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Historically, major public health issues, such as the current COVID-19 pandemic, trigger abrupt 
and radical changes in daily life, thus causing severe psychological distress to the population. 
The ease with which the virus seems to be transmitted, combined with the exponentially 
rising number of new cases and the social distancing measures applied, create an atmos-

phere of fear and alarm. This, in turn, has a pivotal effect on the population’s mental health. The aim 
of this study is to initially investigate the psychological effects of the new COVID-19 pandemic on 
secondary school teachers, who in addition to the general aggravation take on the burden of forced 
abstinence from their regular work duties and the simultaneous need to adapt themselves to the un-
precedented process of distance learning. This is a cross-sectional study in secondary school teachers 
and was conducted using simple random sampling at the beginning of the pandemic in Greece. The 
x2 test was used to examine associations between psychological and other variables. 34% of teachers 
were found to feel anxious and very anxious during the pandemic, while only 8% of teachers exhibit 
severe depressive emotions. It is also clear that the educators as a professional group are predomi-
nantly possessed by optimism about the outcome of the pandemic, as 71.5% was placed in the higher 
levels of the relevant scale. Female gender was found to have a positive correlation to feelings of fear, 
depression, and a negative correlation to optimism. Furthermore, a negative correlation between the 
teachers’ high educational level and their feelings of optimism emerged from the data. This optimism 
may well be related with the large acceptance of the measures taken by the government to curb the 
expansion of the pandemic. Finally, it was found that distance teaching, which was abruptly and un-
preparedly implemented by educators on account of the pandemic, was not a major concern. The 
findings of our study indicate a specific profile of secondary school teachers characterized by mental 
resilience, a quality that must be exploited and strengthened by the state with appropriate interven-
tions in order to maximize their complex, creative work.
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Introduction

The new coronavirus outbreak which originated in 
the city of Wuhan of the Chinese province of Hubei, 
quickly spread to several countries, infecting mil-
lions of people worldwide. In March 2020, the World 
Health Organization (WHO) declared the COVID-19 
infection caused by SARS-CoV-2 a pandemic.1 Such 
outbreaks of infectious diseases, as well as other 
major public health issues, frequently cause intense 
feelings of distress and anxiety to the general pub-
lic, predominantly due to the uncertainty they bring 
and the sudden and radical changes in daily life they 
result in.2–6

The increasing number of suspected and con-
firmed cases, along with the constant recording of 
deaths caused by SARS-CoV-2 in more and more 
countries, Greece included, create an atmosphere of 
intense fear and alarm due to the very real possibility 
of contraction and possible manifestation of the dis-
ease.4 According to Yamazaki & Kikkawa,7 during a 
pandemic the concerns can fall into three categories 
of danger: (a) health, (b) financial repercussions and 
(c) unknown. The new pandemic, therefore, apart 
from the danger of serious disease and possible fa-
tality due to the COVID-19 infection, has also brought 
a large proportion of the global population face to 
face with an unprecedented, often insufferable, 
emotional strain, leading to panic attacks, stress dis-
orders and feelings of depression.6,8,9

The announcement of the new coronavirus’ trans-
missibility from human to human, the easy trans-
mission even by asymptomatic carriers, the uncer-
tainty over the total duration of the quarantine and 
the pandemic itself, the susceptibility of a wide age 
range and the rather frequent fatality even in pa-
tients without underlying conditions or great age, 
have all created feelings of fear to the majority of 
people who, along with their own health, also ap-
pear seriously concerned for their loved ones.10,11 
According to Ahorsu et al,12 a central characteristic 
of pandemics of infectious diseases is the fear they 
can instill in large sections of the population, a fear 
which is capable of leading to high levels of emo-
tional distress to healthy individuals and triggering 
manifestations of clinical stress disorders to the men-
tally vulnerable.9,13 Additionally, it has been found 

that the manifestation of symptoms of infection with 
the new coronavirus is related to increased levels of 
anxiety and depression, as well as decreased quality 
of life, all of which in turn affect health to the extent 
that the latter is understood as “a condition of full 
physical, emotional and social well-being and not 
simply as the absence of illness or disability”.14

