the security of one’s own country or the involvement in refu-
gee relief. Again, it demands a high level of mobilization with reduced
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emotional resources, however, hopefully based on a solid foundation of
optimism and life satisfaction.

The social responsibility assumed by women is a source of weakness and
strength at the same time. Activities such as caring for loved ones, tak-
ing on the burden of teaching children, performing professional duties in
the medical and caring professions, exhaust their resources. At the same
time, however, these actions become a source of meaningful existence and
enabled them to deal constructively with the uncertainty of a pandemic
tomorrow. We believe, however, that a lack of implementation of tools
intended to support women’s emotional well-being may exacerbate the
long-term mental health crisis.
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