
Copyright is owned by the Author of the thesis.  Permission is given for 
a copy to be downloaded by an individual for the purpose of research and 
private study only.  The thesis may not be reproduced elsewhere without 
the permission of the Author. 
 



 

 

“I've spent a lot of the last two years just waiting for the 

world to not be terrible”: First-year undergraduate 

students’ experience in a pandemic 

 

 

A thesis presented in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for the degree of  

 

Master of Health Science in  

Psychology  

 

at Massey University, Albany,  

New Zealand. 

 

 

 

 

 

Siqi Liu 

 2022 

  



1 

 

Abstract 

In New Zealand, the COVID-19 pandemic arrived soon after the 2020 academic year began, 

posing additional challenges for first-year students navigating the transition to university 

while adapting to the pandemic. This thesis explores the experience of first-year students as 

they navigate this dual challenge. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), 

three participants from Massey University Albany Campus were interviewed to describe the 

pandemic’s impact on their wellbeing using the Te Whare Tapa Whā model, and its impact 

on their university experience and day-to-day learning.  

Analysis revealed four themes. In Disruption, the participants struggled with the very concept 

of a pandemic, causing intangible losses and grief. Wellbeing focussed on the pandemic’s 

impact on participants’ physical and mental health. The participants demonstrated divergent 

pathways to mental ill-health over time. Lockdown with Others highlighted how lockdown 

brought the household members’ different lifestyle needs into conflict and created 

distractions to the participants’ studies. Lastly, Studying during the Pandemic covers the 

participants’ initial adjustment to the university and their experience during Auckland’s two 

lockdowns. The participants reported less collaboration with others and reduced motivation 

when studying online.  

This thesis is the first to examine the collision of the pandemic and first-year university 

experience in New Zealand. The results highlight the pandemic’s lasting impact on the 

participants’ worldview. As with other research, the participants had unrealistic expectations 

of university. They attributed the failure to experience their idealised university life to the 

pandemic, perceiving their university experience as not a genuine one. Particular findings of 

note include the unintended impact of the university’s grade-adjustment policy reducing 

student motivation for learning; the impact of sleeping patterns during the lockdown on 
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household dynamics; and the participants’ framing of physical exercise during the lockdown 

as a space-claiming action. 

Practice recommendations based on these findings include clear communication of academic 

expectations at university to first-year students; incorporating independent learning into the 

core first-year curriculum; and avoiding technology solutionism in online learning by 

positioning authentic relationships between faculty and students, and between the students, as 

the basis of the student experience.    
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Background and Acknowledgements 

I started my undergraduate studies in July 2007, having to leave year 13 due to severe 

depression. University was the only acceptable alternative to dropping out of school. Starting 

in the second semester, I was plunged straight into university with no orientation, guidance, 

or any idea why I wanted to be there. My grades plummeted without the structure of high 

school, and my depression followed me across the country. For the next few years, I battled 

some dark times while trying to endure the necessary evil that was a tertiary education. My 

grades were always in the C-range, and academic success was an enigma that eluded me. I 

never approached university support services, and I don’t believe the university was aware of 

my struggles either.  

I graduated with an abysmal GPA and failed a quarter of the papers. I left with a bitter 

disdain for academia. It was through sheer tenacity (or stubbornness) that I somehow ended 

up in postgraduate studies. Despite the achievements, some days I still wonder whether I 

really understand the academic expectations at universities. Through my time as a teaching 

assistant, I saw myself in many other students—young people who were lost, confused, and 

frustrated at being unable to crack the university code. Despite their apparent intelligence, 

some students simply “didn’t get” how to meet the assessment requirements. Like me, they 

failed not because of a lack of intellect or diligence but because they couldn’t adapt to the 

new rules at the university. It spawned my interest in academic engagement and how to help 

students navigate the different academic requirements at university.  

In 2019 a first-year student was found dead in a hall of residence at the University of 

Canterbury. He had lain undiscovered for weeks after death. This event highlighted the 

reality of many students’ loneliness and isolation. It prompted me to reflect on my own 

university journey and ponder the pastoral care provided for young people at the university. I 

feel that universities have a laissez-faire attitude toward student wellbeing and downright 
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indifference at worst. I am glad that the universities are signalling a commitment to pastoral 

care, but also sceptical whether this would translate to an improved student experience. 

Then the COVID-19 pandemic began, adding another complication to the first-year 

experience. Reflecting on my own journey, I wondered what it was like to start university in 

the middle of an extraordinary global event. The human experiences in this unprecedented 

event deserve to be documented. I hoped that learning about their challenges would shed light 

on how to support students in both ordinary and extraordinary times.  

Studying at the postgraduate level was beyond my wildest dream. I am grateful for 

this opportunity. In a way, this thesis is a personal closure; reading the literature on 

disengaged students allowed me to reflect on how far I’ve come. What started off as a course 

requirement turned out to be incredibly healing. I hold personal and academic gratitude to the 

scholars who studied student engagement for paving the way for my thesis and normalising 

my experience. I am thankful for all the students I taught over the years, who showed me the 

many sides of the first-year university experience. I am grateful for the participants in this 

study who shared their stories. I can only hope that I did their stories justice. I thank my 

supervisor, Dr Ella Kahu, for her continuous encouragement. I thank my family, who 

supported me while studying. Lastly, I’m thankful for all the inspiring people along the way 

who showed me that it’s never too late; things and people can and do change.  
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Introduction 

The novel coronavirus variant 19 (COVID-19) emerged in December 2019 in Wuhan, 

China. By 11th March 2020, it was declared a global pandemic (World Health Organization, 

2020). The world ground to a halt as drastic infection-control measures of stay-at-home 

orders and border closures were implemented. It plunged the world into a recession and led to 

a global wellbeing decline (Geirdal et al., 2021; The World Bank, 2020). 

The first case of COVID-19 arrived in New Zealand on 28th February 2020. On 25th 

March, the country entered a nationwide lockdown (Ministry of Health, 2020). The 

pandemic’s arrival and the lockdown coincided with the start of the university academic year. 

For first-year students, this means that they had to adjust to online learning while adjusting to 

university life itself. This thesis aims to learn how the collision of two significant events 

shaped the experience of the first-year students of 2020.  

It is known that before the pandemic, university students were already experiencing 

worse wellbeing than the general population, and the pandemic exacerbated many existing 

stressors and introduced new ones. The Literature Review chapter reviews the current 

evidence on the first-year experience, student wellbeing, and how the COVID-19 pandemic 

affected both.  

This research utilised Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as its 

methodology. A combined chapter, Methodology and Method, explains the philosophical 

foundation of IPA and the participant recruitment and interview. Another combined chapter, 

Findings and Discussions describes the findings from participant interviews in relation to 

existing knowledge. Lastly, the chapter Conclusion readdresses the research questions, 

provides practice recommendations, and describes the study's limitations. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

This chapter consists of a literature review around three topic areas— the first-year 

student experience, student wellbeing, and the pandemic's impact on university students. The 

first topic area is covered in The First-Year Experience, which focusses on the process first-

year students undergo as they adjust to university. The second topic area begins with a broad 

review of the concept of wellbeing. It introduces the Te Whare Tapa Whā model used to 

frame wellbeing in this research, followed by literature on the state of wellbeing in the 

general university student population. There is limited research on the pandemic’s impact on 

first-year students specifically, so the third topic area is broadened to the impact of the 

pandemic on the general university student population. Finally, the small number of research 

on the pandemic’s impact on the first-year transition is reviewed, and gaps in knowledge are 

identified in the last section, The Rationale for the Present Study. 

The First-Year Experience 

This section reviews the literature on first-year students' university experience. The 

first part examines the theoretical models around the student transition at the university. For 

many, starting at university was described as a “culture shock” (Green, 2008, p.244). 

Students come to the university holding certain expectations that may not reflect reality, and 

the discrepancy can result in disappointment, stress, and even attrition (Denovan & 

Macaskill, 2013; Nelson et al., 2008). Two significant sources of students’ discrepant 

expectations, independent learning and social isolation, are identified in the second part of 

this section. 

The First Year as a Process 

The conceptualisation of the first-year experience falls under two general categories: 

rite of passage and negotiation. A rite of passage consists of three stages: separation, 

transition, and incorporation (Van Gennep, 1909, as cited in Palmer et al., 2009). Students 



10 

 

must first perform a physical and emotional detachment from their previous association 

(separation), they then begin to adopt the norms and behaviour of the new group (transition), 

and incorporation occurs when the student successfully becomes a member of the new group 

(Tinto, 1988). Tinto (1988) saw the transition to university as consisting of all three stages 

linearly. In contrast, Palmer et al. (2009) positioned first-year students mainly in the 

transition stage. Both Tinto (1988) and Palmer et al. (2009) recognise that during this 

process, a push-pull effect between the old and new is evident in the student. However, Tinto 

(1988) saw the process as unidirectional, whereas Palmer et al. (2009) recognised that 

negative experiences could reverse the process.  

On the other hand, Ozga and Suhknandan (1998) argued that past research on student 

transition and attrition focussed solely on the student as the problem. Instead, they 

characterised the first year as a “process of student-institutional negotiation” (p. 319). In this 

conceptualisation, the responsibility is placed jointly between the student and the institution 

to facilitate the transition. Similarly, Braxton and Hirschy (2005) conceptualised the first-year 

transition as an interplay between the student’s personal characteristics, external environment 

and the perception of institutional commitment to students. The attention on institutional 

influence in first-year transition parallels the focus on institutional influence in student 

retention (Tight, 2020). In the backdrop of universities’ increasing reliance on student 

revenue and that a substantial proportion of attrition happens in the first year, facilitating 

students’ successful transition to university became one of the approaches to minimising 

attrition.  

Regardless of the conceptual framework, it is agreed that first-year students face a 

stressful time (Bowles et al., 2011). Qualitative studies show that it is a time of uncertainty 

and contradiction, with students both exhilarated and frustrated by the multiple challenges 

(Denovan & Macaskill, 2013). Not all succeed in this transition, making first-year students 



11 

 

particularly susceptible to attrition (Tinker & Elphinstone, 2014). In New Zealand, first-year 

attrition accounts for over half of overall attrition rates in the standard three-year Bachelor's 

degree programmes (Education Counts, 2021). Approximately 10% of under-25 and 23% of 

over-25-year-olds embark on university studies but do not return for the second year 

(Education Counts, 2021). The overrepresentation of first-year students in the overall attrition 

rate shows this year as the “make or break” stage that determines subsequent success and 

retention at the university.  

Expectations and Reality 

Independent Learning. 

Research shows that school leavers are often wholly unprepared for the learning 

requirements at the university (Field et al., 2014; Hockings et al., 2018; Peel, 2000). Many 

school leavers are experienced in dependent learning (Meyer et al., 2008) and found the 

independent learning approach at the university level to be a surprise. Meyer et al. (2008) 

characterised the following key differences: in dependent learning, the student is a passive 

recipient of knowledge from an authority figure (the teacher), whereas in independent 

learning, the student takes an active role in learning and can fuse knowledge without teacher 

intervention. Other definitions of independent learning similarly echoed the components of 

self-directed/self-regulated learning and the ability to make critical inquiries independently 

(Hockings et al., 2018; Zimmerman, 1986). 

Dependent and independent learning are opposite ends of a continuum (Meyer et al., 

2008). First-year students were often plunged into independent learning with little warning. 

Despite an awareness of the different learning requirements at the university, first-year 

students demonstrated very little understanding of the difference (Crisp et al., 2009; Peel, 

2000). Most students only understood independent learning in its literal sense as learning on 

their own (Hockings et al., 2018); and specific expectations expressed by first-year students 
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still reflected the belief that university was a continuation of high school (Crisp et al., 2009; 

Peel, 2000). Additionally, independent learning expectations are not always communicated 

clearly to first-year students (Field et al., 2014). The discrepancy between their expectations 

and reality leads to frustration for both students and staff. Students feel “short-changed” 

(Hockings et al., 2018, p.148) by the low staff involvement at the university; while staff 

members are equally exasperated by the students’ expectation of staff availability and their 

optimism of succeeding at the university without much private study (Crisp et al., 2009; 

Hassel & Ridout, 2018).  

The other aspect of independent learning, the ability to fuse knowledge without 

teacher intervention, is another source of anxiety for first-year students. Independent learning 

aims to increase the students’ breadth and depth of understanding (Zimmerman, 1986). First-

year students repeatedly report feeling overwhelmed by the breadth of knowledge and lacking 

confidence in their ability to delve deeply (Hockings et al., 2018; Levy & Petrulis, 2012). The 

lack of a readily available “right” answer is anxiety-provoking. The anxiety is further 

compounded by the weighting of the university assessment, low teaching staff involvement to 

offer timely guidance, and the long assessment cycles at the university (Hockings et al., 2018; 

Kantanis, 2000; Levy & Petrulis, 2012). Students report procrastination as a passive coping 

mechanism, whereas others turn their focus on meeting assessment requirements at the 

expense of deeper engagement (Hockings et al., 2018). 

 Some universities have created preparation programmes to facilitate students’ 

transition to independent learning, but this is not a universal practice. Field et al. (2014) 

observed that many university curricula were designed with the assumption that the student is 

already competent at independent learning or relegates the teaching of learning skills to 

auxiliary support services. As a result, first-year students must adapt quickly to a brand-new 

pedagogical approach with little forewarning. While many students have adjusted their 
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expectations by the second year (Brinkworth et al., 2009), there is an inherent survivorship 

bias in surveying second-year students. Academic under-preparedness and an inability to 

adapt to the learning approach at the university are oft-cited reasons for first-year attrition 

(Kanji et al., 2022; Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1998).  

Belonging and Friendship. 

Belonging is a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1954). 

Yet, first-year students are inherently in a space of “placelessness” (p.38), lacking, and 

searching for a sense of belonging (Palmer et al., 2009). While students often cite academic 

reasons for discontinuing university, projective techniques revealed that loneliness and lack 

of belonging were significant yet often unexpressed reasons for leaving the university 

(Boddy, 2020).  

Baumeister and Leary (1995) characterised a sense of belonging as affective and 

relational, requiring frequent interactions with others to establish; thus, highlighting the 

friendships and other relationships at the university in helping students to gain a sense of 

belonging. Ahn and Davis (2020) similarly developed four domains of belonging for 

university students: social (friendships), academic (course work), surroundings (campus 

location) and personal space (life satisfaction). While all domains contribute to a successful 

transition, students often credit social belonging as the most important to their transition to 

university (Ahn & Davis, 2020; Wilcox et al., 2005). Wilcox et al. (2005) aptly titled their 

article “it was nothing to do with the university, it was just the people” (p.707), 

demonstrating the precedence of friendships in facilitating and hindering student transition. 

The importance of friendships in fostering a sense of belonging is evident in both 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) and Ahn and Davis (2020). First-year students firmly hold 

expectations of vibrant social life and ease of forming friendships (Denovan & Macaskill, 
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2013; Kantanis, 2000; Nelson et al., 2008). However, the reality is that over half of the 

students surveyed in Kantanis (2000) did not make any friends by the end of the semester, 

and similar results were reported by Nelson et al. (2008). In addition, the sheer size of the 

university creates feelings of anonymity, “just a number” (Kanji et al., 2022, p.171), and 

“nobody cares” (Peel, 2000, p.22) for the students. These feelings of anonymity prevent 

students from creating the interactions necessary to foster belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995), while the feelings of institutional ambivalence can be perceived as a lack of 

institutional commitment to students (Braxton & Hirschy, 2005) 

The rite-of-passage view of first-year transition theorises that the separation stage 

inherently disrupts many students’ existing friendship circles, and friendships at university 

facilitate the students to achieve the incorporation stage (Buote et al., 2007; Kanji et al., 

2022; Tinto, 1988). In qualitative studies, students spoke about how those friendships 

connected them with “people who are just like me” (Buote et al., 2007, p.685) and “people 

who are going through the same stuff” (Denovan & Macaskill, 2013, p.1016), demonstrating 

the effect of friendships in normalising the first-year challenges. Secondly, friendships 

represent social support, which offers tangible and psychological resources to help students 

navigate the challenges of the first-year environment. First-year students often lack awareness 

of available support services at the university, and their friends become the substitute for 

official support services (Kanji et al., 2022; Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1998).  