This situation is further complicated by the social 
distancing measures that are being internationally 
promoted, as there is a marked reduction of close 
communication. People are instructed to stay in their 
homes and limit their external activities to a mini-
mum. Furthermore, individuals that manifest symp-
tomatology of the disease or have a contact with an 
infected person, are obliged to follow the relevant 
isolation protocol, which renders the person more 
emotionally vulnerable. Indeed, it is well known 
that stress disorders are more likely to emerge and 
deteriorate in conditions of limited or no natural in-
terpersonal contact.15,16 Misinformation, myths and 
conspiracy theories concerning SARS-CoV-2 that are 
circulated seem to have a cumulative effect on emo-
tional distress, as they reinforce the sense of loss of 
control and distrust of the Authorities.17 The situa-
tion is further exacerbated by the bombardment of 
media reports related to the issue and the frequent 
emphatic references to shortage of resources, proper 
infrastructure and medical staff,18 contributing to the 
aggravation of depression.4,19

A number of international studies researching the 
emotional repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on health professionals, and vulnerable popula-
tion groups in general, have been conducted.5,20,21 
However, there has not been any research on the 
emotional impact on students and teachers, even 
though similar public health crises can have various 
psychological effects to all the participants in the 
learning process,22 with feelings of fear, alarm, stress 
and depression being the most prominent effects.4,9

The aim of this study was a preliminary investiga-
tion of the emotional impact of the new COVID-19 
pandemic on secondary education teachers who, 
apart from the general burden, also face the addi-
tional burden of forced absence from their teach-
ing duties and adaptation to the new conditions of 
abrupt implementation of distance learning, without 
preparation and with limited resources. A further aim 
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of this study was to outline the emotional resilience 
of teachers as a crucial factor of their work efficiency, 
as well as the effect their behaviour has on their stu-
dents’ emotional resilience. 

Material and method

The survey was conducted on high school teachers 
of the municipality of Volos, who were selected via 
a simple random sampling process, and it consisted 
of an anonymous online questionnaire. Besides the 
7 demographic questions (gender, age, teaching 
specialty, level of education, whether the individual 
belongs to a vulnerable group, whether a member 
of their family belongs to a vulnerable group, co-
habitation with a minor), the questionnaire included 
5 single-answer multiple choice questions: (a) Fear 
and stress, (b) Optimism about the outcome, (c) 
Depression, (d) Desire to return to work, (e) Concern 
over the implementation of distance learning. The 
questionnaire adopted the 6-point Likert scale (1: 
“not at all” to 6: “always”) in order to avoid the con-
centration of selections in the middle position, which 
is observed when using scales with a number of re-
dundant options.23 Content validity and face validity 
control and a pilot study were performed before the 
study leading to minor adjustments.

Since for non-large populations the size of the 
sample is not contingent on the size of the popula-
tion,24–27 the core criterion for sample size selection 
was to ensure at a 5% confidence level estimation 
of percentages with expected accuracy of ±0.05. 
However, because the pandemic was developing 
with seemingly differentiating characteristics, it 
was assumed that the collection of answers ought 
to be done under similar conditions of escalation. 
Consequently, the study was limited to the period 
from 24 to 29 of March 2020 and therefore the ex-
pected accuracy ultimately reached ±0.065. For the 
purposes of the study teachers’ specialties were 
grouped in two categories, “natural sciences” and 
“humanities”.

The SPSS software was used for statistical pro-
cessing and the chi-square test was performed at a 
significance level of 5%.26,28,29 More specifically, the 
existence of correlations (crosstabulation) between 
dependent and independent variables was checked. 
Demographic characteristics were defined as inde-

pendent variables, and the 5 questions in the ques-
tionnaire were defined as dependent variables.

Concerning the contingency tables, it is specified 
that, only when in more than 20% of cells the expect-
ed frequencies are less than 5, there is considered to 
be a validity problem with the chi-square test28–31 and, 
as a result, the latter is not used. In cases where the 
chi-square test yielded a p value which could not be 
safely used, there was a further grouping of values, 
taking into account the scientifically accepted thesis 
that their value decreases (information is lost) as the 
number of groups (classes) increases.26,32 Especially 
when there was a need to reduce the number of data 
classes in the six-point scale, we created a three-point 
scale (rather little, to some extent, rather much) by 
combining the successive original classes by two. As 
regards the educational level, the classes with values 
“PhD” and “Master’s Degree” were combined in the 
class “Higher Diploma” and, similarly, the classes with 
values “University Degree” and “Technical School/
School of Pedagogical and Technological Education 
Degree” were combined in the class “Bachelor’s 
Degree”. It is worth noting that the results show only 
the significant correlations that emerged.25,33

Results

63% of the participants in the study sample were 
women and 37% were men. 16% of teachers be-
longed to a vulnerable group (high-risk), 32% lived 
in the same house with people belonging to a high-
risk group, while 48% lived with at least one minor 
(<18 years old). 88.5% of teachers were less than 60 
years old (86% belong to the 40–60 age range), and 
11.5% were older than 60 years old. Regarding the 
teaching specialties, they were almost equally dis-
tributed, as there was only a recorded 2.7% supe-
riority of humanities. It is worth noting that in hu-
manities, women were four times as many as men, 
while in natural sciences, men were barely more 
than women. It is also remarkable that over one 
third of the teachers in the sample had a Master’s 
Degree. Table 1 summarizes the demographic char-
acteristics of the sample. 

