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Abstract. The current threat of the COVID-19 pandemic has led to the
transition to distance (online) education in all educational institutions of the
country, including universities. A sudden forced change in the form and
structure of education has psychological consequences for all the
participants in the educational process. The objective of the study presented
was to examine the severity of anxiety, career maladjustment, stress levels,
and coping strategies among university teachers during the transition to
distance (online) education. The sample comprised 169 individual
participants (95 women, 74 men) aged 25 to 70 years: 119 university
teachers of the Rostov region (mean age = 45 years) and 40 sales specialists
as the control group (mean age = 35 years). The study was conducted online
from 04.24.2020 to 06.15.2020. The results indicate a general tendency to
increasing stress levels and severity of career maladjustment. university
teachers have a higher level of professional motivation and less often
complain of feeling unwell and of a decrease in cognitive functions. Less
adaptive in terms of stable personality parameters respondents are more
likely to experience stress and more prone to manifest unmotivated anxiety.
They demonstrate a higher level of career maladjustment and subjective
discomfort when using the Internet. The preferred coping strategy is to
openly complain about work or general negative feelings. Changes in the
dynamic personality characteristics of university teachers during distance
education are determined by their stable personality characteristics rather
than by their age, which is often mentioned as the main factor for adaptation
difficulties.

1 Introduction
With technological advancements, the digital environment has become an important part
of the life context. Education mediated by computer technology cannot be treated as a
completely new phenomenon. There is an extensive range of papers on the pros and cons of
implementing online (distant, remote) technologies at various levels of education [1-4].
However, current situation of the forced global transition to distance learning during the
threat of the COVID-19 pandemic has faced the pedagogical community with the necessity
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of moving all the existing courses online. Such a sudden change, on the one hand, is
accompanied by growing public anxiety in relation to the disease itself, and the uncertainty
of the future, on the other. Having virtually no opportunity and time to prepare and adapt to
the conditions of modern reality, teachers had to prepare and alter their teaching materials for
the online format within one week. Moreover, for many teachers it was necessary not only to
master the technical aspects of using the appropriate platforms, but also to deal singlehandedly with the unexpected technical difficulties that arise in the process.
Online format increases the importance of self-organization, competent, and careful
redistribution of working and non-working hours. Changes occur not only in the structure of
the educational process at the university but also the daily lifestyle of scientific and teaching
staff – daily routine, eating, sleeping, working hours and communication with relatives, usual
amount of motor activity, level of comfort and the sense of security [5].
The psychological aspects of online (distant, remote) education include the following:
determining the age range and personality characteristics of students and teachers who are
able to effectively learn using online technologies; students’ motivation and professional
motivation of faculty members; organization of communication (communicative qualities) in
the teacher-student system; features of cognitive functions and building effective behavioral
patterns during training using online technologies; various kinds of effects on the psyche of
teachers and students [6, 7]. Prior research generally confirms that in online learning
character traits of both teachers and students are of great importance for maintaining
involvement, motivation, and discipline [8, 9]. Students may have problems such as lack of
self-discipline, suitable learning materials, or good learning environments. Researchers note
that even in normal circumstances, the online format requires special teaching experience
and certain skills, including skills to work with dysfunctional attitudes of students associated
with a decrease in their academic motivation [9]. High efficiency of interaction between
teachers and students can be achieved only with a conscious and responsible attitude to
learning from all the participants in the educational process. Therefore, as a consequence of
a disruptive shift of the format the role of the teacher is especially important for maintaining
the motivation and performance of students’ educational activities [9-11].
The text communication is crucial in online education. The specifics of perceptual
learning styles of participants in the educational process using distance technologies have
made a significant contribution to the effectiveness of mastering new materials. On the one
hand, those who prefer visual forms of processing materials (visual learners) have an
advantage. For example, their imaginative (clip) thinking in this case enables them to process
information faster compared to those who prefer auditory information (aural learners). On
the other hand, a huge number of visual nonverbal keys and emotional feedback to the
material just disappear with no physical presence in the classroom. This is especially true
when facing technical difficulties such as low quality of video-translation or unstable Internet
connection. At the same time, the amount of audio-visual information that needs to be
processed greatly increases. The standard forms of communication within ‘classroom hours’
are supplemented by communication via e-mail or messengers and other means [3, 7]. That
challenges faculty members to keep track of all the additional assignments and to provide
quick timely feedback to students.
Current research provides compelling evidence that changes in communication occur at
both student-teacher and student-student levels. The absence of face-to-face dialogue is often
negatively viewed by both students and the academic community. The lack of personal
emotional contacts with classmates can manifest itself in an uncomfortable experience of a
feeling of detachment from the group. There may also be an increase in feelings of loneliness
and frustration. The lack of real support and mutual assistance may also create additional
problems in the process of learning and mastering the material, such as a decrease in
enthusiasm and cognitive motivation, etc. [5, 12-13]. Even in traditional forms of education,
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students tend to prefer those teachers with whom they can establish frequent direct contacts
using not only personal meetings. They like it better when they can interact by means of
telephone conversations, various messengers or e-mail. It is important to remember that
students have certain expectations for quick answers, explanations, discussion of arisen
organizational difficulties associated with the uncertainty of the situation in terms of the
schedule, passing independent work, getting credits, test retakes, certification, and other
issues [12, 14]. Prior research substantiates the belief that with online education the severity
of anxiety about the listed problems increases [4, 6, 15, 16]. At the same time, the transition
to distance learning somewhat blurs the boundaries of contact between students and teachers.
Students become more demanding about the getting feedback from the teacher that may also
be a source of additional stress.
Thus, in connection with measures to prevent the spread of coronavirus disease (COVID19), the academic community faced not only the need to quickly solve a number of problems,
but also an increasing organizational, methodological, pedagogical, and psychological
workload. In this regard, the aim of this study is to investigate the severity of anxiety, career
maladjustment, stress levels, and coping strategies among university teachers during the
transition to distance (online) education provoked by the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic.

