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The aim of this research was to explore Italian students’ lockdown experience during
the COVID-19 pandemic to understand their emotions and the coping strategies they
played out during their daily lives at home through photo diaries. The research was
carried out in six Italian universities involving 109 participants. The task required each
student to take one photo per day for one week in T1 and one in T2, representing their
mood during their daily life at home and to give it a title and a brief description.
Overall, 1,526 photographs with texts were collected. The main subjects of the
photographs were objects, the most frequent coping strategy was self-distraction,
and most participants expressed emotions of joy and anticipation but also sadness
and fear. Then, the associations between the characteristics of their photos and the
emotions and coping strategies from their diary entries were analyzed. For example,
emotional support and joy were positively associated with family, pets, and food,
while fear and sadness were represented with objects. Implications of the results are
discussed, including considerations about using photo diaries during collective
disasters.
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1. Introduction

On March 9%, 2020, the Italian government enforced nationwide lockdown measures to
reduce the risk of infection due to COVID-19. People must stay at home and several
restrictions such as travel ones and the closure of schools and nonessential commercial
activities and industries were aimed at socially isolate themselves. On March 12", 2020, there
were 15,224 infected people and daily growth of approximately +5,000 per day. Lockdown
measures were partially eased in the first days of May 2020, that is, after about two months
of stay-at-home orders.

The mandatory social confinement, the closures of schools and universities, emergency
remote learning, and restricted face-to-face relationships with peers have negatively
impacted people’s lives, especially younger people’s (Rossi et al., 2020). Indeed, social
opportunities and interactions are highly valuable for youths, whose evolutionary tasks tightly
deal with autonomy and independence boosts, as well as with identity definition (Beyers et
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al., 2003). In this vein, many studies focused on the adverse effects of the pandemic and the
related social distancing measures on the physical and psychosocial well-being of young
people, e.g., university students (Galle et al., 2020; Marelli et al., 2021; Prati, 2021;
Procentese et al., 2020; Quintiliani et al., 2021). However, few studies have explored the daily
lives of students, the emotions they experienced during the pandemic, and what strategies
they implemented to cope with the difficulties of that moment (Di Napoli et al., 2021; Gatti
& Procentese, 2021; Marzana et al., 2021; Migliorini et al., 2021; Procentese at al., 2021).

Specifically, several studies have documented the impact of pandemic COVID-19 on the
mental and physical health of young adults (Parola et al., 2020). First, the sedentary behaviors
increased significantly in the daily lives of young people during the lockdown, with more time
spent using electronic devices (Gallé et al., 2020). The lockdown has also affected sleep quality
(Cellini et al., 2020), with an increase in insomnia symptoms, and this impact was higher in
students than in workers (Marelli et al., 2021).

Concerning the psycho-emotional aspects, people showed depressive or anxious
symptoms during the lockdown, particularly students (Marelli et al.,, 2021). Learners
experienced an increase in perceived stress, as well as a decrease in attention span and
difficulty in studying (Baloran, 2020; Quintiliani et al., 2021). Indeed, student status was
significantly associated with a greater psychological impact of the pandemic and higher levels
of stress, anxiety, and depression (Wang et al., 2020). Overall, the nationwide lockdown has
led to negative mental health consequences (Brooks et al., 2020; Prati, 2021).

Nevertheless, the feeling of being part of an academic community in which their opinion
mattered and which they could improve by actively engaging proved to represent protective
factors in the face of this increased stress (Procentese et al., 2020). Further, resilience skills
were a protective factor to overcome difficulties in studying and interpersonal relationships
(Quintiliani et al., 2021) and positive emotions moderate the effect of resilience on social
wellbeing (Arslan, 2021). Youths revealed adaptive coping strategies, e.g., planning their daily
routine, engaging in structured activities, and developing new interests (Baloran, 2020;
Pigaiani et al., 2020; Procentese et al., 2021). Individuals experienced fear of loneliness, but
they also had a positive experience of reflexivity and better self-awareness by developing new
personal perspectives (Gattino et al., 2022; Migliorini et al., 2021).

Some people experienced posttraumatic growth (Jenkins et al., 2021; Ulset & von Soest,
2022), i.e., positive changes after challenging life crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic
(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). People may have experienced this aversive event as a
springboard for personal growth and development. Indeed, a higher level of posttraumatic
growth was positively associated with positive mental health and higher engagement in
prosocial behaviors (Canale et al., 2021).

Overall, this historic moment has represented a unique and unprecedented event in
people’s lives, which touched everyone worldwide. To our knowledge, no study has used
photography to explore the daily life of students who experienced lockdown, that is, staying
at home, away from university life and face-to-face relationships and interactions with other
students and professors. For this reason, the present study explored the daily life of university
students under lockdown restrictions through photo diaries.