From the contingency tables, a correlation of 
stress/fear with depression (p=0.001) as well as op-
timism (p=0.001) of teachers emerged. However, the 
correlation between depression and optimism was 
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also significant (p=0.001). Nevertheless, it was found 
that in the contingency tables the percentage of cells 
with theoretical sizes of expected frequency lower 
than 5 is 63.9%. Thus, following the performance of 
the Monte Carlo procedure, p was found to be 0.003, 
a fact which ultimately proves a correlation between 
depression and optimism.

Table 2 below shows the p values that emerged 
from the chi-square test between the independent 
(IV) and the dependent (DV) variables. The partici-
pants’ age, specialty and a family’s member belong-
ing to a vulnerable group did not seem to play a sta-
tistically significant role in the psychological burden 
of the participants. The male gender seems to be 
negatively associated with the manifestation of fear 
and depression and positively with the manifestation 
of optimistic feelings, while the educational level is 
negatively related to the optimism and the concern 
about the implementation of distance learning. 

The distribution of the extent to which teachers 
feel fear over the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus is 
presented in table 3. Note that 70% of teachers were 
included in the upper 50% of the scale. The distribu-
tion of manifestation of emotions of fear/stress in a 
three-point scale is demonstrated in table 4. Gender 
seems to affect the fear of teachers (p=0.001). It is 
noteworthy that women express greater fear by 2.5 
times more than men. Furthermore, the existence of 

minors in the family positively affects the stress/fear 
caused by the pandemic (p=0.04).

In addition, table 3 shows that feelings of optimism 
about the outcome of the pandemic were prevalent 
in our sample. The optimism expressed depends on 
gender (p=0.013) and educational level (p=0.025). 
The majority of teachers (60.6%) present as mod-
erately optimistic, with men being prevalent in the 
upper class by 20 percentage points over women. 
Regarding the educational level, more teachers of 
higher educational level are moderately optimistic 
(72.5% over 54.1%) while higher optimism is mostly 
expressed by teachers with a bachelor’s degree 
(37.4% over 21.3%). 

The extent to which teachers agree with the meas-
ures taken by the state in order to curb the spread of 
the new coronavirus is recorded in table 3. The latter 
shows the overwhelming approval; in fact, the pref-
erence at a percentage higher than 50% is concen-
trated in the two upper classes. The particular meas-
ures at the beginning of their implementation do not 
appear to cause feelings of depression to teachers, 
since only about 8% of teachers have such feelings to 
a high extent. 

The suspension of schools and the imposed con-
finement on circulation created the intense need to 
return to their workplace to more than half of the 
teachers. It is noted that, as made apparent in table 3, 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the secondary school teachers who participated in the study (n=226, 
100%).

Gender

Male Female

83 (36.7%) 143 (63.3%)

Age

<60 years old >60 years old

200 (88.5%) 26 (11.5%)

Educational level

PhD Master of Science University degree Technical school/School of peda-
gogical and technological education 
degree

5 (2.2%) 75 (33.2%) 130 (57.5%) 16 (7.1%)

Teaching specialty

Natural sciences and Mathematics Human sciences

110 (48.6%) 116 (51.4%)
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only 10% of teachers feel almost no such need. As 
regards the teachers’ concern over the implementa-
tion (abrupt and unprepared) of distance learning 
- with the exception of a handful of teachers (4.4%) 
expressing a very high degree of concern - the rest 
are approximately equally distributed (≈19%) in the 
classes ranging from “not at all” to “very much”.

Table 3 also shows the distribution of teachers ac-
cording to degree of concern caused by their abrupt 
involvement in distance learning which, as per the 
Ministry’s instructions, is dictated by the pandem-
ic and the need to maintain the students’ contact 
with the educational process. It is noted that 38% 
of teachers exhibit a rather normal degree of con-
cern (low level) and roughly the same percentage 
records mid-level concern. The educational level 
seems to affect the emergence of concern over the 
implementation of distance learning on the part of 
teachers (p=0.01).

