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Abstract
Background: Anxiety is very prevalent among nursing stu-
dents even in normal circumstances. In Turkey during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, nursing students encountered a new 
reality of that includes economic uncertainty, fear of infec-
tion, the challenges of distance education and more.

Aim: This study was carried out to determine the relation-
ship between the anxiety levels and the coping methods of 
nursing students during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Material and method: This cross-sectional study was con-
ducted at a University in the Eastern Black Sea region of 
Turkey between July 3-10, 2020. The sample was com-
posed of 316 nursing students. A personal information form, 
the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 Scale and the Stress 
Coping Strategies Scale were used. The data were evaluat-
ed using descriptive statistics, the Mann-Whitney U test, the 
Kruskal-Wallis test and Spearman’s correlation test.

Results: Of the students, 40.5% had moderate anxiety. The 
students who lived in the Marmara region (median: 8) and 
who had jobs (median: 10) had significantly higher anxiety 
levels (p < 0.05). The restriction of social life (r: 322, p < 
0.01) had the highest correlation among the factors that 
caused the students to experience anxiety. It was deter-
mined that the students used the eating coping method the 
most (48.1%), and there was a significant negative relation-
ship between the self-confident approach, seeking social 
support and anxiety levels (p < 0.01).

Conclusion: The nursing students experienced moderate 
anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic. A negative relation-
ship was found between the self-confident approach, seek-
ing social support and the students’ anxiety levels during 
the pandemic.
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Introduction
The COVID-19 virus, which was first observed toward 

the end of 2019, was declared a pandemic by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) on March 11, 2020 because 
118,000 people had been infected and 4,291 people 
had died from the virus [1]. The first COVID-19 case in 
Turkey was seen on March 10, 2020, and the number of 
infections grew gradually [2]. The total number of cases 
in Turkey was 198.284, and the number of deaths was 
5,097 on June 30, 2020 when this study was written [3].

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused many prob-
lems in the world as well as in Turkey. Education has 
been among these problems. Similarly with many oth-
er countries, schools were closed as a measure against 
COVID-19 in Turkey [4-6]. On March 26, 2020, the Coun-
sel of Higher Education declared that no face-to-face 
classes would be held in the spring term of the 2019-
2020 academic year because of uncertainty about the 
pandemic, and distance education was put on the agen-
da in Turkey [7].

Since nursing students carry out their internships 
and applied courses in clinics, they were one of the 
groups that experienced the most problems during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The students experienced anxiety 
because they were not able to perform clinical practic-
es, and their classes and exams were carried out as dis-
tance education [8].

A study conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic to 
evaluate the anxiety of university students found that 
their most important anxieties were academic perfor-
mance, pressure to succeed and post-graduation plans 
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[9]. A systematic review carried out during the pandem-
ic found that university students’ problems due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic: Were “transition from face-to-
face classes to web-based classes”, “how exams will be 
held”, “transportation restrictions”, “mental health”, 
and “the support of the university” [4]. Another study 
investigated the problems of nursing students during 
the pandemic and found that most of them had diffi-
culty keeping up with their classes because they had 
difficulty coping with anxiety, stress and moods caused 
by the pandemic [8]. Another study investigating the 
anxiety and the coping strategies of nursing students 
found that 42.8% of them experienced moderate anx-
iety, and also found significant relationships between 
high self-esteem, the use of humor and anxiety levels 
[10]. A study carried out in China found that university 
students experienced anxiety because they lived in rural 
areas during this crisis and because of uncertain family 
income levels [11]. Self-protection concerns during the 
pandemic reduced the students’ ability to concentrate 
on their classes and negatively affected their mental 
health [6,11,12].

Nursing students’ professional identity development 
and health are negatively affected by stress and anxiety 
[13,14]. These negative effects are directly associated 
with their coping behaviors [15,16]. Previous studies 
have showed that students do not use effective cop-
ing strategies during stressful situations [17,18]. Few 
studies have investigated the anxiety and stress coping 
strategies of nursing students during the pandemic.

This study aims to evaluate the anxiety levels 
and coping strategies of nursing students during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This study is considered to con-
tribute to the establishment of programs that will help 
nursing students to cope with stress by determining 
their stress levels during the pandemic.

Here are its research questions:

•	 What were the anxiety levels of the students 
during the pandemic?

•	 What were the important events that caused 
them anxiety and stress during the pandemic?

•	 Was there a relationship between the perceived 
anxiety levels and the stress coping strategies of 
the students during the pandemic?