Summary 

This section reviewed studies on the first-year experience. Starting at the university is 

an inherently stressful yet exciting time for students. The students arrive at the university 

underestimating the academic requirements while overestimating the social life. As a result, 

they have to adjust both sets of expectations quickly. Along with unmet expectations, the first 

year marks the beginning of their process of becoming university students. This process 



15 

 

involves a complex interplay between student characteristics and institutional influence. 

Unfortunately, not all succeed in this transition, making first-year attrition account 

disproportionately for the overall attrition.  

Wellbeing 

Wellbeing is a critical influence on university success for first-year students. 

Although the definition of wellbeing varies, it is widely accepted as a holistic construct, 

encompassing subjective feelings and objective indicators (Hefferon & Boniwell, 2011). 

Kohli et al. (2013) stated, “wellbeing is a dynamic concept that includes subjective, social, 

and psychological dimensions as well as health-related behaviours” (p.149). Dodge et al. 

(2012) conceptualised wellbeing as a balancing act between one’s resources and challenges, 

again demonstrating the dynamic nature of wellbeing. 

This study uses the Te Whare Tapa Wha (TWTW) model to conceptualise wellbeing. 

The following section briefly explains the model and the reason for using this model.  

Te Whare Tapa Whā Model 

 Mason Durie (1985) first developed the TWTW model to conceptualise a Māori view 

of wellbeing and take a more holistic view of health and wellbeing beyond the mere absence 

of illness. As such, the TWTW model conceptualises wellbeing into four distinct yet 

interrelated aspects—taha tinana (physical health), taha hinengaro (mental health), taha 

whānau (family health/social relationships health), and taha wairua (spiritual health). TWTW 

model is often depicted visually as a whare (house), with the four dimensions shown as 

panels that support the overall wellbeing construct, as shown in Figure 1. The four panels are 

interrelated and interdependent; weakening one aspect leads to unbalancing the remainder 

(Ministry of Health, 2017).  
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Figure 1 

Te Whare Tapa Whā Model 

 

 

Note. Adapted from Wellbeing Hub [figure], by Nuku Ora: An Active Wellington Region, 

2022.  

In the TWTW model, taha tinana and taha hinengaro are concepts that can be easily 

understood in a western mind-body dichotomy. Taha tinana and taha hinengaro also 

encompass both objective indicators of health, and subjective, hedonic feelings of emotional 

wellbeing. In taha whānau, the word “whānau” extends beyond the nuclear or extended 

family and includes those “who you care about and who you share your life with” (Health 

Navigator, 2021); in essence, a person’s social network. The Taha Whānau dimension 

transcends the dichotomy of individual/social determinants of wellbeing, and recognises the 

role others play in shaping an individual’s wellbeing (Rochford, 2004). Taha wairua is 

translated as spiritual wellbeing, a term often synonymous with religiosity in the western 

world (Berry, 2005). However, it also extends to one’s sense of peace and balance (Ahuriri-

Driscoll et al., 2012), relationship with the environment (Durie, 1985), one’s self-esteem 

(Health Navigator, 2021), and “things that give you meaning” (Youth Service Ratonga 

Taiohi, n.d.).  
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This Māori model is unique to New Zealand, which best reflects the understanding of 

well-being in the local context. The TWTW model is holistic. It incorporates both 

eudaimonic/hedonic and subjective/objective aspects in its conceptualisation. Its interrelated 

dimensions also recognise wellbeing as a balancing act subject to change.  

Student Wellbeing 

Research has shown that university students report worse wellbeing than their non-

student age cohorts (Auerbach et al., 2018; Cooke et al., 2006; Stallman, 2010), and this 

chapter reviews the influences on student wellbeing. The transition to university is inherently 

stressful, and the competitive, ability-focussed climate at university puts students under 

immense pressure to achieve (Wada et al., 2019). However, apart from the stress inherent to 

university studies, university students also face additional stressors in their lives that 

challenge wellbeing. This section first reviews statistics around student wellbeing, then it 

reviews two interrelated structural influences that pose additional challenges to university 

students. These structural influences are the neoliberal economic paradigm’s framing of 

university education, and poverty among university students under the neoliberal reforms.  

A High Prevalence of Distress 

Despite increasing diversity, most university students still fall in the 18-24 age range 

(Education Counts, 2022). This age range corresponds to the prime years for the onset of 

mental health and substance use disorders (Martin, 2010; Storrie et al., 2010). In global 

surveys, 20-30% of university students met the diagnostic criteria for a mood disorder, 

substance use disorder, anxiety disorder, panic disorder or bipolar disorder, with most having 

pre-entrance onset (Auerbach et al., 2016; Auerbach et al., 2018). A few small-scale surveys 

in New Zealand found that just under 20% of students scored significantly on depression and 

anxiety scales (Samaranayake et al., 2014), while the 12-month prevalence of self-harming 

was reported as 13% (Fitzgerald & Curtis, 2017). 
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Despite the high prevalence of mental health challenges, students underutilise the 

counselling services available on campus (Auerbach et al., 2016; Sharp & Theiler, 2018). A 

lack of awareness and under-resourced services pose barriers to access (Stallman, 2012; van 

Ommen & Nazari, 2019). Students also report stigma around help-seeking (Giamos et al., 

2017; Turosak & Siwierka, 2021). The competitive campus environment leads to students’ 

self-stigma, blaming themselves for their distress; on the other hand, students also reported 

stigma and judgment from faculty for reaching out (Turosak & Siwierka, 2021; Wada et al., 

2019). Left untreated, students with mental health challenges are more likely to have lower 

achievements and drop out (Auerbach et al., 2018; Stallman, 2010).  

Structural Influences on Student Wellbeing 

Some of the causative factors of depression and anxiety for students in Samaranayake 

et al. (2014) were increased debt burden and uncertainty of employment prospects. Those 

factors point to the neoliberal economic influence on the tertiary education sector, which is a 

structural factor that underlies many students’ struggles. Under the neoliberal paradigm, 

university education is framed as an individual economic investment, which then allows the 

implementation of a user-pays system that favours loans over financial support (Beban & 

Trueman, 2018; Cooke et al., 2006). The expansion of education ostensibly improved 

accessibility while commodifying university education as a near-necessity in a competitive 

job market. The structural influences of financial pressure (loans and a lack of financial 

support), academic pressure (increased competition with other students, condensed workload) 

and, for many, the stress of navigating young adulthood create a potent mixture of stressors 

for university students (Martin, 2010; Storrie et al., 2010).  

Despite university education being seen as a privilege, poverty is widespread amongst 

university students. In New Zealand, many students need to juggle payments for essential 

costs and forego necessities due to poverty (Clark et al., 2022), a trend mirrored elsewhere in 
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the world (Devlin et al., 2008; Gair & Baglow, 2018). For example, over 70% of the students 

surveyed by Clark et al. (2022) lived in substandard housing, unable to afford heating; and 

students reported skipping meals due to cost (Walsh, 2014). The immediate impact of poverty 

on students is worsening mental health and preventable illnesses (Clark et al., 2022; Gair & 

Baglow, 2018). In the long term, students facing poverty are more likely to defer or 

discontinue university studies (Bozick, 2007; Gallegos et al., 2014).  

Lifeload refers to the sum of the pressure faced by students from their multiple roles 

and activities in life (Kahu, 2013). The increasing diversity in the student population means 

that some students, such as those with children, naturally have a heavier lifeload than others. 

However, younger students are also experiencing an increased lifeload through part-time 

employment, which is necessary to cover basic living costs. Twenty hours a week is the 

commonly accepted maximum a student can work without impairing academic performance 

(Bozick, 2007; Logan et al., 2016). This number does not consider whether the take-home 

pay covers the actual cost of living, nor does it account for the unpaid labour many students 

perform at home (Beban & Trueman, 2018). Students often take on much longer working 

hours to meet those costs (Devlin et al., 2008). The tension between survival and academic 

needs makes financial hardship an independent and significant risk factor for students’ mental 

health. (Larcombe & Fethers, 2013; Sharp & Theiler, 2018).  

University students are often stereotyped as leading unhealthy lifestyles. However, 

these behaviours can be explained through a poverty lens. Evidence from the general 

population shows that those under financial strain report less healthy behaviour, and the same 

contributing factors also exist for students. Beenackers et al. (2017) used a bandwidth 

analogy to explain the mechanism between poverty and unhealthy behaviour, which can also 

be applied to university students. Between working to meet survival needs and studying to 

meet academic needs, there is little room left for the cognitive effort to regulate health-



20 

 

promoting behaviour. Additionally, limited financial resources restrict the ability to make 

healthy choices, as seen in Walsh (2014) and Clark et al. (2022). 

Summary 

 This section began with an overview of wellbeing and explained Te Whare Tapa Whā 

model. It then reviewed literature on wellbeing in the university student population. 

Transitioning to university and studying are inherently stressful processes. As a result, 

university students report worse wellbeing than the general population and underutilise 

available support services. The section then reviewed the structural and institutional 

influences on student wellbeing. Under a neoliberal economic paradigm, university students 

face a precarious juggling act between competing demands that exert a blend of stressors on 

their wellbeing. In addition, the extent of poverty in university students is often 

unacknowledged yet drastically influences their health behaviours and wellbeing.  

The Pandemic’s Impacts on University Students 

The pandemic led to a global deterioration of wellbeing (Geirdal et al., 2021). It was 

characterised as a complex traumatic event with three facets: the fear of infection, economic, 

financial-related stressors, and routine disruption (Kira et al., 2021). The pandemic 

exacerbated many existing stressors and introduced new ones. The first part of this section 

explores the pandemic’s exacerbation of existing stressors. These include increased lifeload 

and reduced financial stability, negative impact on physical and mental health, and how the 

move to online learning exacerbated the inequity in accessing digital resources. 

An estimated 87% of the global higher-education student population was affected by 

campus closures and the move to online/remote learning (de Oliveira Araújo et al., 2020). 

Online learning was brand-new for many students and faculty, and with it came challenges. 

The second half of the section discusses the impact of online learning on students’ wellbeing 
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and learning experience. The concept of Zoom fatigue and its impact on student wellbeing is 

first described, followed by how the online medium affected independent learning for 

university students.  

Existing Stressors Exacerbated 

Lifeload 

The pandemic plunged the world into a global economic recession (The World Bank, 

2020). Low-skilled and casual-contract jobs, which many university students hold, were 

disproportionally impacted by the downturn (International Labor Organization, 2021). The 

exact number of student-held jobs lost in New Zealand is unknown, but 17% of Māori 

students surveyed by Akuhata-Huntington (2020) reported that lockdown stopped them from 

working, and 29% of students in Cameron et al. (2021) reported worrying about “personal 

finances” (p.15). Anecdotally, over 2000 students accessed the government’s tertiary COVID 

hardship fund by June 2020, with many more seeking financial support from the universities’ 

own general hardship funds and informally through family (Hope, 2020). Given the 

relationship between financial hardship and mental health in university students (Larcombe & 

Fethers, 2013), and given that students’ employment was often to cover basic costs, this 

represents a significant challenge to the students’ wellbeing. 

A blurring of the home and work domains was observed during the lockdown. Many 

students reported inadequate set-up for university studies at home, insufficient space, and 

others serving as distractions, leading to a reduced concentration in class (Cameron et al., 

2021; McKay et al., 2021; Wilson et al., 2020). Additionally, for some, the home may not be 

a safe place. For example, two participants in Hagedorn et al. (2021) experienced a 

controlling atmosphere at home. They were not alone in experiencing this. A rise in family 

violence was reported in New Zealand during the lockdown (Every-Palmer et al., 2020), and 

university students would undoubtedly be present in the statistics.  
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The pandemic increased the lifeload of many students who may be juggling family 

and study commitments (Hagedorn et al., 2021; McKay et al., 2021). Before the pandemic, 

female students were already doing more unpaid labour at home, which is more emotionally 

draining and anxiety-provoking than paid work (Beban & Trueman, 2018). During the 

pandemic, a shift to more traditional gendered parenting roles was observed, meaning that 

female students more often took on home-schooling the children alongside their own studies 

(Cameron et al., 2021; Mize et al., 2021). The extra stress of balancing family and academic 

commitments led to feelings of anxiety and depression (Badri & Yunus, 2022; Cameron et 

al., 2021). Academic responsibilities can undermine family commitments. Alternatively, 

academic performance can be impacted by family commitments. Badri and Yunus (2022) 

found that students who experienced the former reported higher depression and anxiety than 

those who experienced the latter situation; this reflects the additional guilt many student-

parents feel in prioritising their studies over family commitments.  

Mental and Physical Health 

The previous section outlined the financial-related stressors for university students, 

and this section focusses on how the fear of infection and disruption to routines impact 

university students’ wellbeing.  

Lockdowns were an omnipresent feature in the pandemic and were found to 

exacerbate many existing unhealthy behaviours. During the lockdowns, people were 

instructed to stay home, creating an extended period of confinement. As a result, physical 

activities naturally decrease during lockdowns, exacerbating the current public health crisis of 

obesity and physical inactivity (Bourion-Bédès et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2021; Mazumder et 

al., 2021). In addition, the fear of COVID infection can prevent people from exercising 

outside (Alsalhe et al., 2020; Bösselmann et al., 2021; Meiring et al., 2021). As one student 
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explained in Akuhata-Huntington (2020), they felt “paranoid” (p.47) to venture out despite 

acknowledging the need for exercise to improve mental health. 

Lockdowns, by nature, aim to reduce interpersonal contact. As people became 

physically isolated during the lockdown, loneliness and isolation also increased (Allen et al., 

2021; Geirdal et al., 2021). Interestingly, students with previous busy social lives experienced 

worse mental health outcomes than students who were already depressed and socially isolated 

before the pandemic (Hamza et al., 2021; Ogawa et al., 2021). Evidence from previous 

epidemics showed a rise in mental distress post-epidemic, and the increase in mental health 

symptomology in previously healthy people led to concerns of a mental health epidemic 

following the pandemic (Hisham et al., 2021; Poulton et al., 2020). However, as the 

pandemic is still ongoing, the full extent and duration of its mental health fallout cannot be 

established.  

Geirdal et al. (2021) demonstrated that although a global deterioration in wellbeing 

was found during April-May 2020, when most countries were in lockdown, the extent 

differed; severe psychological distress was reported in 74% of UK respondents compared to 

50% in Norway. This is understandable given each country’s unique disease trajectory and 

government response. For example, Fitzpatrick et al. (2020); Foa et al. (2022) found the 

increase of negative affect in New Zealand to be lower than the UK during each country’s 

lockdown, and the magnitude of the increase was linked to COVID fatalities in each country. 

Each country’s existing pre-pandemic social context also influences its pandemic experience. 

Ogawa et al. (2021) highlighted the prevalence of extreme social withdrawal in the Japanese 

society pre-pandemic as a possible reason for their finding; that those socially withdrawn 

individuals were habituated to extended confinement even before the pandemic. Similarly, 

living in urban areas was a protective factor against COVID-related anxiety in Cao et al. 

(2020) but not statistically significant in Bourion-Bédès et al. (2021); this was due to the 
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difference in urban-rural inequality between China in Cao et al. (2020) and France in 

Bourion-Bédès et al. (2021). Lastly, most studies were quantitative or mixed-methods with a 

short text-based answer (e,g, Cameron et al., 2021; Hagedorn et al., 2020). More in-depth 

qualitative studies of the students’ lived experiences are needed to get a better understanding 

of the impact of the pandemic on students’ wellbeing  

The Digital Divide 

The digital divide refers to the inequitable access to digital technology and its 

contents, which can be caused by a lack of infrastructure or affordability of the necessary 

equipment to access the internet (Unwin & de Bastion, 2009). The move to exclusive online 

learning and campus closure during the pandemic made reliable internet access a necessity 

that not everyone could access. In New Zealand, one university found that 6% of the students 

surveyed lacked the equipment, and 17% lacked adequate internet connection to access 

online teaching during the lockdown (AUT, 2020). In addition, some students reported 

experiencing financial difficulties due to the cost of obtaining technological devices to adapt 

to remote learning (Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021; Hagedorn et al., 2021; Händel et al., 

2020), whereas others lacked the infrastructure and resorted to parking outside friends’ 

houses to complete university work (Hagedorn et al., 2021). 