Table 4 indicates that depression was correlated 
with gender (p=0.004), with men prevailing in the 
lower class (69.9% over 47.5%) and women prevailing 
in the other two higher classes. (54.5% over 30.1%). 
Teachers with a higher level of education prevail by 
20 percentage points in the class of low-level con-
cern, whereas in the next two classes they are 10 per-
centage points down. Additionally, there is a signifi-
cant correlation (p=0.03) between worrying over the 
implementation of distance learning and the chance 
of the teacher belonging to a vulnerable group. 
Teachers belonging to vulnerable groups generally 
exhibit a higher level of concern.

Discussion-Conclusions

During the early stages of the pandemic, very little 
was known about the characteristics of the virus, the 
ways of transmission, proper prevention techniques, 

Table 2. Correlations between demographic characteristics and psychological variables.

Fear Optimism Depression
Desire to return 

to work
Worry about 

Distance learning

Gender 0.001 0.013 0.004 0.879 0.07

Age 0.782 0.717 0.954 0.268 0.436

Specialty 0.773 0.161 0.767 0.464 0.708

Educational Level 0.333 0.025 0.156 0.409 0.01

Member of vulnerable group 0.614 0.491 0.642 0.383 0.03

A family’s member belonging 
  to a vulnerable group

0.152 0.343 0.165 0.396 0.365

A minor in the family 0.04 0.408 0.948 0.43 0.241

Note: p-values emerged from chi-square test are displayed

Table 3. Distribution of the answers (n, %) of the 226 participants related to the psychological variables examined 
in a 6-point Likert scale.

Not at all Rarely A little Sometimes Often Almost always

Fear 6 (2.6%) 16 (7.1%) 47 (20.8%) 79 (34.9%) 59 (26.1%) 19 (8.4%)

Optimism 7 (3.1%) 11 (4.8%) 46 (20.3%) 91 (40.3%) 58 (25.7%) 13 (5.7%)

Degree of acceptance 
  of restrictive measures  

0 (0%) 2 (0.9%) 20 (8.8%) 68 (30.1%) 108 (47.8%) 28 (12.4%)

Depression 61 (27%) 65 (28.8%) 43 (19%) 38 (16.8%) 16 (7.1%) 3 (1.3%)

Desire to return to work 8 (3.5%) 15 (6.6%) 15 (6.6%) 52 (23%) 77 (34.1%) 59 (26.1%)

Worry about distance 
  learning

41 (18.1%) 46 (20.4%) 47 (20.8%) 41 (18.1%) 41 (18.1%) 10 (4.4%)
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Table 4. Distribution of the answers (%) of the participants (n=226) in a 3-point Likert scale - Correlations with 
the gender.

Fear

p=0.001Men Women

Rather little 12% 8.4%

To some extent 74.7% 44.8%

Rather much 13.3% 46.8%

Optimism

p=0.013Men Women

Rather little 6% 9.1%

To some extent 50.6% 66.4%

Rather much 43.4% 24.5%

Depression

p=0.004Men Women

Rather little 69.9% 47.5%

To some extent 22.9% 43.4%

population immunity levels, treatment and recovery, 
resulting in rising levels of uncertainty and fear among 
citizens. This was confirmed by this study, since 34% of 
teachers were found to experience a high and a very 
high degree of fear during the pandemic. In a recent 
research conducted in China, there were increased 
levels of emotional discomfort and anxiety during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, with 30% reporting a great 
amount of these emotions and 75% experiencing fear 
of the possibility that the SARS-CoV-2 virus might in-
fect their loved ones.6 The aforementioned findings 
are consistent with the ones of our study, which in-
dicate that the existence of an underage child in the 
family has an effect on the experience of fear over the 
development of the pandemic. 

However, our research has also shown a co-de-
pendence between fear and depression, fear and 
optimism, as well as between depression and op-
timism. In order to define the intensity and the na-
ture of these dependencies specialized research is 
required, which is beyond the scope of this study. It 
is worth mentioning that in Italy, two female nurses 
committed suicide a few days after the outbreak 
of the virus and it is speculated that fear of spread-
ing the virus to patients may have played a decisive 
role in this outcome.19 A relevant opinion, which 
maintains that increasing levels of fear and concern 
may reduce optimism and intensify depressive feel-

ings, is expressed by Montemurro34 who supports 
that the latter may lead to a rise in suicides in 2020. 
Nevertheless, it should be noted that the measures 
taken in Greece with the aim of limiting the spread 
of the new coronavirus do not initially seem to have 
cause depression to teachers, since only about 8% of 
them were experiencing high levels of such feelings.