Methods

Design
This is a cross-sectional study.

Participants
The population of the study was made up of 1st, 2nd, 

3rd and 4th year students (n = 352) attending the Nursing 
Department, Faculty of Health Sciences, a state univer-
sity in the East Black Sea region of Turkey during the 

spring semester of the 2019-2020 academic year. This 
study did not perform a sampling and aimed to reach 
all of the population. Nursing students who agreed to 
participate were included in the study after an ethical 
approval was obtained. However, 15 students of the 
331 student who agreed to participate in the study were 
excluded because they did not completely fill out the 
questionnaire, so the study sample included 316 stu-
dents, 89.8% of the study population.

Procedure
This study was approved by Research Ethics Commit-

tee of Artvin Coruh University (number 20478486-405, 
Date: 24.06.2020). Since the study was not conducted 
with patients, permission was not obtained from Minis-
try of Health Scientific Research Platform. The data col-
lection forms were uploaded to http://www.surveey.
com/, and the link was emailed to the students. The 
home page of the questionnaire included an informed 
consent form for the students, and the students who 
agreed to participate were able to continue to the ques-
tionnaire. The questionnaires were collected from July 
3 to July 10, 2020.

Instruments
After ethical approval, the data were collected using 

a web-based questionnaire that includes 10 open-end-
ed and close-ended questions about sociodemographic 
data, problems experienced by nursing students during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and coping strategies. The stu-
dents’ anxiety levels were determined using the Gener-
alized Anxiety Disorder-7 Scale. Their coping strategies 
were determined using the Stress Coping Strategies 
Scale.

The Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 Scale (GAD-7) 
developed by Spitzer, et al. [19]. Its validity and reliabili-
ty study was carried out by Konkan, et al. [20]. The Gen-
eralized Anxiety Disorder-7 Scale (GAD-7) is composed 
of 7 items. They are 4-point Likert-type items. The Cron-
bach’s alpha value of the scale is 0.85. Cronbach’s Alpha 
value is 0.80 for this study. Scores from 0 to 4 indicate 
mild level anxiety. Scores from 5 to 9 indicate moderate 
level anxiety. Scores from 10 to 14 indicate high level 
anxiety, and scores from 15 to 21 indicate severe anx-
iety. The acceptable cut-off value of the scale is 8 [20]. 
Range values were used for this study.

The Stress Coping Strategies Scale developed by 
Folkman ve Lazarus [21]. Its validity and reliability study 
was carried out by Şahin and Durak [22]. The Stress 
Coping Strategies Scale has 5 subscales: The self-confi-
dent approach, the desperate approach, the submissive 
approach, the optimistic approach and seeking social 
support. This scale is composed of 30 items, which are 
scored from 0 to 3. No total score is calculated. The sub-
scales were scored separately. The highest score is 3 for 
the subscales. The lowest score is 0 for the subscales. 
Higher scores on the self-confident, optimistic and seek-
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median values. However, these differences were not 
significant (p > 0.05) (Table 2). The median value of the 
anxiety score of students living in the Marmara region 
was the highest (8.0), and the median value of the stu-
dents living in the Black Sea region was the lowest (5.0). 
This difference was statistically significant (p < 0.001). 
The students who worked during the pandemic also had 
significantly higher anxiety score median values (10.0, p 
< 0.001) (Table 2).

The results of the correlation analysis between the 
COVID-19-related stressors and anxiety are shown in 
Table 3. There were positive relationships between the 
students’ anxiety scores and their family, educational, 
economic, health problems and restriction of social life 
(Table 3).

The most commonly used anxiety coping strategy 
was spending time on the internet (77.8%), and the 
least commonly used coping strategy was exercising 
(38.6%) (Table 4).

ing social support factors indicate the use of effective 
methods to cope with stress. Higher scores on the des-
perate and submissive factors indicate the use of inef-
fective methods to cope with stress. The Cronbach’s al-
pha values of the subscales were: 0.80 for the self-con-
fident approach, 0.68 for the optimistic approach, 0.73 
for the desperate approach, 0.70 for the submissive 
approach and 0.47 for seeking social support [22]. In 
this study, the Cronbach’s alpha values of the subscales 
were: 0.75 for the self-confident approach, 0.65 for the 
optimistic approach, 0.70 for the desperate approach, 
0.68 for the submissive approach and 0.50 for seeking 
social support.

Data analysis
The data were evaluated using SPSS 20.0 software. 