The digital divide during the pandemic exacerbated the existing inequities within 

university education. Experiencing the digital divide and attrition at the university share very 

similar risk factors: being Māori or Pasifika, having lower socioeconomic status, and having 

disabilities (Akuhata-Huntington, 2020; Brownfield et al., 2020; Digital Government, 2022). 

Whereas students could previously access digital resources via public facilities, this was 

impossible during the lockdown, effectively denying some students access to education.  
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Challenges to Online Learning 

For several reasons, students found the move to online learning overwhelming, 

confusing, and stressful (Cameron et al., 2021; Hagedorn et al., 2021). First, the shift 

coincided with announcements of lockdown when the students were already experiencing 

significant disruptions and heightened anxiety. There was often a lack of uniformity in 

response in the haste to move online; and students struggled to keep track of the sheer 

number of platforms being used to deliver online learning (Hagedorn et al., 2021). Secondly, 

course syllabi and assessment requirements were modified to fit the online medium, 

disrupting the students’ plans and routines. In courses requiring a practical component, these 

were often cancelled altogether, creating anxiety in students regarding their practical skills 

(Hagedorn et al., 2021; Lyons et al., 2020; Shim & Lee, 2020). The many stressors outlined 

above created a particularly stressful time at the beginning of the online learning period.    

The phenomenon of “Zoom fatigue” became widespread during the pandemic. It 

refers to a perception of increased fatigue and lack of user engagement during remote 

teaching, which is often facilitated via Zoom (Bailenson, 2021; Peper et al., 2021). Virtual 

meeting apps like Zoom present an unnatural social environment that disrupts the natural 

rhythms of social interactions, adding to the cognitive load for the participants to decipher 

and transmit social cues (Bailenson, 2021; Bullock et al., 2022; Peper et al., 2021). The 

mental exhaustion caused by Zoom fatigue not only leads to feelings of depression and 

anxiety (Peper et al., 2021; Salim et al., 2022), it also lowers the users’ motivation to initiate 

healthy activities afterwards (Fauville et al., 2021). Salim et al. (2022) found Zoom fatigue 

positively correlated with irregular exercise in university students. Similarly, Zoom fatigue 

was linked to weight gain in Işıl and Ersoy Görkem (2022). 

Relationships with staff and other students are an immediate influence on learning 

(Kahu, 2013), and these are often lacking in online learning. This was evident both in first-
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year students who did not establish a foundational relationship before the move to online 

learning (McKay et al., 2021), and in students who reported having previously good 

relationships with others (Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021). In addition, students reported the 

anonymity of online learning as a barrier to interaction with fellow students (Shim & Lee, 

2020; Wilson et al., 2020). A lack of interaction was similarly reported on the student-faculty 

side. Typical examples reported were no interactions with lecturers, lack of immediate 

feedback, and difficulty in asking questions after class (Hagedorn et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 

2020). In addition, students perceive online learning to lack the spontaneity of in-person 

learning and as a result, hesitate to approach teaching staff via electronic means due to its 

perceived formality (McKay et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020). 

Remote learning posed issues for students’ motivation and accountability (Gonzalez-

Ramirez et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020). While procrastination was a 

common occurrence pre-pandemic, the monotony of days in lockdown and the availability of 

material removed perceptions of urgency to study (Wilson et al., 2020). While crucial for 

online learning, the internet also serves as a gateway to other distractions such as social 

media (Shim & Lee, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020). 

The dissatisfaction with online learning was so universal that no student indicated a 

preference for it (Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020). For 

many, the move to online learning disrupted a familiar learning environment, which in itself 

is stressful (Gonzalez-Ramirez et al., 2021). Coupled with the stressful timing, lack of 

collaboration and challenges to motivation made online learning an experience students do 

not look forward to repeating.  

Summary 

Studies consistently show that being younger, female and of lower income were risk 

factors for lowered wellbeing during the pandemic (Bourion-Bédès et al., 2021; Every-
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Palmer et al., 2020; Smith et al., 2020), a demographic segment that overlaps with a large 

portion of the university student population. University students reported lower wellbeing 

than the general population before the pandemic, and the pandemic exacerbated many 

existing stressors through its various mechanisms. The lockdown and its associated online 

learning also created additional stressors in Zoom fatigue, loneliness, and a lack of 

engagement with learning.  

The Rationale for the Present Study 

 The pandemic’s arrival coincided with the beginning of the academic year for 

university students in the southern hemisphere, creating a collision between two stressful 

events. While first-year students experienced many similar challenges as other students, the 

pandemic so early in their university journey also presented additional challenges. This 

section first reviews the unique challenges first-year students experienced and then the 

present study's rationale.  

Many first-year students come to the university expecting an on-campus experience. 

Regardless of whether it met their expectations, students from other cohorts experienced it, 

whereas the 2020 cohort felt that they were “robbed of the on-campus experience… everyone 

was talking about” (Moosa & Bekker, 2022, p. 11). For example, Monash University in 

Australia cancelled its Orientation programmes, which Kyne and Thompson (2020) identified 

as a missed opportunity for students to be formally introduced to the university; however, it 

would be a disappointment for the students given the many social activities during the 

Orientation. Furthermore, orientation is only part of the university experience. Face-to-face 

interaction was a significant component of the on-campus experience students felt was denied 

by the pandemic (McKay et al., 2021; Moosa & Bekker, 2022).  
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As reviewed in The First-Year Experience above, relationships are essential in 

facilitating the first-year transition. The pandemic posed a barrier for the students to form 

meaningful relationships with students and with staff due to the lack of face-to-face 

interactions. This was common among students who began their academic year online (Kyne 

& Thompson, 2020) and students whose education was moved online later in the semester 

(McKay et al., 2021). As a result, students report feelings of isolation, loneliness, and 

depression (McKay et al., 2021; Moosa & Bekker, 2022). Although students of all years 

experienced isolation during the pandemic, Moosa and Bekker (2022) argued that isolation in 

first-year students could induce feelings of non-belonging, which subsequently affects the 

first-year transition. 

The available research mostly came from southern hemisphere countries such as 

South Africa (Combrink & Oosthuizen, 2020; Moosa  & Bekker, 2022) and Australia (Kyne 

& Thompson, 2020; McKay et al., 2021). The research interest from the southern hemisphere 

is due to the pandemic's rise coinciding with a crucial time of the first-year transition. Of 

these countries, New Zealand is in a unique position of experiencing relatively low case 

numbers in the first two years of the pandemic (World Health Organization, 2021). Although 

New Zealand was relatively untouched by COVID-19 at this stage, its population, including 

the university students, nevertheless experienced the hallmarks of the pandemic, such as 

lockdowns and online learning. At present, there are studies examining the experience of 

postgraduate medical students (Blattner et al., 2022), the general university population 

(Cameron et al., 2021), and Māori students (Akuhata-Huntington, 2020) during the lockdown 

in New Zealand; yet no studies examining the pandemic’s impact on first-year students. 

McKay et al. (2021) examined the first-year student experience in Australia. Despite being 

New Zealand’s closest neighbour physically and culturally, the different tertiary education 
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systems and the community spread of COVID-19 make the Australian experience of McKay 

et al. (2021) incomparable to New Zealand.  

While quantitative research demonstrated that the pandemic negatively influenced 

students’ mental health, it could not explain its day-to-day impact as the pandemic evolved. 

Another feature of quantitative research is that it is often researcher-led; researchers 

determine the area of focus in research which is then operationalised using standardised 

measuring instruments such as the GAD-7 (Cao et al., 2020) or Kessler-10 (Horita et al., 

2021). Given the pervasive disruption of the pandemic on all aspects of people’s lives, the 

quantitative research approach would only address a narrow set of areas of the pandemic’s 

impact as determined by the researcher. Although some research in this chapter contained a 

qualitative component (Hagedorn et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020), those were often limited to 

short text-based answers. An entirely qualitative research methodology allows participants 

more freedom to explore the topic, eliciting a greater wealth of information (Braun & Clarke, 

2013). 

With the above considerations, the aim of the study was formulated as the following 

questions: 

• How did the pandemic impact the first-year experience in New Zealand? 

• How did the pandemic impact the first-year students’ wellbeing? 

• How did the students cope with the pandemic’s impact on their wellbeing? 
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Method 

This research utilises Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as Smith 

(1996) described. This chapter first explains the rationale for using a qualitative approach, 

particularly IPA. It then explains interpretivism, the I of IPA followed by its three 

philosophical pillars: phenomenology, idiography, and hermeneutics. Qualitative research 

requires reflexivity from the researcher, and so lastly, I will contemplate my position as a 

researcher on the topic. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues, its impacts are slowly being revealed. Given 

the pervasive disruption of the pandemic on all aspects of people’s lives, the quantitative 

research approach would only address a narrow set of areas of the pandemic’s impact. 

Instead, I chose a qualitative approach for the diversity of information it could elicit (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). By utilising a qualitative research method, I allow the participants to control 

the direction and content of the response. By using interviews, the participants could be 

probed to elaborate their answers.  

I chose Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as the research method to 

explore the areas of interest. IPA is known for its focus on the lived experience of individuals 

(Smith et al., 2009). It is a methodology deemed particularly useful for studying under-

studied and complex topics, and topics only studied quantitatively before (Smith, 1996; Smith 

& Osborn, 2012). All these features align closely with the research at hand—given the 

limited research on the pandemic’s impacts on the first-year transition, it is undoubtedly an 

understudied topic. This research aims to understand the interplay between complex, 

multifaceted events, for which IPA is suitable. The philosophical basis of IPA is discussed in 

the following sections. IPA also closely aligns with my own ontological positioning, and this 

is explored in Reflexivity. 
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IPA as a Research Methodology 

IPA is situated within the interpretive paradigm. Interpretivism draws on existential 

philosophy to explore what it means to be human, and the meaning people attach to their 

experiences (Grant & Giddings, 2002). For the interpretivists, people seek to ascribe meaning 

to and make sense of the experience, making the world a place saturated with different 

systems of meaning (Grant & Giddings, 2002). “Reality” in interpretivism is subjective to the 

individual, shaped by one’s lived experience. Therefore, interpretivism accepts the existence 

of multiple realities (Kelly et al., 2018). Unlike the positivist positioning of the researcher as 

an objective observer of reality, interpretivists see the researcher as an integral party that co-

creates a shared reality with the participant (Grant & Giddings, 2002). 

IPA aims to understand “what it’s like to stand in the shoes” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2014, p. 8) of the participants. Therefore, it follows the interpretivism philosophy of multiple 

realities (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). IPA consists of three theoretical pillars: 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography (Smith et al., 2009). Phenomenology was first 

proposed by Husserl (1913, as cited in Smith et al., 2009) to examine the human experience.  

Husserl (1913, as cited in Ashworth, 2015) stated the experience itself should be the starting 

point of inquiry and advocated removing any assumptions and hypotheses, making IPA an 

inductive enquiry. The phenomenological philosophy of IPA aims to “[let] things speak for 

themselves” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 8), and any interpretation should stay true to the 

experience. 

Hermeneutics refers to the act of interpretation. IPA consists of a double-

hermeneutics process (Smith et al., 2009). This means that while the participant attempts to 

make meaning of their experience, the researcher also performs hermeneutics by interpreting 

how the participant makes sense of their experience. The researcher’s interpretation within 

IPA is not linear but forms a “hermeneutic circle”—an iterative process where the researcher 
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goes back and forth within the data to extract meaning. Smith et al. (2009) described the 

hermeneutic circle as “[to] understand any given part, you look to the whole; to understand 

the whole, you look to the parts” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 28); this indicates that the “whole” 

and the “part” in IPA are inseparable and contextual. This contextual approach to analysing 

pieces of data forms the final philosophical pillar of IPA, idiography. 

Idiography refers to analysing an individual case within its unique context (Smith et 

al., 2009). Unlike quantitative approaches, where data from different sources or participants 

are aggregated and analysed as a collective entity, idiography examines the case in its entirety 

and within its unique context. Unlike positivism, where findings are generalised to an entire 

group/population, IPA examines a particular experience for a particular individual. An IPA 

researcher will analyse a piece of data (such as an interview) as an individual case study 

before moving on to the next piece of data/interview (Smith et al., 2009). This idiographic 

nature of IPA also means that the findings of this thesis should not be taken as a consensus 

amongst the first-year student population but the experiences of individual participants.  

IPA is a qualitative research method known for its focus on the lived experience of 

individuals (Smith et al., 2009). Proponents of IPA deem the methodology particularly useful 

for studying complex, under-studied and unexplored topics (Smith, 1996; Smith & Osborn, 

2012). All these features align closely with the topic at hand—given the recency of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, its impact on wellbeing is certainly under-studied and underexplored.  

Reflexivity 

 Epistemologically, I have always been an interpretivist. As a member of a visible 

minority, I learned very early in life that the existence of certain things (for example, racism) 

depends on who is asked. Being a migrant, I was offered the natural vantage point of seeing 

the diversity of experience in society and how this shapes our reality—turned out, I was 
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familiar with the multiple realities in interpretivism before knowing its name. I believe that 

the quest for meaning is central to the human experience, and this quest is very much 

influenced by our social context. Given my interpretivist leaning and the research topic, using 

IPA became an obvious choice—this research arose from a simple curiosity about the first-

year journey as experienced by the “COVID Cohort” (Kyne & Thompson, 2020, p. 3381). I 

wanted to sit with and understand their experience, as such, the phenomenological focus of 

IPA appealed to me as a researcher.  

Self-hermeneutic comes naturally as an interpretivist, however, the double 

hermeneutic in IPA posed a challenge given the pandemic is a universal experience. The 

terms insider and outsider refer to the extent that the researcher identifies as a member of the 

group or culture being studied (Ross, 2017). Interpretivists argue that an insider researcher’s 

shared understanding with the participants would allow a deeper understanding of the 

information (Ross, 2017; Saidin & Yaacob, 2017). However, an insider may also carry their 

lived experience and views into the research. In IPA, this could result in the researcher 

imposing their own theories rather than listening to the participants’ stories (Hale et al., 

2008).  

Smith et al. (2009) suggest that the researcher must engage in reflexivity throughout 

the research process, and let their position be known to the reader. I consider myself 

somewhere between the in- and outsider extremes for this research. The COVID-19 

pandemic was a global event, making me an insider in the shared experience of living 

through the pandemic. Like many people, I started university straight after high school. I too, 

have experienced the stress of juggling academic demands with the transition to adulthood, 

and this gave me an insider experience with the struggles of school-leaver undergraduate 

students. However, I am also an outsider in that being a thesis-only postgraduate student, I 

am an outsider to the experience of class disruption and remote teaching, a defining feature of 
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the student experience during the pandemic. I was working remotely well before the 

pandemic, and not taking taught classes meant no timetable disruptions, making my 

experience during the lockdown a very business-as-usual one.  

 This reflexive exercise demonstrated that the insider and outsider dichotomy 

simplified the complexity of my relationship with the inquiry. It revealed the multitude of 

identities and experiences a researcher holds, and similarly, it served as a reminder of the 

complexity of the participants’ experiences. This reflexive exercise served as a reminder to 

consider the participants as individuals within their context (idiography). Pietkiewicz and 

Smith (2014) urged IPA researchers to “let things speak for themselves” (p. 8) and allow the 

participants’ unique experiences to emerge. It also gave me an appreciation of the importance 

of hearing others’ stories. 

Method 

 This section describes the method used for research, starting from participant 

recruitment. Interview schedule development and reflections from the pilot interview are then 

described. Lastly, the data analysis process is explained. 

Recruitment 

Only students from Massey University Albany Campus were recruited. The Albany 

Campus is the largest campus of Massey University by student numbers (Massey University, 

2021) and is also located in Auckland, the region most affected by COVID-19.  