1.1 Using photo diaries

Mobile communication and visual language (i.e., photographs and images) are crucial in
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human life, and participatory methodologies should be adapted to suit participants’ needs in
the research process (Branquinho et al., 2020; Kim, 2016; Volpe, 2019).

Photo diaries are an adaptation of the photovoice method and consist of gathering data in
the field, as people are engaged to reflect on the ‘everydayness’ of their lives through their
pictures and short texts (Bellar, 2017; Shankar et al., 2018; Staiano et al., 2012; Volpe, 2019).
According to the photovoice, participants can capture their living context and visually express
their ideas and emotions by shooting photographs. They are considered the real experts as
they are those who experience the contexts investigated (Wang & Burris, 1997).

Photovoice has been implemented in different contexts with different populations
(Catalani, & Minkler, 2010) and several adaptations of the methodology have been made over
the years (e.g., Derr, & Simons, 2020; Gaboardi et al., 2022). It aims for empowerment of
participants and social change. Indeed, also the adaptations of this method have testified how
the use of photography can help participants have greater awareness about issues important
to them, be able to express latent ideas and emotions that are difficult to express in words,
gain greater control over their lives and environment (Foster-Fishman et al., 2005; Junaedi et
al., 2022). Visual research methods may offer a more immediate, holistic, and person-
centered approach. They may be useful in gaining a nuanced understanding and in eliciting
implicit ideas, emotions, and experiences (Kahu, & Picton, 2022).

In accordance with this, photo diaries allow collecting information as it happens,
complementing text with a photograph (Shankar et al.,, 2018). As evidenced by other
experiences of photovoice involving different cities and contexts (Gaboardi et al., 2022), it is
important to match the text to the photo in order to properly interpret the image based on
what the person who took it wants to convey. In addition, we can consider the choice of words
that accompanies the photos as a reflection of the identity and mental states of the narrators
(Gatti et al., 2021). Language is actually one of the most important tools for translating mental
content into an explicit and communicable form (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010). If it is true
that narrative has the power to transform the extraordinary into the ordinary, to construct
meaning, to rework events, to share and produce alternative versions of reality (Bruner, 1991;
Smorti, 2007; Veglia & Di Fini, 2017), then analyzing the photographs and the words chosen
to narrate the pandemic can be an opportunity to access individuals’ experiences
iconographically, semantically, and linguistically.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the use of diaries with students proved to be a useful tool
to deepen how they experienced lockdown measures (Procentese at al., 2021). However, few
studies have rather used photography to document the COVID-19 pandemic experience, e.g.,
international photo-elicitation research with medical students (Dworkin et al., 2021), an
extended photo essay in a Canadian University (Metcalfe, 2021), an Instagram-based project
about experiencing urban spaces while staying at home during COVID-19-related lockdown in
Italy (Gatti et al., 2021), and a photovoice project on the factors associated with physical
distancing compliance among young adults in Indonesia (Junaedi et al., 2022).

Further, to our knowledge, no research has applied photo diaries to document the day-by-
day experience of students throughout the lockdown. Therefore, we decided to use this
methodology for three main reasons.

First, we aimed at collecting the point of view of a section of the population that has been
one of the most affected by the lockdown measures, particularly by the closure of universities
and social distancing at a stage of life when education and relationships are key elements for
development (Beyers et al., 2003; Branquinho et al., 2020; Procentese et al., 2021).
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Second, qualitative methodologies are able to capture the voice of the participants
(Branquinho et al., 2020; Varma et al., 2021) in a more dynamic and engaging way, i.e., the
taking of the photographs. In fact, many students were involved in different quantitative
research that required the completion of questionnaires during the months of lockdown.
Photo diaries may provide an opportunity to reflect on their experience without additional
paperwork, freely choosing the most appropriate time during the day to complete it, and
personally selecting the content to submit, without the risk of interruption by family members
or cohabitants or potential technological limitations (Varma et al., 2021). Moreover, most of
the people use smartphone to take pictures especially the younger that are increasingly using
mobile phones to connect with their peers and communicate what they are doing in the daily
life (Mihailidis, 2014).

Third, photo diaries seem suitable for exploring participants’ daily lives and hard-to-reach
contexts (such as their homes during lockdown). They may provide a way to elaborate one’s
experiences through verbal and visual autobiographical narrative, providing a chance to keep
track of the “pandemic” days. Finally, photo diaries provide a way to get to know the lives and
homes of participants in a non-invasive way, such as camera interviews or focus groups on
online platforms may have been since students were already overloaded due to remote
teaching (Varma et al., 2021).