The Shapiro-Wilk test was used to test the normality of 
the distribution of continuous measurements, which 
were not normally distributed. Means, medians and 
interquartile ranges were used as descriptive statistics. 
The Mann-Whitney U test and the Kruskal-Wallis test 
were used for comparisons, and the Bonferroni test was 
used to determine the groups that caused differences. 
Spearman’s correlation coefficient was used to deter-
mine the relationships between anxiety scores and sub-
scale scores on the stress coping strategies scale. The 
results were assessed at a 95% confidence interval, and 
the threshold for statistical significance was p < 0.05.

Results
Table 1 shows the distribution of students’ sociode-

mographic characteristics. Their mean age was 21.25 ± 
1.65. Of them, 72.2% were female, 27.5% were in their 
first year of study, 32% lived in southeastern Anatolia, 
and 89.9% lived with their families. Of them, 90.2% did 
not have a chronic illness, 91.8% had no relatives or 
friends infected with COVID-19, and 89.9% did not have 
a job during the pandemic (Table 1).

Total scores on the GAD-7 scale were calculated to 
determine the students’ anxiety levels. Table 2 shows 
the students’ mean score on the Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder-7 Scale and the distribution based on their 
anxiety levels. The median value for the students’ score 
on the Generalized Anxiety Disorder-7 Scale was 6.0 
(3.0-10.0). Their anxiety levels are shown with the cut-
off points of the scale. Table 2 shows that 32.3% of the 
students had mild anxiety, 40.5% had moderate anxiety, 
22.5% had high anxiety, and 4.7% had severe anxiety 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 2).

Comparison of the students’ Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder-7 Scale scores and their sociodemograph-
ic characteristics found that the students who were 
younger than 21 (median = 7.0), who were female (me-
dian = 6.0), who were in their fourth year of study (me-
dian = 7.0), who had a chronic illness (median = 7), and 
who lived with their families (median = 6.0) had higher 

Table 1: Distribution of the students’ sociodemographic char-
acteristics (N = 316).

Characteristics n (%)
Age (Mean ± SD) 21.25 ± 1.65
Year of Study
1st year
2nd year
3rd year
4th year

87 (27.5%)
79 (25.0%)
77 (24.4%)
73 (23.1%)

Gender
Female
Male

228 (72.2%)
88 (27.8%)

Place of residence during the pandemic
Marmara region
Mediterranean region
Aegean region
Central Anatolia
East Anatolia
Black Sea region
Southeastern Anatolia

24 (7.6%)
59 (18.7%)
5 (1.6%)
20 (6.3%)
47 (14.9%)
60 (19.0%)
101 (32.0%)

With whom have you been living with 
during the pandemic?
Family
Friends
Alone

284 (89.9%)
27 (8.5%)
5 (1.6%)

Do you have a chronic illness?
Yes
No

31 (9.8%)
285 (90.2%)

Have you or any of your relatives been 
infected with Covid-19?
Yes
No

26 (8.2%)
290 (91.8%)

Have you had a job during the pandemic?
Yes
No

32 (10.1%)
284 (89.9%)
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out with nursing students during the COVID-19 pan-
demic found high levels of anxiety [10], and qualitative 
studies found that students were concerned and scared 
[8,23]. In China, 75% of the students at a medical col-
lege had normal levels of anxiety [11]. Different results 
on this subject are normal considering the number of 
cases/deaths in Turkey and other countries where rel-
evant studies were conducted, the regions where stu-
dents live and when the data were collected during 
the pandemic. Studies conducted before the pandemic 

The students’ anxiety levels had weak negative re-
lationships with the self-confident approach, the opti-
mistic approach and seeking social support (r = -0.301 
p = 0.000, r = -0.209 p = 0.000, r = -0.219 p = 0.000, 
respectively). They had positive relationships with the 
desperate and the submissive approaches (r = 0.144 p = 
0.011, r = 0.134 p = 0.021, respectively) (Table 5).

Discussion
The nursing students had moderate anxiety during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. A quantitative study carried 

Table 2: The anxiety levels of the nursing students and their demographic characteristics (N = 316).