2 Methods
2.1 Participants
The study involved 169 individuals (95 women and 74 men) aged 25 to 70 years. The study
was conducted online from 04.24.2020 to 06.15.2020. All respondents voluntarily agreed to
participate in the study, were familiarized with its objectives, and notified of further use and
publication of the results. The objectives of the study were clearly explained. All the
respondents gave their voluntary consent to participate in the study.
The experimental group consisted of university teachers of the Rostov region (n = 119,
mean age = 45 years), practicing teaching in the format of distance learning. The control
group consisted of sales specialists (n = 40, mean age = 35 years), whose work activities were
also carried out remotely (online) during the period of restrictive measures related to the
spread of the new coronavirus disease (COVID-19).
2.2 Methods and procedure
To measure personality characteristics of university teachers and sales specialists we used
the following questionnaires: the Short Portrait Big Five Questionnaire (BF-10 - Egorova
M.S., Parshikova O.V., 2016); the Adaptability Multilevel Personality Questionnaire (MPQA - A.G. Maklakov & S.V. Chermyanin, 2001); Spielberger State-Trait Anxiety Inventory
(modified by Yu.L. Khanin 1995); the questionnaire for the Assessment of career
maladjustment (modified by M.A. Dmitrieva, 2000); Norman, Endler, James and Parker
Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (modified by Kryukova T.A., 1992); Express
Diagnostics of the Propensity for Unmotivated Anxiety (Boyko V.V., 2000); Express
Diagnostics of Stress Levels (Prokhorov A.O., 2000); the scale of Changes in Psychological
Boundaries: Reflection of Violation of Boundaries, the questionnaire for the Assessment of
Changes in Psychological Boundaries When Using the Internet (Rasskazova E.I., Emelin
V.A., Tkhostov A.Sh., 2015).
The study was conducted in the form of single independent between-groups measures
(without a preliminary test before the COVID-19 pandemic). The measured personality
characteristics were divided into stable and dynamic personality traits. As the most stable
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traits we considered extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, neuroticism, openness
to experience (measured using the BF-10 questionnaire), trait anxiety (Spielberger-Khanin
test), adaptive potential and adaptiveness (MPQ-A). The dynamic traits were as follows: the
level of state anxiety (Spielberger-Khanin test), the severity of career maladjustment
(Assessment of career maladjustment), unmotivated anxiety and stress levels (express tests
by Boyko and Prokhorov), coping strategies (Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations), as
well as the severity of psychological discomfort when using the Internet (Reflection of
Violation of Boundaries). This model provides a deeper understanding of the mechanisms
underlying changes in the dynamic characteristics of individuals in unstable or new
conditions.
Statistical data analysis: Mann-Whitney U-test was used to compare the results of the
control and experimental groups; cluster analysis (K-mean clustering) was used to divide the
sample by stable personality characteristics; Kruskal-Wallis H test was used to determine the
significance of differences in subgroups. The level of statistical significance, p, was taken
equal to 0.05.