Inclusion criteria were domestic students over 18 years old who started their 100-level 

undergraduate studies in 2020. Exclusion criteria were undergraduate students who 

transferred from other tertiary institutions in 2020 and students whose English ability was 

insufficient for an in-depth interview.  
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For recruitment, the researcher placed physical flyers (Appendix 1) around the 

campus and posted the flyers on the “Massey University Psychology Students” Facebook 

group (Appendix 2) to reach potential participants. The physical flyers contained the 

researcher’s contact details, while potential participants from the Facebook group could 

initiate contact with the researcher instantly via Facebook message. Snowball sampling was 

also used; existing participants were asked to let their friends know about the research and 

pass the researcher’s details on to others interested. 

In the initial contact, the researcher provided the information sheet and explained the 

study procedure briefly, including its recording and transcription. The potential participant 

was screened to ensure they met the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The potential participant 

was provided with the information sheet (Appendix 3) and consent form (Appendix 4) and 

was allowed to ask further questions. Once the potential participant agreed to participate, the 

researcher then arranged a time and place convenient to conduct the interview. The 

participants were given to option of a face-to-face meeting or a remote interview via the 

Zoom meeting app. The participants were sent a text reminder on the morning of the 

scheduled interview. 

Purposive Sampling 

 Being a methodology that focusses on individual experiences, IPA is known for 

presenting single case studies of compelling experiences. For research using more than one 

case, the cases should be homogenous to capture the experience (Smith & Shinebourne, 

2012). Due to its focus on exploring a particular experience rather than a diversity of 

experiences, participants in IPA are often sampled purposively, resulting in a relatively 

homogeneous sample (Larkin & Thompson, 2012; Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). Thus, only 

students who began their university studies at Massey University Albany in 2020 were 

sampled.  



36 

 

 A limitation of research using purposive sampling is that it yields a non-representative 

sample (Robinson, 2014). This does not pose an inherent methodological limitation for this 

research, as it does not aim to generalise its findings to all students. The purposive sampling 

in this research also means that any recommendations generated do not represent a consensus 

among the student body. The results may provide insight for support services on the student 

experience, but no guarantee will be made regarding its generalisability among the thousands 

of students at Albany Campus. 

Sample Size 

IPA focusses on the depth of interpretation (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). However, 

IPA can also be used to discover convergent and divergent themes in lived experience in a 

small sample; and this was the goal of this research. Given the scope of this thesis, a balance 

needed to be reached between data saturation and the time constraint. Smith et al. (2009) 

suggested a sample size of three for a novice researcher, and this advice was followed for the 

thesis, which provides enough depth into the topic without data over-saturation. 

Participants  

Three participants were interviewed. They were given pseudonyms in alphabetical 

order in order of interviews.  

 Allison is in her 30s. She is from Australia and has no family in New Zealand. She 

began studying towards a Bachelor of Communications in February 2020. Allison lived with 

her partner during the pandemic.  

Brittany is a 19-year-old who started in the second semester of 2020. Before starting 

at the university, she was working and saving towards a gap year. Brittany is studying 

psychology. She lived at home with her parents during the pandemic.  
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Carla joined the study via a referral by Brittany. Carla is similar in age to Brittany and 

also studying towards a degree in psychology. She started at Massey University at the 

beginning of 2020 after graduating high school. During the pandemic, Carla lived at home 

with her mother, stepfather, sister, and partner.  

The three participants represented three typical pathways into the university—a 

school leaver, one who took a gap year, and a mature-aged student. They all began their first 

year of university as on-campus students in 2020, therefore they met the homogeneity 

requirement for the research topic.  

Interview Schedule 

An interview schedule (Appendix 5) was developed using the guidelines by Smith and 

Osborn (2012), who stated that the questions should be open-ended, neutral in tone, and 

avoid jargon. The interview questions were worded to reflect the research questions to 

maintain their openness. The questions began with “How did the pandemic affect your…”, 

assuming that the pandemic impacted the participant. This seems to contradict Smith and 

Osborn’s (2012) advice of avoiding value-laden questions, but it was deemed a reasonable 

assumption that the pandemic would have affected the participants. 

The participants were free to reflect on the pandemic’s impact on their first year at the 

university. A model diagram of the TWTW model was provided for the participants’ 

reference. The dimensions in the TWTW model could be divided into distinct sub-questions 

when prompting was necessary. In addition, another question on factors not covered by the 

TWTW dimensions was added to capture any further impact. 

The interview schedule aims to provide a framework for the researcher to interact 

comfortably with the topics at hand (Smith et al., 2009). As the research was a semi-

structured interview, the order of the interview questions depended on the conversational 
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flow. The researcher also used probing questions such as “in what way was… good/bad?”, 

“can you tell me a bit more about…?” as needed during the interview. Questions were 

skipped if the participant’s answer to previous questions had already covered the topic.  

A pilot interview with another student was conducted to seek feedback regarding the 

structure and content of the interview. The feedback from the pilot interviewee was positive; 

the questions were easy to understand, and the diagram of the TWTW model easy to 

comprehend. As such, the interview schedule was deemed appropriate to use.  

Interview Procedures 

Only one face-to-face interview occurred, which took place in a conference room in 

the Albany Campus library. The participant was given time to read through the information 

sheet and sign the consent form. The interview process began once the participant signed the 

consent form and signalled their readiness to begin.The face-to-face interview was recorded 

using the researcher’s cell phone, which was placed in plain view of the participant. The 

researcher began recording when the participant indicated that they were ready to start the 

interview. After the interview, the researcher provided the participant with the debrief sheet 

with support services and offered a gratuity, which the participant declined.  

The other two interviews took place virtually over Zoom. The participants were sent 

the information sheet and consent form via email before the interview. The participant was 

asked to send the completed consent form before the interview. Remote interviews were 

recorded using Zoom’s recording function. After the interview, the gratuity was paid via bank 

transfer, and the debrief sheet and bank transfer receipt were sent to the participant via email. 

The recordings of the interviews were uploaded onto Otter.ai, an automated 

transcription system. Otter.ai automatically assigned names to the speakers when 

transcribing, and the participants’ pseudonyms were set at this stage. Next, the transcript was 
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checked for accuracy and  any identifying features were removed before the transcripts was 

downloaded into a Word document. The researcher sent their transcript to each participant for 

comment. Once the participant indicated that they were happy with the transcript, the 

researcher began the data analysis.  

Data Analysis 

Transcripts were analysed using the steps outlined by Smith et al. (2009) and 

Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014). Although written linearly in this section, the actual data 

analysis process was an iterative process that only ended with the writing-down of the 

analysis (Larkin & Thompson, 2012; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith et al., 2009). 

Given the central position of the participant’s experience in IPA, the transcript was 

first read multiple times to fully immerse in the participant’s experience. For reference, a 

timeline of their involvement with Massey University and the government’s COVID-19 

response was drawn to embed the participants’ experience within the broader societal 

context. 

The idiographic nature of IPA means that all transcripts were analysed as individual 

cases first. All coding was done manually on printouts of the transcripts. After reading the 

transcript a few times, coding began with “free coding” (Larkin & Thompson, 2012, p.106) to 

note any emotional response, salient features, and the researcher’s reflection. Then, a step of 

abstraction was performed, where codes of similar nature were grouped into themes. This 

step was done on EdrawMind, a mind-mapping software that allowed the researcher to 

organise the codes and themes and visualise their relationships freely. The themes were then 

clustered into superordinate themes.  

For quality control, I documented my reflexivity process throughout the analysis. This 

allowed me to identify any assumptions that could influence the analysis process. The 
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analyses and reflections were given to the thesis supervisor to check for their fidelity to the 

participants’ experience. I also frequently referred to the original transcript to ensure that the 

thematic categorisation was consistent with the context the data originated from.  

Although primarily focussed on the individual experience, IPA can also be used to 

look for patterns across cases. Once all transcripts were analysed, the standalone analyses 

were read through to identify common and divergent themes across the transcripts. The 

common themes were grouped into superordinate themes, while the divergent themes were 

scrutinised for their relevance to the research questions. Some divergent themes enriched the 

analysis by providing contrasting phenomenology, while others were discarded due to not 

being relevant to the research questions (e.g., when a participant began talking about their 

work in 2021). This exercise broke the transcript into parts and rearranged to emerge as a 

new “whole” in the write-up, illustrating the hermeneutic circle in action (Smith et al., 2009).  

Ethical Considerations 

This research was approved by Massey University’s Ethics Committee, application 

number SOA 21/18. This section details the ethical risks that were identified during the study 

and how they were addressed.  

Avoidance of Harm 

The pandemic was still ongoing at the time of data collection. Therefore, it was 

imperative to prevent the spread of COVID-19. The participants were given the option of 

face-to-face or virtual interviews. For face-to-face interviews, the researcher followed 

government guidelines of scanning in, handwashing, maintaining physical distance, sanitising 

surfaces, and providing alcohol-based hand sanitiser for the participant’s use.  

Although New Zealand was relatively unscathed from the pandemic at the time of 

data collection, some students may have experienced significant hardship due to the 
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pandemic, making the experience potentially distressing. As a precaution, this study 

underwent a full ethics application. The interview was to stop immediately if the participant 

became distressed or if it was determined that the participant was likely to become distressed. 

However, this did not prove necessary. A list of available resources was provided to the 

participants to inform them of additional support (See Appendix 6).  

Informed Consent 

 The participants were provided with an information sheet outlining the research and 

their rights as participants during the initial contact, and a written consent form was provided 

for the participants to sign before commencing the interview. The participants were allowed 

to ask questions regarding the research during the research process. Similarly, they were able 

to withdraw from the study at any stage.  

Privacy and Confidentiality 

All participants were given pseudonyms to protect their identity throughout the 

research process. At the transcription stage, all information identifying other people or 

entities was replaced with generic terms such as “classmate” or “lecture theatre”.  

The face-to-face interview was conducted in a pre-booked conference room on 

campus to protect the participants' privacy. Online interviews were done via Zoom meetings, 

and only those with the link could be admitted. Recordings were uploaded onto secure cloud-

based storage for transcription. 

Te Tiriti 

 This research falls under mainstream research in the Te Ara Tika guidelines (The 

Pūtaiora Writing Group, n.d.). While it is not Māori-specific, students of Māori descent were 

welcome to participate. As the research used a Tikanga Māori framework as the basis of its 

conceptualisation for “wellbeing”, the framework’s whakapapa as an indigenous worldview 
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by an indigenous scholar need to be acknowledged. The model used in this study was Te 

Whare Tapa Whā, created by Mason Durie (Durie, 1985). Given that this model is a Māori 

intellectual taonga, its integrity should also be protected. The model did not undergo any 

modification, the Māori terms for the dimensions of the whare remained with English 

translations underneath, and the researcher referred to the dimensions by their Māori names. 

  



43 

 

Chapter 3: Findings and Discussion 

 This chapter combines the findings from the participants’ interviews and an in-depth 

discussion of these findings in relation to existing literature. The results are presented in four 

broad themes, shown in Figure 2. The first, Disruption, focusses on the participants’ feelings 

towards the pandemic and its impact on their life; this corresponds to the taha wairua 

dimension of the TWTW model. Wellbeing focusses on the pandemic’s impact on the 

participants’ mental and physical wellbeing—their taha tinana and taha hinengaro in the 

TWTW model. These dimensions are discussed in conjunction as the participants linked their 

physical and mental health. In Lockdown with others, the participants’ taha whānau is 

examined in its two subthemes: at home and beyond the home. Lastly, the pandemic’s impact 

on the participants’ university journey is presented in Studying in a pandemic.  
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Figure 2 

Themes and Subthemes 

 

A timeline of the participants’ time at Massey University and the COVID responses in 

New Zealand is presented in Figure 3. The chronology of the participants’ experience 

becomes very apparent in the theme Wellbeing, where a progressive change in their mental 

health can be observed. 
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Figure 3 

 A timeline of the pandemic in New Zealand, Massey University academic dates and the 

participants' time at Massey. 
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Disruption 

The first theme is structured with four subthemes: Shock, which focussed on the 

participants’ response to the pandemic. The pandemic disruption led participants to feel 

unable to undergo specific turning points in life, which are explored in Delayed transition 

points. Intangible loss explored the intangible loss and grief experienced by the participant 

due to the pandemic. Lastly, Meaning-making of the pandemic focusses on how the 

participants attempted to make sense of the pandemic. 

Shock  

The pandemic itself was an unprecedented global event, and the participants 

expressed disbelief over the fact that they were living through it. Carla struggled with the 

very concept of a pandemic, describing it as “Something that I never thought would happen.” 

Carla explained:  

“It seems like when you think into our history, all these plagues and stuff and how 

they like riddled countries. Kind of just seems like such an old thing to have, like a 

pandemic, or something that you see on like, the sci-fi movies, and you know, there's 

aliens and zombies and stuff like that now just quite... quite taken back.” 

The above statement was illustrative of Carla’s feelings of disbelief. She equated 

historical bubonic plagues and science-fiction as realms where pandemics could be a 

possibility. Over 18 months since COVID reached New Zealand, Carla still framed the 

pandemic as: “Some days, I wonder if I'm like living in a sci-fi world? If I'm in a movie”, 

demonstrating an ongoing sense of surrealism and detachment.   

Allison similarly expressed disbelief over the pandemic: “how quickly this one thing 

has affected like, basically the world… Such a large-scale event to happen”. This is a very 

valid observation given that the country went from having its first case of COVID-19 to a 

total lockdown within a month. The shock over the speed of events unfolding also framed 
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Allison’s view on her parents’ mortality, discussed in the subtheme Beyond the Home in 

Lockdown with Others. Both participants expressed similar disbelief over the concept of a 

pandemic and its speed and scale of effect. 

Delayed Transition Points  

The pandemic was the very reason that Brittany chose to study at university. Her 

initial plan for 2020 was “doing a gap year…  gonna work for the first six months and then I 

was gonna go travelling the last six months”, but instead, “given the pandemic and 

everything. It was probably a good time to upskill and not be unemployed.” Young adulthood 

is a time when people explore independence, as seen in Brittany’s plans to travel. Instead, the 

pandemic disrupted this key point through stay-at-home orders and the economic impacts, 

disproportionally affecting younger people (International Labor Organization, 2021; Weaver 

et al., 2021).  

Brittany now has committed herself to studying psychology to the postgraduate level, 

concluding that the pandemic “kind of changes the trajectory of what you thought your adult 

life would be like.” Her observation of “trajectory” was similar to Life Course Theory. Life 

Course Theory examines how social changes and global events shape individuals’ life 

trajectories from birth to death (Elder et al., 2003). Using this theory, Weaver et al. (2021) 

hypothesised that the pandemic disrupts young adults’ life trajectories by disrupting crucial 

transition points. The significance of Brittany’s planned gap year as a transition point can be 

seen in her lament that “you can’t be 18 again… you can’t redo that”, associating being 18 

years old with the “‘free-spirited, just finished high school, nothing really matters’ stage in 

life.” Although overseas travel will resume post-pandemic, the timing of this gap year after 

“just finished high school” signified it as a transition point, which Brittany could never 

recover. 
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A deviation from socially-accepted transition points can lead to individuals struggling 

with their self-concept (Eliason et al., 2015). Allison’s talk of “feeling quite insecure about 

being older” at the university reflects the common assumption that university students should 

be younger than her three decades of age, representing university study as a transition point 

indicative of an earlier life stage. The pandemic also hindered her ability to approach the 

other transition points with her partner: “We couldn’t make any life choices… like buying a 

house or considering children, if we get married, what's that gonna look like with family…”. 

In this statement, Allison listed some of the transition points included in what is known as the 

“big five” (leaving school, moving out of parental home, finding a job, marriage, having 

children) markers of adulthood (Serido & Shim, 2017; Settersten et al., 2015). In countries 

with high homeownership rates, property acquisition also becomes a transition point (Fuster 

et al., 2019). Allison was already stressed about approaching a transition point that she felt 

herself too old for, and the pandemic frustrated her attempt to approach three other transition 

points, demonstrating pervasive stunting of life course due to the pandemic.  