1.2 Aims of the study

The main goal of this research was to explore university students’ lockdown experience
during COVID-19 pandemic in order to understand their emotions and the coping strategies
they played out during their daily lives at home through photo diaries. Further, another
contribution of the present study is to adopt a methodology — i.e., photo diaries — that
enabled us to explore how individuals express the emotions they feel and coping strategies
they play out during a collective disaster - as the COVID-19 outbreak has been — by looking at
the associations between the characteristics of their photos and the emotions and coping
strategies emerging from their diary entries (e.g., which are the subjects and environments
they associated with certain emotions or coping strategies).

2. Method

2.1 Participants and procedure

The current study was run in six Italian universities (Universities of: Chieti, Florence, Padua,
Naples Federico Il, Palermo, and Turin). A convenience sample of 109 participants (87.2%
female; age: M = 21.82, SD = 5.7; age range: 21-28 years old + two people aged 58 and 68)
was recruited by presenting the research during the Community Psychology courses in each
University. All participants contributed equally to the study, and none of them dropped off.
Frequent contact between professors and participants who were taking courses fostered
continuity in participation in the study.

The characteristics of the participants are in Table 1. Most of the participants were
females, which is in line with the proportion of women studying psychology in Italian
universities, while age skewed towards younger participants with 98.1% being under the age
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of 28, meeting the age distribution of the Italian population of university students (Istat,
2016).

Table 1. Characteristics of the students involved in the research (n = 109)

Characteristics of the students n (%)
University of belonging:
- University of Chieti 5 (4.6)
- University of Florence 23 (21.1)
- University of Naples Federico Il 36 (33)
- University of Padua 11 (10.1)
- University of Palermo 14 (12.8)
- University of Turin 20 (18.3)
Territorial area during lockdown:
- North 30(27.5)
- Center 24 (22)
- South 55 (50)
Housing condition:
- Alone 4(3.7)
- With partner 5 (4.6)
- Family 72 (66.0)
- Friends/ Roommates 5(4.6)
- Did not provide this information 23 (21.1)

The data were collected through the photo diaries method during March-April-May 2020
in two steps: T1 was during the third week of lockdown (25-31 March) and T2 was during the
penultimate week before the ease of lockdown measures (22-18 April), as announced by
National authorities. Participants completed consent forms and took part in the study
voluntarily without financial compensation. The voluntary nature of participation and the fact
that participation would not influence their student status in any way were emphasized. The
University of Padua Ethics Committee approved the research.

The activity required each student to take one photo per day, for one week in T1 and one
week in T2, representing their mood during their daily life at home. The assignment explained:
“At this time of the ongoing health emergency, we would like to propose you an online activity
that can help you reflect on how you are living these days at home”. Along with the photo,
they were to give it a title and a brief description (maximum 400 words) answering the
following questions: a) describe the content of the photograph; b) why did you take this
photograph?; c) what did you want to represent through this photograph?; d) how does it
relate to your experience during this time of health emergency?

The only indication was to take a photograph that represented their mood with respect to
the pandemic, even in a symbolic way. The assignment had no specific indication of the type
of photograph and left the freedom to choose what to represent, as long as it was related to
the pandemic experience. The photo with the text was due by midnight on the day it was
taken. Participants sent every day all their materials (photo, title, and brief description) to the
unit contact professor in a Word file. Overall, 1,526 photographs were collected.
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2.2 Data analysis

Authors jointly created an Excel grid for the analysis of the photographs, which included
the categories considered relevant in describing them: environment (indoor or outdoor) and
subjects of the photos (food, objects, natural elements, people, pets). People were further
classified in oneself, significant relationships (friends, family), and other people.

Intra-university pairs of researchers independently analyzed the materials by identifying
the present elements in each photo according to the above-mentioned categories (by
assigning a numerical code to each one) and by labeling the texts with the predominant
emotions and the actions that were described using verbal forms. Then, to ensure reliability,
doubts or disagreements were discussed within the couples of researchers until consensus
was reached. Moreover, several online meetings took place to allow cross-pairs comparisons,
usually with the participation of 6—10 researchers.

In a second step, the emotions and actions emerging from participants’ diaries were re-
coded by two independent coders. After reading the texts of the photographs, all the
researchers involved in the study proposed theoretical models that could classify the
emerged emotions and coping strategies. After several meetings, agreement was reached
about using Plutchik’s theory (2001) for basic emotion, as he proposes eight emotions and
their intensities in a multi-dimensional model, and Carver’s model (1997) for coping
strategies, since it was already used in several studies involving disasters.