3 Results
The result presented below show a general tendency to increasing stress levels and severity
of career maladjustment. 48% of respondents showed moderate to high levels of stress. They
show signs of general fatigue, anxiety, and discouragement about current life events (Figure
1).

Low levels of stress

24%

Moderate levels of stress

52%
24%

High levels of stress

Fig. 1. Levels of stress severity.

More than 60% of respondents experience a decrease in motivation for professional
activity during the transition to working remotely (Fig. 2).
11%
Functional levels of professional motivation

39%
Low levels of professional motivation

50%

Extremely low levels of professional motivation

Fig. 2. Level of severity of decrease in motivation for professional activity.
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Comparative analysis of the control and experimental groups showed that university
teachers have higher levels of professional motivation and less often complain of feeling
unwell and of a decrease in cognitive functions (Fig.3).

Decrease in
professional
motivation
2.08
2.7

University teachers
Sales specialists

Decrease in
cognitive functions

Physical
deterioration

1.5
2.3

10.99
14.02

Fig. 3. Comparative analysis of the control and experimental groups (p < 0.05).

For additional control of external variables, we also analyzed the differences for all the
measured dependent variables between the groups of respondents who have small children
living with them (n = 93) and those who do not have small children (or have children over
18 years old; n = 60). As a result, no differences were found in these subgroups, which makes
it possible to exclude the influence of this factor on stress levels and the severity of career
maladjustment.
Clustering the experimental groups (university teachers) by more stable personality traits
(K-means clustering) enabled us to determine changes in dynamic characteristics during the
COVID-19 pandemic. We identified 3 clusters with the maximum between-cluster variation
in measured parameters. Cluster 1 consisted of 59 individual participants (21 men, 38
women; mean age = 47.3). Cluster 2 consisted of 23 individual participants (9 men, 14
women; mean age = 41.2), Cluster 3 consisted of 37 individual participants (26 men, 11
women; mean age = 43.8).

Extraversion
Cluster 1
Cluster 2
Cluster 3

8.42
7.61
9.43

Agreeablenes Conscientious
Neuroticism
ness
s
9.10
9.00
9.62

8.81
9.39
9.81

6.02
7.57
4.03

Fig. 4. Cluster analysis results: the scales of the B-10 questionnaire (means).
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The data suggest that the levels of extraversion (F = 6.37; signif. = 0.002) and neuroticism
(F = 26.31; signif. = 0.001) significantly differ between the selected groups. The differences
between the clusters do not reach the level of statistical significance (signif. > 0.050) for the
scores of the agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness scales (Fig. 4).

Trait anxiety
Cluster 1
Cluster 2
Cluster 3

44.69
53.00
37.81

Moral
Communicati
Adaptability
on skills
normativity
11.90
12.98
44.69
17.61
13.22
74.26
8.51
11.11
28.89

Mental
stability
19.81
43.43
9.27

Fig. 5. Cluster analysis results: trait anxiety (Spielberger-Khanin test), adaptive potential, and
adaptiveness (MPQ-A) means.