Loss and Grief 

The participants’ identified several intangible losses in Delayed Transition Points. 

Intangible losses are losses that cannot be easily defined or recognised (Boss et al., 2011). 

Brittany was very vocal about her intangible losses. Her planned gap year was a tangible loss, 

and the quote “you can’t be 18 again… you can’t redo that” signified the timing of this gap 

year as an intangible loss. Brittany then experienced another intangible loss in not having the 

desired university experience: “we all have idealised visions of what university will be like. 

And Zoom wasn't really a part of that schema for me”. In coping with the intangible loss of 

her gap year, it spawned further intangible losses. Brittany lamented, "I've spent a lot of the 

last two years just waiting for the world to not be terrible… I didn't expect to spend most of it 



49 

 

sitting in my house”. This represents the intangible loss of two years’ worth of excitement and 

experiences.  

Another intangible loss can be seen in the disorientation participants felt in Shock. 

The pandemic challenged participants' knowledge of their world and reality. Parkes (1971) 

termed this concept the assumptive world, which is “the only world we know and it includes 

everything we know or think we know. It includes our interpretation of the past and our 

expectations of the future, our plans and our prejudices.” (p. 103). Carla spoke about the loss 

of her assumptive world: 

“After we come out of lockdowns, and we go back to like a level one setting. I don't 

really take it for granted, being able to go out and do these things, like going out with 

all my friends, like going to nightclubs and stuff like that… Stuff that other countries 

haven't been able to do for a few years... Yeah, I think that would be just like once we 

come out of lockdown, really appreciating everything we have in life.” 

The phrase “take it for granted” indicates an assumptive world. The term “new 

normal” was often used to describe life during and post-pandemic (e.g., Controller and 

Auditor General, 2021). The implication that the pre-pandemic life of “old normal” is no 

longer “the normal” suggests the collective loss of an assumptive world. In Carla’s case, the 

pre-pandemic norm of going clubbing is no longer guaranteed due to the pandemic, leading 

to her appreciation of a once-normal activity. Carla also acknowledged the contrast between 

New Zealand’s relaxed gathering restrictions, that she could go clubbing while people in 

other countries could not.  

Parke (1971) argued that the downward comparison of seeing others in more dire 

situations helps individuals adjust to the loss of an assumptive world. This can be seen in 

Carla’s comparing herself to people from other countries. Brittany also adopted the 

downward comparison, repeating variations of “it could be worse” when discussing the 
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impact of the pandemic. Yet she still admitted that the past two years were “something that is 

hard to grapple with sometimes,” suggesting underlying grief over the losses. The loss 

experienced by Brittany was intangible and unrecognised, and the grief following such loss 

was also intangible and unrecognised, termed disenfranchised grief (Weaver et al., 2021). 

Brittany observed similar feelings in her friends, suggesting it may be a shared experience in 

young people. The concept of linked lives in life course theory examines the impact of global 

events on a cohort’s collective identity. The experience of a significant event in a cohort’s 

formative years often creates a lasting legacy in their collective psyche as well as carrying 

lifelong impacts on their economic and health outcomes (Weaver et al., 2021). Brittany and 

Carla’s cohort spent most of their adulthood so far in a global event. As a result, they 

experienced intangible loss and grief over the usual experimentation in young adulthood. 

How this collective experience could shape the socio-political landscape as this cohort grows 

older remains to be seen. 

Meaning-making of the pandemic 

Following a disruption in their assumptive world, people need to reconstruct their 

assumptive world by incorporating the stressful event into this reconstruction. This recovery 

involves appraising and understanding the event to assign meaning to it (Cann et al., 2011; 

Park, 2010). During uncontrollable events such as a pandemic, meaning-making becomes an 

important determinant of psychological wellbeing (Eisenbeck et al., 2022; Updegraff et al., 

2008). 

Meaning-making consists of two forms: comprehensibility and meaning as 

significance (Dransart, 2013; Janoff-Bulman, 2004). Comprehensibility refers to attempting 

to gain an explanation/attribution to the event (Dransart, 2013). This is reflected in the 

participants’ questioning the why of the pandemic. Allison’s meaning-making of the 

pandemic was: “maybe this is the world telling us all to slow down,” assigning a supernatural 
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cause to the pandemic. This explanation could be informed by Allison’s frantic struggle with 

adjusting to university before the pandemic: “I found myself stressed very early on… my 

mental health at that point was already a bit, you know, I realised I’m really gonna have to 

look after myself”, then her enjoyment of the slower pace of life during the lockdown, 

discussed in the theme Wellbeing, and her improved mental health during the lockdown. 

Therefore, it is understandable for Allison to interpret the pandemic as a message to slow 

down, given her experience with the stress before and the sense of inner peace she 

experienced during the lockdown.  

In contrast, Carla could not find meaning in the pandemic. She initially sought 

meaning via organised religion: 

 “I looked into Christianity for quite a bit. And I couldn't really find real answers in 

there about pandemics. It was kind of stuff like ‘God hated us. Someone's done 

something wrong to make Him really angry. And He was punishing the whole 

world.’”  

The interpretation of the pandemic being a divine punishment is a form of 

comprehensibility meaning-making as it provides a causal explanation. Carla could not relate 

to this and needed to find other meanings for the pandemic. According to Janoff-Bulman 

(2004), “it is through wrestling with these questions of comprehensibility that [people] turn to 

questions of value or significance in their lives” (p. 33). Individuals tap into the existential 

quests of values and purpose when faced with life’s incomprehensibility and absurdity, a term 

Janoff-Bulman (2004) refers to as “meaning as significance” (p. 33). Carla was experiencing 

this absurdity in her beliefs. On one hand, the pandemic was so beyond her comprehension 

that she compared it to sci-fi movies and zombies; on the other, she was “accepting that this 

is happening. This is how life is for now, accepting that we're not going to have a degree of 
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normality.” The term “normality” points to Carla’s understanding that she was indeed in 

incomprehensible times. Therefore, Carla focussed on values instead:  

“I've never really had the answer. I've never been able to ask myself what I think the 

meaning of life is even for myself, just wanting to be successful and make a 

difference… as long as I'm working towards that, whether there's a pandemic or not, 

then that part of my spirituality will be in check”.  

. Carla’s meaning-making process encapsulated Janoff-Bulman’s (2004) meaning as 

significance; instead of grappling with the meaning of life and the pandemic, she began 

creating meaning in life through her values. Focusing on her values and creating meaning 

allowed her to cope with the uncertainty of the pandemic. Her values remain unchanged and 

serve as an anchoring point regardless of the state of the pandemic. 

 Brittany’s meaning-making was somewhere between comprehensibility and meaning-

as-significance. She stated:  

“I do actually think [the pandemic] made me more passionate about psych as a field. 

Because I have seen so many people be very mentally unwell during this time, and not 

able to reach support… I’ve always wanted to help people, which is why I went into 

psychology. So it's definitely given me a bit more passion to get there… seeing how 

much struggle there really is.” 

 Given that Brittany only chose to study due to the pandemic, this statement could be 

seen as comprehensibility meaning-making—the pandemic was the cause of her journey to 

becoming a psychologist. But, on the other hand, it strengthened her existing drive of 

“[wanting] to help people.” and provided her with the personal value to persist through the 

pandemic.  
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Summary 

The theme of disruption relates to the taha wairua dimension in the TWTW model. 

Although most participants equated taha wairua with organised religions and struggled with 

answering questions around this dimension due to their lack of religious affiliations. When 

the focus of taha wairua is expanded beyond organised religion, the pandemic’s impact on the 

participants’ taha wairua becomes apparent. 

The pandemic affected the participants’ taha wairua by causing a seismic disruption to 

their assumptive worlds. It changed the world as the participants knew it and the world they 

thought would be, and with it, their relationship to this world. Similarly, the intangible losses 

caused by the pandemic could lead to unresolved grief, which affects taha wairua (Durie, 

1994). Anecdotally, Brittany has observed grief in herself and others. However, as the 

pandemic is still ongoing, the long-term impact of the grief remains to be seen.  

The TWTW model recognises wellbeing as a dynamic, fluid process. While the 

pandemic disrupted the participants’ taha wairua through its disruption and grief, it also 

strengthened their taha wairua. The peacefulness during the lockdown replenished Allison's 

taha wairua. In contrast, the pandemic experience provided Brittany with a sense of purpose 

and strengthened Carla’s sense of purpose.  

Wellbeing  

 This theme focusses on the pandemic’s impact on the participants’ physical and 

mental wellbeing—taha tinana and taha hinengaro. Their discussions of physical and mental 

health were often intertwined.  

Mental Health  

The first subtheme explores the pandemic’s impact on the participants’ mental health. 

A picture of deteriorating mental health over time emerges. Allison felt the impact of the 
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pandemic earlier than the other two participants, but all three experienced adverse mental 

health as the pandemic progressed. Brittany and Carla initially saw the lockdown as a 

novelty, believing the March lockdown to be a one-off event. This can be seen in Carla’s talk 

around the announcement to end the lockdown: “we won lockdown. We'll get rid of all the 

cases then we’ll go back to normal”, demonstrating her belief in the one-off nature of the 

March lockdown. Therefore, during the March 2020 lockdown, Brittany and Carla did not 

experience severe mental health impacts. They spoke with fondness of the carefree time they 

spent during this lockdown. Brittany recalled: “I wasn't at uni, but I was not at work either. 

And I think a lot of people were in the same situation… So, we had more time to socialise.” 

Carla equally spoke of a carefree time “just being at home, eating a lot, not really doing 

much. So it's just kind of like chilling out watching Netflix just snacking all day.” 

Allison’s mental health was already under pressure in early 2020, and the March 

lockdown gave her a reprieve from the stress: “I found myself stressed very early on… my 

mental health at that point was already a bit, you know, I realised I’m really gonna have to 

look after myself… and then COVID hit”. Allison was feeling “quite insecure around these 

other people (her classmates)” at university, then “managed to have these really beautiful 

pockets of feeling peace and relaxed” during the lockdown. The slower pace of life during the 

lockdown was an oft-cited silver lining of the pandemic in other studies (Cornell et al., 2020; 

Every-Palmer et al., 2020). For Allison, the lockdown improved her mental health by 

removing the triggers for insecurity (the presence of her classmates) and giving her a sense of 

control over her days: “it was good because I did have my own sort of schedule to run by. I 

didn't have to be here at this time and whatever.” Whereas before the lockdown, Allison was 

frantically keeping up with the demands of university, the lockdown allowed her the 

autonomy to structure her days. The impact of this autonomy is further discussed in the theme 

Studying in a pandemic. 
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Allison was the first to struggle with mental health after the March lockdown. She 

found it challenging to adjust to life post-lockdown, stating that the lockdown “put me in a 

bubble that I struggled to get out of.” It was challenging to adjust to “everything being 

normal again, like going out a bit more and louder noises and more people talking around 

you.” As a result, Allison chose to study via distance in Semester Two 2020: 

“I only did distance [study] for the second semester. And I was grateful for that at the 

time because I was like, ‘I cannot face coming into uni.’ But it was not a good thing. I 

regretted that… sadly, it did not solve my anxiety issues… it made me feel a bit down 

like I was abnormal because I'm not living life how I used to live it and how I thought 

I should be living it.” 

The statement shows that Allison was one of the many who experienced more 

significant psychological challenges post-lockdown than during it. In New Zealand, 57% of 

young adults surveyed by Poulton et al. (2020) reported anxiety or depression post-lockdown, 

with 10% whose experience was classified as severe. Although Allison acknowledged the 

necessity of distance study at the time, feeling like she was “abnormal” revealed a negative 

self-evaluation. Distance study was an attempt to escape external triggers of anxiety, but 

ultimately created a more unpleasant reality that challenged her self-concept.  

For Brittany and Carla, the realisation that the pandemic would be ongoing and 

lockdowns a regular occurrence drove a sense of uncertainty and hopelessness. Carla clearly 

stated its impact on her mental health:  

“it's made me quite anxious…the degree of uncertainty. I like having things planned 

out. I like knowing what's happening… and what I need to do… So not knowing when 

we're going to go back to level three or level two is quite scary for me.”  
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Brittany had suffered from depression “for quite a long time” which she described as 

“ebbs and flows”, implying it was episodic. She took “SSRI medication” (selective serotonin 

reuptake inhibitor) for the dperession. In the August lockdown, she was deep in hopelessness: 

“I just was sleeping all day. I couldn't really be bothered to get dressed to get on the 

zoom call… I can’t be bothered doing any of it because it just got to a point where it 

felt like we had no out to the pandemic because we still hadn't gotten the vaccines or 

anything like that… I was really flat all the time and found the motivation really hard 

to find.” 

 Using a diathesis-stress lens, Brittany was already susceptible to depression, as 

evidenced by her antidepressant use and past depression. By August 2020, Brittany had 

begun the stressful process of the first-year transition. It was over six months since COVID-

19 reached New Zealand, the novelty of the lockdown had worn off with no solution 

(symbolised by the vaccine) in sight. Brittany had experienced the intangible losses of both 

the gap year and the idealised university experience. Socially, she could not tap into many in 

her social network due to the “social media detox” trend (discussed in Lockdown with 

Others). The many stressors collided during the August lockdown, culminating in her state of 

hopelessness stated above. 

To cope with the impact on her mental health, Brittany “had [her antidepressant] dose 

doubled”. To cope with her feelings of hopelessness and having “no out to the pandemic”, 

Brittany sought out government information:  

“Once you hear more government advice on things that are getting better, like, we 

have this many people vaccinated, we have the strategy going on, the country’s 

opening back up… it’s a little easier to not freak out as much, and feel like there’s an 

end goal for you.” 
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The term “end goal” denotes hope, a light at the end of the tunnel, achievable by the 

government’s “strategy”. The importance of open communication in easing COVID-related 

anxiety can be seen in this statement. The effectiveness of the New Zealand government's 

COVID-19 response was lauded worldwide. Its transparency and framing of COVID-19 as a 

health issue to avoid politicisation ensured New Zealand’s low infection rates and high social 

cohesion in the first year of the pandemic (Beattie & Priestley, 2021; Croucher et al., 2021). 

Brittany’s usage of government advice as a coping mechanism also demonstrates the mental 

health-boosting impact of clear, transparent communication.  

 Brittany and Carla were self-described “extroverts” and “social butterflies”. They 

were frustrated by the lack of social gatherings during the lockdown. Carla spoke about the 

mental health impact:  

“I had never really struggled before with my mental health and wellbeing… So the 

pandemic really impacted me in that way, and not being able to go out whenever I 

wanted and stuff like that, being able to see who I want”.  

Carla admitted that the pandemic “has made me more anxious in general”, 

acknowledging the negative impact on her mental health, and identified social restrictions as 

one of the causes of her mental health struggle. Her experience was similar to the findings by 

Ogawa et al. (2021) and Hamza et al. (2021), who found that students who led more socially 

active lives pre-pandemic reported more depressive symptoms during the lockdown.  

The two lockdowns in 2020 had vastly different impacts on the participants. This can 

be linked to the theme Disruption—the March lockdown was seen as a one-off measure to rid 

the country of infections, a temporary suspension of the assumptive world. Subsequent 

lockdowns established the pandemic as a permanent change to the assumptive world, and the 

participants’ mental health deteriorated as the “new normal” set in. Carla’s initial reaction of 

“we won lockdown” and a year later, “living in a sci-fi world” encapsulated the different 
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frame of mind as the pandemic progressed. This is similar to the findings by Rogowska et al. 

(2021), who found lower wellbeing in subsequent waves of the pandemic. It also points to the 

gradual exhaustion of coping resources over time. Recalling the conceptualisation of 

wellbeing as a balancing act (Dodge et al., 2012), as the pandemic wore on, the accumulation 

of stressors outpaced the coping resources, leading to a gradual decrease in mental wellbeing 

over time. 