Mild Moderate High Severe Total score
Median (IQR)n % n % n % n %

Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder (GAD)-7

102 32.3 128 40.5 71 22.5 15  4.7 6.0 (3.0-10.0)

Demographic characteristics Mean (SD) Median (IQR) P value
Age* 21 or younger

22 and/or older
6.85 ± 4.63
6.54 ± 4.37

7.0 (3.0-10.0)
6.0 (3.0-9.0)

0.432

Gender* Female
Male

6.74 ± 4.67
6.67 ± 4.13

6.0 (3.0-10.0)
6.0 (4.0-9.0)

0.879

Year of study** 1st year
2nd year
3rd year
4th year

6.93 ± 4.32
6.24 ± 3.77
6.28 ± 4.76
7.38 ± 5.15

8.0 (2.0-10.0)
6.0 (4.0-9.0)
5.0 (2.5-10.0)
7.0 (4.0-10.0)

0.073

Chronic illness* Yes
No

7.12 ± 5.27
6.67 ± 4.44

7.0 (3.0-12.0)
6.0 (4.0-9.5)

0.680

Place of residence** Marmara
Mediterranean
Aegean
Central Anatolia
Eastern
Anatolia
Black Sea
South eastern Anatolia

9.20 ± 5.21
8.19 ± 4.78
5.50 ± 3.25
5.45 ± 4.09
6.48 ± 4.45
5.53 ± 4.25
7.03 ± 4.60

8.0 (6.0-11.0)
7.0 (5.0-14.5)
5.5 (3.0-7.5)
6.0 (1.0-8.0)
6.0 (3.0-10.0)
5.0 (2.0-8.0)
7.0 (4.0-10.0)

0.000

Co-residents** Family
Friends
Alone

6.77 ± 4.57
6.48 ± 4.30
4.80 ± 2.77

6.0 (3.0-10.0)
5.0 (3.0-9.0)
4.0 (2.5-7.5)

0.905

Do you have a job?* Yes
No

9.5 ± 5.26
6.40 ± 4.33

10.0 (7.0-14.0)
6.0 (3.0-9.0)

0.001

Note: *p value of the Mann-Whitney U test; **p value of the Kruskal-Wallis test.

Table 3: Correlation analysis between COVID-19 related 
stressors and the nursing students’ anxiety (N = 316).

Stressors Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder-7 Scale

Family problems r = 0.316**
Educational problems r = 0.122*
Economic problems r = 0.211**
Restricted social life r = 0.322**
Health problems r = 0.225**

Note: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.001.

Table 4: The distribution of the students’ coping strategies (N 
= 316)*.

How do you cope with anxiety during the 
pandemic?

n (%)

Eat
Sleep
Listen to music
Watch movies/TV
Read books
Spend time on the internet
Exercise

152 (48.1%)
175 (55.4%)
211 (66.8%)
229 (72.5%)
188 (59.5%)
246 (77.8%)
122 (38.6%)

Note: *The students gave multiple responses.
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internet during the pandemic [27-29]. Qualitative and 
quantitative studies have found that the reasons for 
increased internet usage were: More online conver-
sations with family and friends because of social iso-
lation, boredom, increased homework because of dis-
tant learning and trying to get more information about 
COVID-19 [27,28,30,31]. Understanding the nursing stu-
dents’ coping strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and quarantine may help to develop more functional 
and effective intervention strategies.

There was a strong relationship between self-con-
fident approach and seeking social support among the 
anxiety coping strategies used by the students. Other 
studies have also found that nursing students use the 
self-confident approach and seeking social support 
most [24,32-34]. Social support not only reduces psy-
chological pressure during epidemics, but also changes 
attitudes toward the methods of seeking social support 
and help. The results of this study are similar to those in 
the literature.

Limitations of Study
The limitations of this study include cross-section-

al design, which did not allow a causal conclusion. The 
second limitation concerns the convenience sample. 
Our sample is not representative. The results of this 
study are limited by its data collection tools and by the 
self-reported opinions of the students. The answers of 
those interviewed cannot claim to be representative of 
all nursing students.

Conclusions and Recommendations
During the pandemic, 40.5% of the nursing students 

experienced moderate anxiety. The students who lived 
in the Marmara region and who had jobs had higher anx-
iety levels. Stress factors related to COVID-19, including 
economic, social life, educational, family and health is-
sues, were positively correlated with the anxiety level of 
the nursing students during the pandemic. There were 
negative relationships between the self-confident ap-
proach, seeking social support and anxiety.

The government and Counsel of Higher Education 
should cooperate to provide students with qualified, cri-
sis-oriented and psychological services. It is important 
for universities to support their students.

Before nursing students go to clinical practice in 
the pandemic, students anxiety symptoms could be as-
sessed mental health nursing courses, which might en-
able to change their attitudes towards to cope with this 
situation. Especially during pandemic, nursing students 
should be supported by mental health nurses to cope 
with anxiety. Their skills for effective coping can be re-
inforced.
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