Furthermore, we found significant differences in the levels of trait anxiety (F = 58.70;
signif. = 0.001), mental stability (F = 196.33; signif. = 0.001), communication skills (F =
42.59; signif. = 0.001), moral normativity (F = 4.29; signif. = 0.015), and general
adaptiveness (F = 193.25; signif. = 0.001) (Fig. 5).
The data from Fig. 4 and Fig. 5 suggest that most teachers from the largest cluster (Cluster
1) show average results for the sample in the measured parameters. The most pronounced
differences are observed between Clusters 2 and 3. In the second group (Cluster 2) the scores
of the neuroticism, trait anxiety, and adaptiveness scales (mental stability, communication
skills, moral normativity) are higher. The mean extraversion score is the lowest in this group.
Given the inverse nature of the MPQ-A scales, Cluster 2 may be considered as less adaptive.
This group of university teachers showed higher introversion. We may characterize them as
more anxious and less confident (probably aggressive and defensive); they have a lower
mental stability and do not demonstrate an explicit desire to follow generally accepted rules
of morality. The respondents included in the third group (Cluster 3) demonstrated higher
extraversion and lower scores in the MPQ-A scales, which enabled us to characterize them
as the most adaptive, stable, and sociable. This group showed the most pronounced desire to
adhere to generally accepted moral norms of behavior. They can quickly develop new
behavioral strategies under changing conditions.
Table 1 shows the differences in dynamic psychological characteristics between the
clusters.
Table 1. Differences in the severity of components of career maladjustment and coping strategies (H
= Kruskal-Wallis H-test (one-way ANOVA on ranks). p = probability value).
Variables

Cluster 1
n = 59

Cluster 2
n = 23

Cluster 3
n = 37

Levels of stress and unmotivated anxiety
Stress levels
63.34
90.33
35.82
Unmotivated anxiety
65.94
82.57
36.50
Assessment of career maladjustment questionnaire

6

The significance
of differences
H
p
37.813
29.648

0.001
0.001
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Decrease in professional
motivation
Emotional shifts
Decrease
in
cognitive
functions
Decrease in overall activity

Feeling fatigue
Deterioration in the general
sense of well-being
Emotion-oriented coping
Avoidance-oriented coping
Social diversion

57.44

81.87

50.49

12.841

0.001

60.69

102.07

32.76

58.873

0.001

58.95

88.26

44.11

25.102

0.001

58.04

93.28

42.43

32.186

0.001

63.12

96.50

32.34

51.037

0.001

61.70

102.41

30.92

61.610

0.001

Coping strategies
63.44
91.63
58.97
43.09
54.77
43.48

34.85
72.15
78.61

39.692
10.199
17.591

0.001
0.006
0.001

The data suggest that less adaptive respondents (Cluster 2) have higher levels of stress
and are more prone to display unmotivated anxiety (Table 1). This group demonstrates the
highest level of career maladjustment. Such maladjustment manifests itself in decreased
professional motivation and overall activity, feeling of inefficiency of the processes of
attention and memory, mood dysphoria with irritability and apathy, as well as deterioration
in the general sense of well-being. In addition, the respondents of this group are more inclined
to display negative emotions and self-blame; coping with stress manifests itself in openly
expressing indignation and complaints. In the more adaptive group (Cluster 1), there are
average (moderate) levels of stress, unmotivated anxiety, and components of career
maladjustment. At the same time, the dominant coping strategy is also emotion-oriented
coping, but its intensity is lower in comparison with the previously discussed group (Cluster
2). Cluster 3 (with the highest levels of adaptiveness) showed the lowest stress levels,
unmotivated anxiety, and the severity of career maladjustment. In general, the respondents
from this group are more inclined to avoid negative or unpleasant situations and feelings (in
the form of social diversion).
The results relating to the severity of psychological discomfort when using the Internet
suggest that more than 85% of the respondents in the experimental group experience
moderate or severe discomfort and point out violation in psychological boundaries when
using the Internet (Fig. 6).
12%
Do not feel discomfort
45%
Moderate discomfort
43%

Severe discomfort

Fig. 6. Changes in psychological boundaries when using the Internet.

To comprehend these results, we analyzed the answers of the respondents to the questions
of this test qualitatively. Thus, the majority of university teachers believe that more intensive
use of the Internet negatively affects critical thinking and the ability to evaluate the
information provided via free Internet searches. Excessive computer use is very timeconsuming and interferes with ‘real’ daily activities and relationships with family and friends.
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We may assume that the violation of psychological boundaries when using the Internet
contributes to a decrease in the feeling of control over time and life events as well as in
satisfaction with the work process.