Physical Health  

 Weight gain was the only impact that exclusively affected the participants’ taha 

tinana. Brittany and Carla stated they “gained quite a bit of weight” during the March 

lockdown. The cause of the weight gain could be deduced from the participants’ talk about 

their daily activities. For Carla, it consisted of “just being at home, eating a lot… chilling out 

watching Netflix just snacking all day”. Whereas Brittany spent her days online 

“fraternising” with friends, this likely means via social media or phone calls; again, primarily 

sedentary activities. For the August lockdown, Carla made a concerted effort to stay 

physically active: “now I try and go for walks and even doing simple things like yoga and 

stuff, just to try and move my body”, and Brittany similarly reported that she had “managed to 

keep it off” when discussing the physical impact of the August lockdown.  

 In comparison, the participants’ talk of physical and mental health impacts were often 

intertwined. Allison stated: “I feel like I got more physically active actually through 

lockdown, but I also ate a lot more rubbish food. And that really made me mentally lazy.” 

Allison’s experience was the opposite of many studies' findings, which reported an 

improvement in dietary patterns but decreased physical activity level (Chopra et al., 2020; 

Flanagan et al., 2021). The increased physical activity could be due to her taking frequent 

walks as an escape from the confines of home (discussed in theme lockdown with others), but 

her diet of “rubbish food” offset the benefits of these walks. The overall impact on her 
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physical health led to mental “laziness”, which could point to brain fog, lethargy, or lack of 

motivation. Allison's mental “laziness” would undoubtedly be unwelcomed as a student. 

Brittany’s depressive episode during the August 2020 lockdown had physical 

symptoms, “I just found it really hard to get out of bed every morning”, “sleeping all day”, 

and “can’t be bothered getting dressed”. It was these physical activities that Brittany targeted 

to cope with her mental health: “just being active… getting up at the right time, making sure 

I'm out of bed doing things, I think is the best way to cope for me… and sporadic exercise 

where I can be really helpful as well”. Although Brittany made no direct link between her 

mental and physical ill-health, she recognised that improving her physical health can improve 

her mental health.  

Summary 

 The participants’ recollection of the pandemic’s impact on their physical and mental 

wellbeing mainly focussed on the lockdowns. This was understandable given the salience of 

the lockdowns. As Brittany stated, life between the lockdowns was “fairly normal”, therefore 

the participants may experience recall bias for the non-lockdown times during the pandemic 

due to its perceived normalcy.  

Two distinct profiles of mental health impacts emerged in the participants. Using the 

“social butterfly” metaphor, lockdown restrictions were like a bell jar to extroverts like 

Brittany and Carla and a cocoon to Allison. Allison found solace in lockdown and struggled 

to adapt to life post-lockdown. On the other hand, Brittany and Carla struggled with the 

social restrictions and were eager to return to life post-lockdown. The pandemic negatively 

impacted all participants’ mental health to a certain extent, but the causes and timing of its 

emergence also differ. The pandemic’s impact on the participants’ physical health also 

differed between the first and second lockdown of 2020. Two participants spoke of noticeable 

weight gain during the March lockdown but not the subsequent ones. For the second 
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lockdown, the participants’ talk of physical health was often intertwined with their mental 

health.  

Interestingly, none of the participants expressed fear of contracting COVID-19. Fear 

of contracting COVID-19 is reported to be high in other literature and a known contributor to 

anxiety and distress during the pandemic (Fitzpatrick et al., 2020; Kira et al., 2021; Ogawa et 

al., 2021). Fitzpatrick et al. (2020) found that the fear of contracting COVID-19 correlated 

with the number of local infections. The participants’ apparent lack of fear of contracting 

COVID-19 could be a testament to the relatively low case numbers in New Zealand at the 

time of the research.  

Lockdown with Others 

The third theme focusses on the impact of the lockdown on the participants’ taha 

whānau. This theme is broken down into two subthemes: At home, which discusses the 

challenges of navigating physical space and daily schedules with other household members. 

This section then goes beyond the home's four walls and explores the pandemic’s impact on 

the participants’ extended social network.  

At Home 

Negotiating space  

 All participants lived with others during the lockdown, and how to successfully meet 

each household member’s needs within the confines of the home posed a challenge. Tension 

and conflicts invariably arose. Allison was new to cohabiting with her partner when the 

lockdown was announced, and she was apprehensive of the lockdown’s impact on her 

relationship: 

“We'd only been living together for about four or five months before the pandemic… 

and when we went into lockdown, like, I definitely thought to myself, ‘this is going to 
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be the real test, you know, where we're going to be around each other…there's no 

going anywhere now. So I was really relieved that it brought us together and not the 

opposite, because I know quite a few people in relationships that had tense times and 

squabbles and got sick of each other but we did okay.” 

The phrase “no going anywhere now” summed up the difficulty of being confined 

with others. According to the frustration-aggression hypothesis, if one’s goal-directed 

behaviour is thwarted, this frustration can lead to aggression and conflicts (Berkowitz, 1989). 

Lockdown’s severe restriction on daily activities removed many regular emotional outlets 

and thwarted many goal-directed behaviours (Berkowitz, 1989). Allison observed “tense 

times” in other households, which indicates conflicts. Carla’s household dynamic was an 

example of frustration turning into aggression: 

“It’s kind of challenging, being together 24/7. We’re all very busy people. We like 

doing our own things like going out… everyone’s usually out of the house, very rare 

to have us all home together at once. So there’s lots of butting heads”.  

This statement positioned thwarted goal-directed behaviour (unable to go out) as the 

cause of “butting heads”, which points to disagreements and arguments. Through this 

experience, Carla learned the importance of giving space in resolving family conflicts: 

“Learning that sometimes people just need a break away from each other. That's just 

them going to sit on their own for a bit or going for a walk by themselves… learning 

more about each other and how we all function in different ways.” 

Given the confinement of lockdown, giving others the “break away” requires 

negotiation over space under heightened emotions. The thwarting of goal-directed behaviour 

results in “butting heads”. Through repeated “butting heads”, Carla had learned to allow her 

family members to perform other goal-directed behaviour as a problem-solving strategy.  
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 Apart from physical space, people can also take up space through their presence. 

Allison’s partner had a large presence through his “loud phone voice”, which posed a 

distraction in their small house.  

“It's a one-bedroom unit… not a huge home, and he has quite a loud phone voice. And 

so even if he went outside, which quite often he ended up doing… I could still hear 

him. And that, for me, is just like, really distracting. Under normal circumstances, 

that's fine. But studying, it was just next to impossible… it wasn't great at the time, the 

fact that he's got a lot of friends. So a lot of phone calls were coming through…” 

Allison described her partner as so loud that neighbours could hear him down the 

street. This volume would feel quite overwhelming in a small flat. Allison’s tolerance of this 

“under normal circumstances” to contrast when she was “studying” implied that she did not 

usually study at home, and the lockdown introduced a clash between her academic needs and 

her partner’s social needs. Having to negotiate these needs when no alternative venues exist 

during the lockdown could lead to “tense times” as Allison observed in others, and Allison 

was relieved that conflicts did not arise during the lockdown.  

To cope with the confinement, the participants took frequent walks. While the 

benefits of physical exercise cannot be disputed, it was the escapism of leaving the house that 

the participants spoke about; for example, Allison explained the walks as “just an excuse to 

get out of the house”. Similarly, Carla’s suggestion of allowing others to “go for a walk by 

themselves” also shows walking as a space-claiming action. Walking is an intentional, goal-

directed activity, one of the few permitted outside activities during the lockdowns of 2020 

(Ministry of Health, 2021). At a time when other goal-directed behaviours were restricted, 

and the participants were kept indoors with limited means of self-regulation, walking became 

a liberating act to reclaim space, albeit temporarily.  
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Negotiating schedules  

 Apart from space, the participants had to negotiate different lifestyles during the 

lockdown. While the participants continued to study through the lockdown, others in their 

households worked at reduced capacity or stopped working altogether. The participants’ 

regular university schedules and their household members’ increased leisure time often led to 

a clash of lifestyles. 

 Allison’s partner stopped working during the lockdown: “he was doing a lot of 

catching up on shows and just relaxing, putting his feet up. And that was another distraction 

I had… it's just really hard to not get in bed next to him and… waste time”.  

 This statement shows both a conflict between space (Allison’s studying space and her 

partner’s entertainment space) as well as a clash between Allison’s business-as-usual 

university timetable and her partner’s relaxed lifestyle: “It was so easy to want to sleep in 

more and stay in bed more and watch TV and lie next to my partner and be lazy.” This 

statement shows the pull of her partner’s laidback lifestyle on Allison’s motivation to study 

and productivity, and its impact on her academic life will be discussed in Autonomy. In other 

literature, students often spoke of chores and family commitments as the causes of distraction 

during lockdown (Hagedorn et al., 2021; Wilson et al., 2020). Allison’s experience shows 

that sometimes just the presence of another person going about their daily activities at home 

can be a distraction during a lockdown.  

 Similarly, Carla’s partner worked at reduced capacity during the lockdown, and his 

increasing time spent at home was bittersweet for Carla: 

“It's been nice to actually have him at home all the time. So yeah, I've just been 

appreciating the time that we have… But definitely getting on each other's nerves a 

bit more now. Just being constantly around each other. I know he gets annoyed 
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because I'm like, ‘Let's get up, let's do something. Let's go for a walk!’. But he's like 

‘No, I just want to sleep!’ just two opposites.” 

 Carla described their different activity levels and circadian rhythms as “two 

opposites”. It can be deduced that Carla was more energetic and in a positive mood when she 

woke up, whereas her partner was not. A shift to nocturnal preference and increased sleep 

disturbance were often reported by people in lockdown (Allen et al., 2021; Evans et al., 2021; 

Kaparounaki et al., 2020). The effects of sleep disturbance on mood and interpersonal 

relationships are well established (Ben Simon et al., 2020; Brissette & Cohen, 2002). In 

Carla’s case, she acknowledged that the mismatch in their sleeping patterns was a cause of 

friction, though it is unclear whether she attempted to address the tension. Existing literature 

often focussed on household members’ attempts to negotiate space (e.g., Hagedorn, 2021; 

McKay et al., 2021). Carla’s experience showed a potential for conflict when household 

members effectively lived in a different “time zone” during the lockdown.  

Beyond the home 

 In the TWTW model, taha whānau refers to one’s social connectedness extending 

beyond the immediate household (Durie, 1994). This section focusses on the impact of the 

pandemic on the participants’ wider social network. The lockdown prevented the participants 

from connecting physically with their extended whānau and friends, as well as prevented new 

relationships from forming at the university. During the lockdown, when physical gatherings 

were prohibited, social media became ubiquitous in facilitating the participants to keep in 

touch with others.   

 The pandemic and border closure prompted Allison to realise her parents’ mortality. 

Allison’s parents live in Australia: 

“They're mid-60s hopefully still have 20 years left in them. But it is getting to that 

point where you never know... you don't know what's going to happen from here on in. 
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And what the pandemic for me has done is kind of put this sense of importance on 

family. So I haven't been able to see them. I haven't seen them in years anyway. But I 

have that sense of urgency to get over there and see them because things could 

change drastically. I might not get to.” 

The pandemic shook Allison’s belief in her parents’ longevity, as evidenced by the 

contradiction between “still have 20 years left” and “you don’t know what’s going to 

happen”. Given her shock over the speed of the pandemic’s spread, Allison drew a parallel 

with her parents’ longevity with “things could change drastically”. 

 Carla similarly could not see an extended family member due to the pandemic: 

“I've got an auntie that has breast cancer. And not being able to see her for quite a 

while. It's quite hard. My mum really struggles with that as well. But we know that 

that's not worth breaking the rules. Because, you know, if we had the virus it would 

affect her and wouldn't be any good.” 

Carla hypothesised a situation where her family would unknowingly infect her aunt if 

they “had the virus”—showing an assumption that COVID-19 infection would be 

unnoticeable to the healthy family members but devastating for her aunt. Their decision to 

adhere to infection-control measures was centred around the aunt’s health more than their 

own. Carla framed the decision as a sacrifice where protecting her aunt’s taha tinana cost 

everyone’s taha hinengaro and taha whānau.  

Apart from extended family, friendship also forms one’s taha whānau. Both Brittany 

and Carla held high expectations of the social life at the university. Brittany stated: “a lot of 

people around me who had like older siblings…going to uni, there was always like the idea of 

like, party life and the social lifestyle.” Carla similarly expressed: “you see…on the movies, 

and on TV, they [the university students]… will have these crazy, unique experiences, making 
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so many friends and all this”. Their expectations were very similar to other first-year students 

in literature, and so was their disappointment. Brittany stated:  

“you don't really get that when you're in level three. So it kind of took away a lot of 

the social aspects of university to start with. Especially that first semester… I think we 

had a few weeks and then we went straight back into level three… about halfway 

through the semester. So pretty much the whole rest of my semester was online, I 

didn't really have any friends at uni. It was just kind of like another task in the 

lockdown bubble.” 

Brittany expected a lifestyle at the university, which implies a commitment that 

encompasses aspects of her life. Instead, she did not make any friends and without the crucial 

ingredient of friendships, university became a task. Despite starting the semester during 

COVID-response alert level one, “level three” dominated Brittany’s talk, demonstrating the 

lockdown’s influence on her recollection.  

Carla only made “one proper friend” since starting university. The term “proper” 

implies a certain quality someone must meet to be considered a friend. Unfortunately, the 

pandemic foiled Carla’s attempts at turning others into “proper friends”: 

“I seem to have [a] close-knit group of a couple of people, but yeah, just like, going to 

uni bars and stuff. Every time we make a plan to go, it seems like ‘Oh, look, we're into 

level two, we're into level three’, and stuff like that”.  

In literature, other first-year students spoke about spending time together as a critical 

factor in fostering friendship growth through the opportunity to discover mutual interests and 

to develop trust and intimacy (Buote et al., 2007). For Carla, going to on-campus bars served 

as an occasion to spend time with potential friends, and the changing alert levels hampered 

this during the pandemic. While Carla’s expectation of the “crazy, unique experience” may 

not be realistic, she did not experience the typical familiarisation trajectories like the students 
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in Nelson et al. (2008) due to the pandemic’s continual presence. As such, she still held the 

expectations of vibrant social life and attributed the lack of friendships formed solely to the 

pandemic.  

Social media 

Unsurprisingly, the participants used social media extensively during the lockdown to 

connect with existing friends and find support from strangers. This was in line with findings 

by existing literature (Fu et al., 2020; Teater et al., 2021). Brittany used an app called House 

Party, where up to ten people can video chat and watch movies together: “I had a few friends 

who had, like birthday parties via House Party. So that we can still sort of hang out and 

connect and have a chat without having to put each other at risk”. Brittany turned 18 years 

old during the pandemic, and her friends are likely of similar age; the House Party app 

allowed Brittany to celebrate this transition point virtually, facilitating the sharing of 

experience without physical contact.  

Carla’s experience-sharing went beyond the friendship circle. She began to practice 

mindfulness and meditation, which she claimed to be: 

“something I picked up during [the lockdown]… it might have been on TikTok about 

how other people were coping with the pandemic. It was something like the whole 

world was going through. And people were responding to it in different ways. Then I 

saw someone post about it, and I was like, ‘Oh, that's interesting. Maybe I should do 

some more research into it.’” 

Given Carla’s disbelief over the pandemic, the shared experience on social media 

seemed to normalise the pandemic for her, proving that she was living through an actual 

event that “the whole world was going through” and not living in a “movie” or “sci-fi world”. 

Furthermore, it provided a sense of solidarity in that “the whole world” could share their 

experience and coping strategies with others. Social media has been criticised for spreading 
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misinformation during the pandemic (Ahmed Siddiqui et al., 2020). Brittany and Carla’s 

experiences were a reminder of the “social” in social media and its ability to bring people 

together when they are physically apart. Carla’s experience especially demonstrated the 

utility of social media in promoting positive coping.  