It is also possible that fear and concern during 
a pandemic may play a beneficial role, as a recent 
study concluded that they are associated with a 
higher compliance with preventative measures 
against the spread of the new coronavirus.35 The lat-
ter is of special value for teachers, since they practice 
their profession in circumstances of constant interac-
tion with large numbers of people, handling young 
individuals; therefore, they are at once a role model 
for their students and a considerable contribution to 
defending public health. 

The findings of our study indicate a correlation 
between gender and the emergence of feelings of 
fear, depression and optimism. More specifically, a 
greater number of female than male teachers exhibit 
high levels of fear and depression, while the situation 
is reversed when it comes to optimism. Our findings 
are consistent with those of relevant studies which 
proved that women are more prone to exhibiting 
stress disorders36 and depression6 and they are more 
likely to show symptoms of anxiety and intense emo-
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tional discomfort than men.37–39 However, a recent 
study by Huang & Zhao4 found that feelings of fear 
and stress, though common during the COVID-19 
pandemic, are not affected by gender. 

The educational level of teachers had significant 
impact on experiencing feelings of optimism and 
concern over the implementation of distance learn-
ing. Teachers with a higher level of education appear 
less optimistic about the outcome of the pandemic, 
but they are also less concerned over implementing 
distance learning due to the temporary suspension of 
schools. Both of the above could in fact be interpret-
ed on the basis of their advanced studies, which may 
have given them a greater facility with the combined 
use of analytic-synthetic and rational thought and the 
exploitation of digital technology. The educational 
level did not seem to be related to the emergence of 
symptoms of depression, as indicated by other stud-
ies,40 nor to the extent of manifestation of fear over 
the development of the COVID-19 pandemic,39 possi-
bly due to the fact that teachers constitute a uniform 
group of workers, all holding a university degree. 

Several studies in the field have highlighted the re-
lationship between age and emotional distress dur-
ing the pandemic.39,41 It is supported that older age 
groups exhibit an increased rate of various cardiovas-

cular, auto-immune and mental disorders, with social 
distancing and isolation leading to a greater danger 
due to the likelihood of stress and depression.7,41,42 
This can partly be justified by the higher morbidity 
and mortality rates of the new coronavirus among 
the elderly. It is not surprising, thus, that older peo-
ple in endemic areas seemed to experience a lower 
health-related quality of life than younger individu-
als.40 Even though age was expected to affect the 
emotional distress of teachers, our findings did not 
confirm this assumption. Further research is needed 
about physical and mental health of teachers which 
significantly affects their work.

The findings of this research seem to sketch a 
teacher profile according to which teachers are not 
overly afraid of the outbreak of the new coronavirus, 
they are not overwhelmed by pandemic-related de-
pression, their optimism about the outcome of the 
crisis is prevalent and the unprecedented emergency 
implementation of distance learning does not cause 
them particular concern. Consequently, we can as-
sume that teachers are characterized by mental re-
silience, a fact which is expected to positively con-
tribute to the effectiveness of their complex work, 
which, as this study has made evident, they strongly 
hope to resume in the place and way they know best. 

Ψυχολογικές επιπτώσεις της πανδημίας COVID-19 
σε εκπαιδευτικούς δευτεροβάθμιας εκπαίδευσης

Π. Σταχτέας,1 Χ. Σταχτέας2

1Ιατρική Σχολή ΑΠΘ, Θεσσαλονίκη, 
2ΑΣΠΑΙΤΕ-Παράρτημα Βόλου, Βόλος

Ψυχιατρική 2020, 31:293–301

Διαχρονικά τα μείζονα θέματα Δημόσιας Υγείας, όπως η τρέχουσα πανδημία COVID-19, προκαλούν 
έντονα αισθήματα ψυχολογικής δυσφορίας στον πληθυσμό, λόγω της αβεβαιότητας και των ξαφ-
νικών και ριζικών αλλαγών που συνεπάγονται στον καθημερινό βίο. Η εύκολη μεταδοτικότητα, ο 
εκθετικά αυξανόμενος αριθμός κρουσμάτων και τα μέτρα κοινωνικής αποστασιοποίησης συνθέ-
τουν ένα κλίμα φόβου και ανησυχίας, που επιδρούν καθοριστικά στην ψυχική υγεία του πληθυσμού. 
Σκοπός της συγκεκριμένης εργασίας είναι να διερευνήσει σε ένα αρχικό στάδιο, τις ψυχολογικές ε-
πιπτώσεις της νέας πανδημίας COVID-19 στους εκπαιδευτικούς Δευτεροβάθμιας Εκπαίδευσης (Δ.Ε.), 
οι οποίοι πέρα από τη γενική επιβάρυνση, επωμίζονται το επιπλέον βάρος της αποχής από τα εργα-
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