Cluster 1
Cluster 2
Cluster 3

Reflection of the violation of psychological boundaries when using the
Internet
56.75
76.80
54.73

Fig. 7. Cluster analysis results: violation of psychological boundaries when using the Internet.

We also found differences between the groups identified using cluster analysis. The less
adaptive group (Cluster 2) is more inclined to experience discomfort when using the Internet
(Fig. 7). This result is of special interest because the representatives of this group are, on
average, younger.

4 Discussion
This study was designed to investigate the stable and dynamic personality traits of university
teachers during the transition to distance (online) education caused by the threat of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
We analyzed the levels of stress and professional motivation in our sample and can
conclude that there is a general trend towards a decrease in professional motivation and an
increase in stress levels. These findings are consistent with the results of previous studies on
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health. Both locally in our country and
globally, scientists note that the current situation has a serious impact on psychological wellbeing [17-24].
Previous data suggests that the educational process, mediated by online computer
technologies, requires a specific teaching experience [6]. It has been shown that teachers who
have such communicative qualities as benevolence, openness, neuroplasticity, stress
resistance, and the presence of self-regulation and self-discipline skills are more successful
in the implementation of online courses [8, 9, 25, 26]. However, the uniqueness of the
situation of the forced and widespread transition to distance learning during the period of the
COVID-19 pandemic threat causes a lack of research in the psychological consequences,
mechanisms of adaptation to the new format, and the factors that determine its success.
The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted all our lives. Social distancing, fear of
contracting the virus, disturbing media content, mortality rate statistics, fear of death and fear
of losing loved ones, financial uncertainty, inconsistent information about the severity of the
virus, a lot of fake news, anxiety about possible worldwide economic crisis will be
experienced in different ways by people with pre-existing personality differences. The
proposed division of psychological characteristics into the stable and dynamic personality
8
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traits was based on traditional ideas about the structure of personality and the Big Five or 5factor model [27].
We identified three clusters with the maximum between-cluster variation in the measured
stable personality traits. Clusters 2 and 3 have directly opposite results in terms of
extraversion and neuroticism, as well as in terms of the level of trait anxiety, the general
indicator of adaptive potential and all its components. Less adaptive in terms of stable
personality parameters respondents are more likely to experience stress and more inclined to
display higher levels of unmotivated anxiety. They demonstrate a higher level of career
maladjustment and subjective discomfort when using the Internet. The preferred coping
strategy is to openly complain about work or general negative feelings.
Some researchers provide evidence for the presence of associations among extraversion,
neuroticism, and the characteristics of responding to situations of uncertainty and stress in
general [22]. Moreover, factors influencing the characteristics of behavior in ambiguous,
stressful conditions include the characteristics of teacher–student relationships, gender, age,
length of teaching experience, dominant mechanisms of psychological defense, and selfregulation skills [28-34].
There is an idea that the adaptive potential decreases with age and individuals of the older
age group find it more difficult to master technical teaching aids and implement work duties
remotely [35, 36]. However, our data indicate that the subjective experience of discomfort
when using the Internet is higher in the younger group (the average age is lower than in other
groups). They are also more likely to feel a decrease in the efficiency of the processes of
attention and memory. In other words, this may mean that the reflection of violation of
psychological boundaries in the context of distance learning is likely determined not so much
by the age of respondents as by their stable personality traits. At the same time, we should
note that the problem of uncertainty remains relevant for all the age groups in some studies
[37].

5 Conclusion
The findings indicate that during the transition to distance (online) education changes in the
dynamic personality characteristics of university teachers are mainly determined by their
stable personality traits. The levels of stress, unmotivated anxiety, career maladjustment,
preferred coping strategies and reflection of violation of psychological boundaries in the form
of discomfort when using the Internet significantly differ in groups with varying degrees of
adaptiveness, levels of trait anxiety, neuroticism and extraversion. Despite the fact that older
age is often viewed as one of the main factors contributing to adaptation difficulties, the
severity of these parameters does not depend on respondents’ age or the presence of small
children in their families.
In general, the described differences in the dynamic psychological characteristics
depending on stable personality traits are consistent with the existing knowledge. At the same
time, our results represent their own value and expand the understanding of the current
challenges facing the academic community and the impact they have.
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