While the participants spoke of social media’s positive influence on their wellbeing, 

its usage during the pandemic has also been linked to poorer psychological wellbeing 

(Geirdal et al., 2021). Brittany observed a backlash against social media in others during the 

pandemic: “a lot of people I know don't really use social media as much as they used to, since 

the whole social media detoxing last year (2020).” She experienced loneliness due to her 

friends’ detox: “it was hard to keep in touch with a lot of people… I only live with my 

parents. They can only do so much for me… Sometimes just no one to talk your ear off about 

stuff.” Social media was associated with lower loneliness for those experiencing isolation 

during the lockdown (Qian & Hanser, 2021; Teater et al., 2021). Brittany was isolated during 

the lockdown, given her household makeup, but at a time when she could benefit from the 

support offered by social media, it was unavailable due to the detox.  

Summary 

The lockdown’s very purpose of limiting social contact affected the participants’ 

relationships with others in significant ways. The lockdown brought many otherwise external 

activities such as studying into the home. The convergence of household members’ different 

needs for extended periods without the usual external venues to accommodate these needs 

placed intense pressure on household members to negotiate with each other. The participants 

experienced conflicts and cooperation between household members. Not all negotiations 

were successful. Despite the “butting heads” and distraction, the participants were ultimately 

appreciative of spending the lockdown with their families, stating that the experience 

“brought us together” (Allison) and “I’m so glad it’s my family all together” (Carla). 
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The participants experienced worries for their loved ones beyond the home, which 

was understandable as the lockdown did not sever whānau relationships. Their loved ones 

were vulnerable to COVID-19 infections. Protecting whānau’s physical health came at a 

detriment to the participants’ taha whānau. Social media became the de-facto method to 

contact their social circle during the lockdown. However, the pandemic frustrated Carla’s 

attempt to form friendships and put some of Brittany’s friendships on hold, negatively 

affecting their taha whānau. 

Studying in a pandemic 

 This final theme focusses on the impact of the pandemic on the participants’ 

university experience, with a particular focus on their academic learning. All three 

participants experienced a brief period of normal university operation before entering 

lockdown, and this section describes their initial adjustment to university in this brief period.  

This theme then discusses the participants’ experience with online learning, one of the 

hallmark characteristics of university during the pandemic. With online learning and 

lockdown, the participants had much more freedom over their studies. The impact of this 

increased autonomy on their study habits is discussed in the last subtheme, Autonomy.  

Initial adjustments 

The participants’ experience at university in the short time before the country entered 

lockdown was typical of the first-year experience reported in the literature. Brittany and Carla 

both held high expectations of a vibrant social life (Nelson et al., 2008; Wilson & Lizzio, 

2008). However, the participants also reported uncertainty around academic expectations. 

Allison stated: “I thought I was prepared, but didn’t really understand the full uni process.” 

Carla was the only participant who attended the university orientation programme. While she 

was given a physical tour of the campus: “being shown around the campus and showing 
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where our classes would be and like meeting people that would be studying in the same 

college as us.” Yet she was still confused by the academic expectations at the university: “I 

didn’t know… what type of work I was supposed to be producing.” Carla’s confusion shows 

that participating in orientation did not thoroughly prepare incoming students for the reality 

of academic life at university.  

The participants that came from non-conventional backgrounds had doubts about their 

abilities. Allison stated, “I haven't studied for 15 years, and I never finished high school. So it 

was quite a daunting thing to take on.” Brittany also did not finish high school, gaining entry 

via discretionary entrance. She initially did not see herself as university material: “I think it 

was for people who were a lot more intelligent than I am... Yeah, so I sort of like convinced 

myself that I wasn't good enough to go to uni.” Once started, Brittany found that her fears 

were unfounded: “once I got to uni, I sort of realised that the bar is not as high and I thought, 

‘I'm pretty capable of getting through it!’” Whereas Allison’s self-doubt persisted, 

culminating in her “stressed very early on” (Discussed in Mental Health). 

The participants were still adjusting to the university environment when the lockdown 

was announced. Carla described the upheaval following the announcement as: 

“We were thrown into lockdown. And all this information was coming at us, what's 

happening with each class and I found it quite hard to keep up to date with like, what 

was happening for each single class? Because some of them you know, it was just 

watching videos for it. Others had zoom lectures, and then they will have drop-in 

sessions. Yeah, and due dates were all changing.” 

  The confusion during this time was evident in the description. Internal students like 

the participants typically have very predictable class delivery in format (lecture/tutorials) and 

timetable. This predictability was upended by the inconsistent content delivery adjustments 

across different courses and further complicated by inconsistency in the quality of the 
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pandemic response by individual lecturers. Carla observed that “some lecturers are definitely 

a lot better with the pandemic than others are.”, citing one specific example:  

“One lecturer has been a bit slack…We usually have this class on Thursday morning 

and [the lecturer] said, ‘I will have a video up by that time.’ And I don't think it was 

posted until like, Friday night or Saturday, and there was no further emails from them 

or anything. And then they sent out an email. I think on the Sunday, ‘we're gonna 

organise a zoom catch up for that week.’ They said ‘I will organise it for Friday 

morning’, but I was like, ‘Friday? It's just been...’” 

Prompt communication from teaching staff is linked to student interest and 

engagement (Mazer, 2013; Xerri et al., 2018). The unreliable communication was frustrating 

for the students’ progress through course content. It could also add stress to students to keep 

up with the lecturer’s ever-shifting deadlines. Lastly, the lecturer served as a powerful role 

model; their tardiness in correspondence could be interpreted by the students as disinterest, 

permitting students to follow their example and be “slack”. This experience was 

acknowledged by Carla as an extreme, remarking that “overall, it’s been pretty good, I would 

say.” The difference between Carla’s overall evaluation of Massey’s teaching COVID-

response and this lecturer shows the variation in the quality of the response. The implication 

of the lecturer’s tardiness in an online learning environment is discussed in the next section.  

Online learning 

All three participants initially enrolled as internal students and expected to experience 

university life on campus. The move to online teaching came as a disappointment. Carla 

wondered: “what's happening with uni? Like, whether you're going to have an actual 

experience as a uni student?” The implication of her question showed that she did not 

consider her experience so far to be a genuine one. Brittany’s statement that “Zoom wasn't 
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really a part of that schema for me” also showed her disappointment over having to study 

online when she signed up to experience university on-campus.  

The participants reported some dissatisfaction with online learning, and the causes of 

their dissatisfaction were identical to the ones reported in the literature: the lack of 

collaboration between students and lack of communication from staff (Gonzalez-Ramirez et 

al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020).  

Both Allison and Brittany reported less collaboration with classmates during online 

teaching, but for different reasons. For Allison, it was due to the lack of attendance: “I found 

that those classes were so small in comparison to groups, like one of my classes, for three of 

the sessions, I was the only person turning up.”. Collaborative learning could not happen 

without other students. However, Allison did benefit from being the sole student in her 

classes: “it actually turned out to be better than the groups because you get this one-on-one 

training.” In an era of increasing class sizes, Allison experienced the rare luxury of the 

lecturer’s undivided attention and individualised class content during the pandemic.   

In contrast, for Brittany, the lack of collaboration was caused by self-consciousness:  

“It's a lot more natural to be able to have a discussion in the class between the 

lecturer or the tutor and the classmates… a little like more naturally than on Zoom, 

it's almost impossible for everyone to not feel awkward or be talking over each other 

and things like that. … I think nonverbal social cues are almost impossible to 

decipher on Zoom. So people do find that quite difficult. And it might not come across 

the right way.” 

 Allison explained the importance of collaboration between students: “Being able to 

bounce ideas off of other people, and hear other people's ideas just sparks so much more and 

adds so much more to the learning experience.” Allison’s explanation touched on the 

recognised benefits of collaborative learning; by “bouncing ideas off”, students engage in 
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meta-cognition and gain a deeper understanding of the knowledge by discussing with each 

other (Freeman et al., 2014; Jeffery & Bauer, 2020). Neither Allison nor Brittany experienced 

these benefits during online learning. Their contrasting experience highlighted that student 

collaboration does not happen automatically within a group of students.  

Zoom fatigue was a likely cause of Brittany’s online classroom experience. Brittany 

explained: “I was on Zoom for four days a week, almost nine to four. So that was quite a lot 

on my battery and my social battery as well.” It is reasonable to expect other students to feel 

the same after all-day Zoom sessions. Her comment about “nonverbal social cues” 

highlighted the added cognitive load to decipher and transmit social cues (Bailenson, 2021; 

Peper et al., 2021). Zoom fatigue was linked to increased depression and anxiety (Peper et al., 

2021). Brittany was already deep in depression (discussed in Mental Health), and she was 

unlikely to be alone in feeling depressed. Depression and anxiety lead to social withdrawal, 

neither of which would be conducive to collaborative learning (Vittengl & Holt, 1998).  

Brittany used the discussion board feature in her learning management platform to 

compensate for the lack of collaboration in Zoom classes. Interestingly, Brittany found the 

discussion board to be “able to somewhat imitate what we could get in [in-person] class”. 

Given Brittany’s reservations around misinterpreting social cues on Zoom, it is surprising 

that the discussion board, being a wholly written medium, made a closer approximation of an 

in-person class than its video-conferencing counterpart. This could be due to the discussion 

board, being an asynchronous communication (the responses are not usually instant), 

removing the cognitive load to decipher the social cues under time pressure, or the written 

medium removed the expectations of non-verbal social cues altogether. Hence, although 

Brittany found the discussion board more collaborative than Zoom lectures, it was still only a 

just-acceptable alternative given the lockdown restrictions.  

 Carla perceived online learning to make seeking feedback difficult. She stated:  
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“Not being able to meet face to face with like lecturers or tutors or anything like that 

to discuss my work, let me know how I was doing. You know, we've got like, a little 

comment section at the end of like our assignments and stuff, but doesn't tell you 

really in depth how you're going and what you need to do better and stuff like that.” 

The “comment section at the end of assignments” would undoubtedly inform Carla of 

her progress and areas for improvement. Yet, she expected a more in-depth and interactive 

form of feedback via face-to-face meetings. Carla displayed an expectation typical of first-

year students as reported in the literature (Brinkworth et al., 2009; Crisp et al., 2009). While 

Carla did not go so far as to feel “short-changed” (Hockings, 2018, p.149) by the experience, 

she nevertheless desired more feedback than in the comment section. Like her unmet 

expectations regarding the friendships formed at the university (in Lockdown with others), 

Carla’s expectations regarding feedback were unlikely to be met regardless of the pandemic. 

She solely attributed this to online learning rather than realising that her expectations were 

unrealistic in the first place. It was unclear whether Carla attempted to seek face-to-face 

feedback via virtual means such as Zoom. Existing literature reported that students often 

hesitated to reach out to teaching staff during online learning due to its perceived formality 

(McKay et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020). Carla’s experience with the tardy lecturer also 

highlighted another possibility: some teaching staff may simply be unreachable during the 

lockdown. 

Interestingly, network issues, usually the number one complaint for students studying 

online (Hagedorn et al., 2021; Shim & Lee, 2020), was absent in the participants’ 

recollection. While participants would undoubtedly have experienced connection issues, it 

was the lack of collaboration they focussed on. This may reflect the participants’ acceptance 

of network issues as an inherent part of online learning. However, it could also reflect the 

centrality of relationships in learning and engagement (Lee et al., 2021; Sarder, 2014). 
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Autonomy 

This theme covers two types of autonomy—autonomy over independent learning, and 

autonomy over the structure of their days during the lockdown. The participants had more 

freedom to structure their days during the lockdown. While this freedom came as a relief 

from the pace of university, it also hindered the participants’ move to independent learning 

by encouraging procrastination and loafing.  

Allison was very vocal about the improved mental health that came from having “my 

own sort of schedule to run by. I didn't have to be here at this time and whatever” (discussed 

in Mental Health). Brittany’s preference of autonomy centred around sitting examinations 

remotely:  

“I don’t like sitting in a cold exam hall… we're able to bring in a lot more 

supplementary materials into an online exam…none of them have been closed-book. A 

lot of them have had timers and things like that… and I do prefer it, I think I'm able to 

create a better quality of work when I'm not under a ‘three-hour limit, write three 

essays’, rather, I can have like a day to write three essays and edit them and things 

like that.” 

As part of COVID-response, many universities have moved traditional paper-based 

examinations to online options. The move to online exams lowered students' test anxiety, as 

evidenced by Brittany’s talk of the lower pressure when sitting exams remotely. Test anxiety 

is a common experience for students that can negatively impact their academic achievements 

(Rana & Mahmood, 2010; Zeidner, 1998). Brittany’s description of the traditional exam 

format being “three-hour limit, write three essays” covered some well-known situational 

factors that influence test anxiety—time pressure and cognitive complexity (Zeidner, 1998). 

Time pressure is particularly detrimental to female students’ performance (de Paola & Gioia, 

2016; Kellogg et al., 1999). The description of “write three essays” showed the cognitive 
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complexity of Brittany’s exams—she needed to retrieve knowledge, synthesise the recalled 

knowledge, and present arguments in a logically written format, all within tight time 

constraints. Brittany’s observation about the “cold exam hall” also pointed to the 

environment influencing test anxiety. In traditional exams, the students are often allocated to 

unfamiliar rooms, grouped with random strangers, and with invigilators supervising, all of 

which contribute to test anxiety (Zeidner, 1998).  

In comparison, students who were given more control over their testing situation often 

reported lower test anxiety (Gharib et al., 2012; Zeidner, 1998). Online exams allowed 

students to control many anxiety-provoking factors; they can create a comforting 

environment rather than a “cold exam hall”, the relaxed timeframe gave students more 

control over their pace through the exam. It is therefore unsurprising that Brittany preferred 

online exams.  

A key difference between high school and university studies is the reliance on 

independent learning; the university learning centres and peers facilitate this transition to a 

certain extent (Field et al., 2014; Hockings et al., 2018). The timing of the lockdown so soon 

after the start of the semester gave students little time to become familiar with university 

support and form relationships with peers, rendering them primarily self-reliant during the 

lockdown.  

Both Allison and Carla spoke about spending minimum efforts on assessment and 

aimed for passing grades rather than excellence. For Allison, this was habit-forming: 

“I'm a shaky studier regardless of things being smooth or not, you know, I'm a bit of a 

last-minute crammer… I get into distractions easily, so I would say [the distractions] 

put me behind. I was doing everything last minute. But to be fair, I'm still like that 

now. It's almost like that happening has formed a habit for me. Because I know I can 

get away with that behaviour and pass.” 
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Allison identified herself as someone who struggles with independent study by nature. 

Studying during a lockdown posed additional distractors from her partner, which were 

discussed in Lockdown with others. Allison’s focus on “passing” as a goal showed a tendency 

to surface learning. Surface learning refers to the approach to learning that requires minimal 

engagement, learning that relies on memorisation and “usually an intention to gain a passing 

grade” (Smith & Colby, 2007, p. 206). Receiving satisfactory grades after all the distractions 

reinforced the surface-learning behaviour, and Allison showed no motivation to change.  

In contrast, deep learning refers to a high-engagement approach where the student 

actively tries to make connections between concepts, trying to understand the “big ideas” (p. 

206) within the text, and deriving intrinsic interest in learning and obtaining knowledge 

(Smith & Colby, 2007). Carla’s experience was one of disengagement from studies to 

engagement, surface to deep learning. She spent her March lockdown “watching Netflix and 

snacking all day”, and her studies at the time consisted of: 

“I was like, ‘Oh, there's no rush. I'm not going anywhere.’ There's nothing, I don't 

need to rush into it. And I was leaving things to the last minute. I'm not really caring 

about it. Especially because they said that they were bumping us up grades, due to the 

pandemic. And I was like, ‘Oh, it doesn't matter if I do poorly on it, they'll bump me 

up a little bit. So won't be too bad.’” 

The perception that “there’s no rush” lowered the urgency of attending to her studies. 

Carla became ambivalent about her studies due to interpreting the university’s policy 

response to accommodate for COVID disruptions as a message of leniency. As a result, she 

“kind of lost motivation completely in the first semester. And kind of just trying to pass more 

so than anything.” This statement shows the unintended consequence of the university's 

COVID response of stripping Carla of her accountability. Carla perceived the university as 
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guaranteeing adequate grades through their “grade-bump”, leaving her with no incentive to 

engage deeply with course content when a desirable outcome was already secured. 

Carla then regained her motivation to study in Semester Two 2020. She stated:  

“In the second semester, I was like, ‘No, I need I need to really focus on this... this is 

something that I really want to do.’ And I started engaging more with the course 

content, and really enjoying it and enjoying what I was learning definitely made a 

difference. I wanted to do the work, I wanted to do more research into it, I wanted to 

know more so I was quite motivated to do it.”.  

Recalling Carla’s belief after the first lockdown that “we’ll get back to normal”, by 

Semester Two 2020, the believed one-off lockdown was over. The temporary suspension of 

normality and the added leniency of the COVID-related grade adjustments were no longer 

present. Carla was now solely responsible for her academic performance, which prompted a 

renewed desire to engage with course content. Her utilisation of deep learning is evidenced in 

her deriving pleasure from the process of learning (“I started engaging more… and really 

enjoying it”). Carla’s experience in the second semester could be characterised as an example 

of how “engagement breeds engagement” (Kahu, 2013, p.767). Without the security of a 

“grade-bump,” she was forced to dedicate more effort to study; and in doing so, she found her 

passion and enjoyment in the content again. 

Summary 

 The participants in this study were no different to the reported literature when they 

encountered the academic expectation at university. The pandemic disrupted their adjustment 

process and plunged the participants into independent study sooner and perhaps to a greater 

degree—without the pandemic, they would have formed friendships with other students to 

navigate the transition together, but the timing of the lockdown prevented the participants 

from forming these friendships. 
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 During the lockdown, the participants struggled with accountability to study. This was 

not surprising, given that their only experiences were high school's highly structured days 

(Hockings et al., 2018). Allison formed a habit of last-minute effort for assessments as a 

result, whereas Carla regained the motivation to engage with the course content following the 

removal of the “grade bump”.  

Conclusion 

This chapter focussed on the pandemic’s impact on the participants’ overall 

wellbeing, and then its impact on their journey as first-year students. Some findings were 

similar to existing literature; such as the pandemic’s toll on mental health despite it also 

relieving some existing anxieties. Physically, the participants reported worse dietary 

behaviour during the lockdown. Academically the participants’ experience with online 

learning was also similar to existing literature. Some new insights covered in this chapter 

include the participants’ use of walks as a space-claiming action, conflicts arising in the 

household due to household members’ different daily schedules and activity levels, and the 

unintended consequence of universities’ COVID-response policy on student motivation. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

 This research aimed to examine the first-year student experience under a pandemic. 

Three participants were interviewed, representing the three typical pathways to university—

one a school-leaver, one who planned to take a gap year, and a mature-age student. Using 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, the interviews revealed the collision of pandemic 

stress and the usual first-year adjustment stress. As far as I know, this thesis was the first of 

its kind in New Zealand and one of the few existing studies on the pandemic’s impact on 

first-year university students. The participants’ recollection painted a chronological picture of 

their wellbeing and university experience as the pandemic progressed and shed light on their 

inner experience as events unfolded. These findings would not be possible with a quantitative 

study and tapped into the human experience behind the labels like “COVID cohort” and 

“first-year student”. 

This chapter consists of the concluding remarks from the present study. The findings 

and contribution of this thesis are discussed first. Then, policy recommendations based on the 

results are made. Finally, this chapter ends with a reflection on the limitations and future 

research directions.  

Summary of Findings 

 The research set out to explore three topics, which were: 

• How did the pandemic impact the first-year experience in New Zealand? 

• How did the pandemic impact the first-year students’ wellbeing? 

• How did the students cope with the pandemic’s impact on their wellbeing? 

This section summarises the research’s finding to address each of the above topics. It 

also highlights this research’s contribution to the existing knowledge.  
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The First-Year Experience 

An immediate observation from the participants’ journey to university was Brittany’s 

decision to study was motivated by the border closure and economic downturn; this 

highlights the pandemic’s direct influence on university enrolment. The participants began 

with typical expectations of first-year students as reported in literature. Despite their diverse 

backgrounds, all admitted to being academically underprepared. The younger participants 

were excited about the social life at university. Their expectations were informed by popular 

culture and older students. This shows the role of media and folklore in creating and 

maintaining the “idealised visions” that first-year students hold about university.  

For the participants, the move to online learning introduced a new set of adjustments 

while they were still adjusting to university. Like many first-year students, the participants 

struggled with independent learning and studying online during lockdown involved 

independent learning at its most extreme. All participants struggled with motivation during 

this time. Their struggles were caused by external distractions such as other people at home 

and the university’s grade-adjustment policy which inadvertently removed incentives to 

expend effort. The participants’ experiences with online classes were mixed, but a lack of 

collaboration was a common missing component in their online learning experience.  

The participants in this study enrolled as on-campus students but spent most of their 

first year at university during a pandemic. Consequently, the younger participants did not 

consider their time so far as a genuine university experience; this is a common feeling 

reported by other first-year students in literature. It can be argued that they did not have the 

“genuine” university experience of recognising their unrealistic expectations. The pandemic 

simultaneously deprived them of an on-campus experience they expected while keeping them 

ignorant of the reality of their expectations.  
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Wellbeing 

None of the participants had contracted COVID-19 at the time of the interviews. 

Weight gain was the only standalone aspect of the pandemic’s impact on participants’ taha 

tinana. The participants readily identified snacking and a sedentary lifestyle during the March 

lockdown as the causes of their weight gain and acted to prevent it in the subsequent 

lockdowns.  

Two participants disclosed mental health challenges that pre-date university entrance, 

but all experienced worse mental health as the pandemic progressed. Prominent feelings 

identified were confusion, hopelessness, and anxiety. Chronologically, the participants found 

the slow pace of the March lockdown enjoyable. Following the March lockdown, two distinct 

profiles of mental health impact emerged. The anxious participant struggled with returning to 

normal post-lockdown, while the other two were frustrated by repeated lockdowns and their 

associated hopelessness. This highlights the different mechanisms that the pandemic could 

affect mental health and the possible role of personality in influencing mental health during 

the pandemic.  

All participants lived with others during the pandemic and found the experience to 

strengthen their taha whānau. However, their day-to-day lives were not without conflict, 

which often arose from catering to the different household members’ needs in a limited 

space. The contrast between their daily experience and overall gratitude towards family 

shows the contradiction between the lived experience (phenomenology) and meaning-making 

(hermeneutic) of the experience. Beyond the immediate family, the participants spoke about 

worries for their extended whānau members’ health, frustration at not making friends at the 

university and losing contact with existing friends due to the “digital detox”. 



83 

 

The participants were initially unable to identify impacts on taha wairua due to their 

secular background. However, a closer examination of their talk showed the pandemic’s 

disruption of their self-esteem and sense of peace and balance with the world. The 

participants found the very concept of a pandemic unfathomable, and its presence upended 

their beliefs about the world. Signs of grief were evident in the participants as they spoke 

about the time and opportunities lost due to the pandemic.  

Coping 

The participants utilised several coping strategies to address the various impacts of the 

pandemic. Acceptance and personal values were used to manage the feelings of confusion 

and disbelief. The participants also employed downward comparison to normalise their 

pandemic experience. The downward comparison, especially to other countries, showed New 

Zealand’s privileged position of relatively lower pandemic impact.  

Practical activities the participants employed to cope with the pandemic include 

mindfulness and meditation, using social media to facilitate social gatherings, and utilising 

the discussion board of the online learning system to overcome the lack of engagement in 

online learning. In addition, going out for walks became a space-claiming action during this 

time. Despite its obvious physical and mental health benefits, it was the escapism that the 

participants sought. These walks were also used as a conflict-resolution strategy, it was 

offered as a goal-directed behaviour when few alternatives were available.  

Limitations and Reflection 

 IPA often employs a homogenous sample. The participants achieved the desired 

homogeneity in their first year at university being 2020. The uniformity in their gender and 

ethnicity (Caucasian females), living situations and enrolment in arts (two in psychology, one 

in creative writing) were unintentional. The homogeneity in gender and ethnicity reflected the 
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inherent demographic of the university (Massey University, 2021), two participants lived in 

parental homes, and this was likely a reflection of the high cost of living. The heavy presence 

of psychology students in this sample stemmed from snowball sampling via Brittany. On the 

other hand, the participants were diverse in their age and life experience before university 

study, and their pre-university life undoubtedly influenced their university experience, this 

represented a possible deviation from the homogeneity desired in IPA studies.  

 The quality of information elicited depends on the interviewer’s skills (Kvale, 2007). I 

consider myself an adequate conversationalist but struggled to balance a pre-set interview 

schedule with the conversational flow. It wasn’t until I read the transcripts that I realised 

some pertinent conversation threads were left unexplored. Additionally, two of the interviews 

were conducted online via Zoom. As Brittany stated, non-verbal social cues were difficult to 

decipher over an online platform. In interpretivism, the researcher co-creates a shared reality 

with the participant (Grant & Giddings, 2002). This co-creation was challenging to establish 

without the natural authenticity of face-to-face interaction. Therefore, the small Zoom screens 

were a barrier for the participants and me to immerse in the experience fully.  

 Similarly, IPA as a methodology was brand new to me as a researcher. Although I 

understood the philosophical positioning of IPA, how to put this into practice was less clear. 

Smith et al. (2009) cautioned that novice researchers’ analyses often remain descriptive rather 

than interpretative, and I challenged myself to venture beyond the descriptive. On the other 

hand, how to remain faithful to the participant’s experience during the double hermeneutic 

without veering into speculation also became a delicate balancing act. This was especially 

difficult during the August 2021 lockdown when I was writing about the lockdowns while 

living through one. The parallel between research and real life made bracketing those 

assumptions difficult. The participants were offered the opportunity to provide feedback on 

the initial analysis, but none took up the offer. Instead, I referred to the original transcript as 
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the analysis process became more abstract to ensure that all interpretations were based on the 

participants’ phenomenology, and the research supervisor read the analyses for quality 

control. I hope that I did an adequate job of describing the participants’ experiences, 

interpreting their interpretations and communicating my interpretation.  

Practice Recommendations 

A discrepancy between the learning approaches of secondary schools and tertiary 

education is well documented in literature (Green, 2008; Hockings et al., 2018). The 

participants’ experience showed that the confusion over academic requirements was shared 

among all students, and Carla’s experience showed that the university orientation did not 

thoroughly address this. Massey University could consider running seminars dedicated solely 

to communicating the academic expectations during the orientation. Setting aside a dedicated 

time conveys the importance of the topic to students. It would also provide sufficient time to 

provide a detailed explanation of what learning at university does and does not look like to 

avoid future grumbles of wanting “in-depth feedback”.  

Green (2008) pointed out that independent learning skills were either not taught or 

relegated to axillary services such as learning support. Considering its central role to 

university success, independent learning should be taught as a part of the core curriculum. At 

the present, Massey University offers “230.111 Tu Kupu: Writing and Inquiry” as a 

compulsory course for Bachelor of Communication students, but no similar compulsory 

courses are prescribed for psychology students (Massey University, 2022a, 2022b, 2022c). 

Furthermore, this course is taught during semester time concurrently with other academic 

courses. Instead, Tu Kupu should precede other courses given its foundational nature. 

Combrink and Oosthuizen (2020) presented a case of first-year seminar as a summer school 

course, the students would be taught the necessary skills for university success before the 

academic year starts. This, coupled with dedicated seminars during Orientation for the 
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latecomers, would equip students with the necessary knowledge and skills to tackle 

independent learning.   

Due to the necessity of online teaching during the pandemic, adapting learning to be 

technology-mediated without compromising student engagement and achievement became a 

pressing topic. Several authors have suggested ways to increase student engagement in online 

learning. Lee et al. (2021) especially cautioned against technology solutionism in online 

learning—the tendency to use simple, technology-mediated solutions for complex 

phenomena such as student engagement. Regardless of the online or offline learning 

environment, it should be remembered that authentic relationships still form the basis of 

student engagement (Lee et al., 2021; Sarder, 2014). 

Direction for Future Research 

The profiles of mental health impact observed in the participants seemed to be linked 

to personality. While existing research such as Hamza et al. (2021) and Ogawa et al. (2021) 

studied the link between personality and lockdown experience, this research shed light on 

how personality differences could influence the post-lockdown experience. A more 

comprehensive study on personality and mental health post-lockdown will allow for more 

targeted mental health intervention post-lockdown.  

Many studies on life in lockdown explored the household members’ need to negotiate 

over space, and this study uncovered another potential source of conflict—different sleeping 

patterns. A shift to nocturnal preference was reported during the lockdown (Evans et al., 

2021; Kaparounaki et al., 2020). Not all are susceptible to this shift, leading to conflicts 

arising due to sleep disturbances. The impact of being in lockdown with someone who 

effectively lives in a different “time zone” at home remains an unexplored area of research.  

Brittany and Carla entered adulthood during the pandemic, and they spent most of 

their adulthood so far living through an extraordinary global event. Brittany recognised its 
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impact on her “life trajectory” so far. The long-term effect of the pandemic on this cohort’s 

life course remains to be seen. According to the Life Course Theory, coinciding a global 

event with a cohort’s transition points would profoundly impact this cohort’s life course 

(Weaver et al., 2021). So far, Brittany has observed grief anecdotally in herself and others. 

The impact of their collective grief in the coming years is an area for further study. 

Similarly, the participants were a unique cohort of students whose undergraduate 

years almost entirely consisted of online learning in the pandemic’s shadow. Unlike other 

cohorts, they battled multiple stressors such as prolonged “emergency” online learning, 

COVID-related anxiety, COVID-related job losses, and for others, juggling studying and 

working in essential services. The impact of this multitude of stressors on this cohort’s 

retention and academic achievement remains to be seen and needs to be researched as they 

progress.  

Lastly, none of the participants in this study disclosed family commitments during the 

pandemic. Female students were found to spend a significant amount of time on unpaid 

labour, such as household chores pre-pandemic (Beban & Trueman, 2018), and the pandemic 

worsened the existing gender gap in unpaid household labour (Fortier, 2020). While existing 

literature studied the impact of the lockdown on parents, it is unclear whether the same 

happens with childless women in cohabiting relationships or for adult daughters living with 

parents.  

Concluding Remarks  

 This chapter outlined the findings and contributions of this research, then its 

limitations before making suggestions for future research and practice recommendations. 

This research was the first of its kind in New Zealand and highlighted the pandemic’s impact 

on the first-year students of 2020. The research painted a chronological picture of the 

participants’ inner experience as their pandemic and university journeys evolved. Their 
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experiences were a juxtaposition of contradictions—accepting the existence of a pandemic 

despite feeling surreal; their gratitude towards being in lockdown with their loved ones 

despite the tension and conflicts in the day-to-day lockdown life; grieving for the life plan 

lost due to the pandemic while embracing the new life trajectory… their experiences showed 

the dialectical nature of the human experience. For many, including the participants, the 

pandemic was an incomprehensible time. Yet despite the confusion they soldiered on, 

sometimes in inventive ways. Ultimately, the participants recounted personal growth and 

gratitude from their pandemic experience. Their relationships strengthened. Some found a 

calling. The pandemic’s effect on the participants was profound, but they emerged from its 

aftermath, finding new meaning in their experience.  
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Appendix 1. Recruitment Flyers 
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Appendix 2. Social Media Recruitment Post 
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Appendix 3. Information Sheet 
 

 



92 

 

 

  



93 

 

Appendix 4. Consent Form 
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Appendix 5. Interview Schedule 
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Appendix 6. Debrief sheet 

 

 

  

Thank you for participating in this research. 

 

Sometimes issues can arise from participating in research that make people distressed. If 

this happens to you, you can reach out to these free, confidential services. These 

services are run by trained professionals who are here to help.  

 

Massey University Health Clinic—Auckland    (09) 213 6700 

Massey University Health Clinic—Manawatu    (06) 350 5533 

Massey University Health Clinic—Wellington    (04) 979 3030 

*Lifeline               0800 543 354 or free text 4357 

*Need to talk?                  Free call or text 1737 

*Samaritans        0800 726 666 

 

* Indicates an independent organisation (not run by Massey University) 

 

*Call 111 or go to the nearest hospital if in an emergency* 
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