Indeed, Plutchik (2001) proposed an approach to conceptualizing emotions based upon
evolutionary ideas, starting from eight basic emotions: Joy, Trust, Surprise, Anticipation, Fear,
Anger, Sadness, Disgust. This model has also been used in other studies concerning emotions
during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Xue et al., 2020).

Carver (1997) summarized 14 types of coping strategies: 1) Active Coping; 2) Planning; 3)
Positive Refraining; 4) Acceptance; 5) Humor; 6) Religion; 7) Emotional Support; 8)
Instrumental Support; 9) Self-Distraction; 10) Denial; 11) Complaining; 12) Substance Use; 13)
Behavioral Disengagement; 14) Self-Blame. Different studies used Carver’s classification to
analyze coping strategies among populations during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Dawson &
Golijani-Moghaddam, 2020; Maclntyre et al., 2020; Procentese et al., 2021).

To avoid interpretation of data as much as possible and stick to participants’ experiences,
two young master students who had participated in the research were involved in the analysis
of emotions and actions, under the supervision of a post doc research fellow and a full
professor.

As all the variables in the study were categorical ones, in order to summarize the
relationships among them dummy variables (0 = Not in the photo/text; 1 = In the photo/text)
were created for each category [that is, food, objects, natural elements, oneself, significant
relationships (friends, family), other people, pets, self-distraction, acceptance, emotional
support, behavioral disengagement, complaining, religion, planning, positive reframing,
active coping, self-distraction, emotional support, joy, trust, surprise, anticipation, fear,
anger, sadness, disgust]. For outdoor or indoor environments, a unique dummy was created
(0 = Indoor environment; 1 = Outdoor environment). Further, three more categories were
added to the above-mentioned ones: a category named “opposite emotions” was used when
coders identified conflicting emotions in the same entry, one named “unidentifiable coping
strategy” was used when coders were not able to categorize the expressed coping strategy
by referring to Carver’s ones, and one named “unidentifiable location” was used when coders
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were not able to determine whether the environment was an internal or external one based
on the photo.

Descriptive statistics were observed for all the variables in the study. In order to explore
which characteristics of the photographs were related to specific emotions and/or coping
strategies, crosstabs (contingency tables) with correlation index were run (Everitt, 2019) with
T1/T2 as the control variable. As to emotions and coping strategies, only the dummies with
an overall frequency (n) equal to or greater than 100 were included; as to the elements
identified in the photos, all the variables were included. The analyses were carried out by
using the software Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS), version 26.0.

All the data were analyzed in Italian and the descriptions of the selected examples of
photographs were translated in English only for including them in this paper. The sample
photographs were chosen randomly among the photos with the most recurrent themes, one
for each University. The codes after the sample descriptions indicate: the name of the
University, first letter of the participants, number of the time of the research (first or second
week), and the day of the week.

2.3 Researchers’ reflexivity

The researchers were all community and/or clinical psychologists with experience in
qualitative research. This allowed analyzing the data focusing on both the individual and the
context, consistently with an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Moreover, the
professors involved were teaching courses attended by the participants. On the one hand,
this may have fostered participation and motivation among the participants, who appreciated
professors’ attention to their experience. On the other hand, it may have influenced the
results by limiting the telling of negative experiences, as we will address in the research
limitations section.

3. Results
3.1 Photographs

As shown in Table 2, in most photographs (n = 728) the environment was unidentifiable
because the subject of the photo was too close to the camera lens and did not allow
understanding whether the environment was an indoor or outdoor one. The main subjects of
the photographs were objects (n = 886; e.g., computers, books, games), followed by natural
elements (n = 231; e.g., flowers, plants, sea, sunsets), people (including oneself, significant
others, and other people; n = 222), and food (both cooked and bought; n = 169). Pets only
were in 89 photos. Overall, the frequencies in T1 and T2 were similar.

3.2 Emotions and coping strategies

Table 3 shows the frequency of the categorized emotions and coping strategies. The most
frequent coping strategy was self-distraction (n = 857), followed by complaining (n = 183),
positive reframing (n = 152), and emotional support (n = 151). Regarding emotions, most
participants expressed positive emotions (among which joy, n = 518, and anticipation, n =
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280, emerged), but also sadness (n = 334) and fear (n = 111). The frequencies in T1 and T2
were similar.

Table 2. Characteristics of the photographs (n = 1,526)

Characteristics of the Total Week | Week
photographs (1,526 photos) (763 photos) (763 photos)
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Environment:
- Unidentifiable 728 (47.7) 366 (48) 362 (47.4)
- Indoor 336 (22) 190 (24.9) 146 (19.1)
- Outdoor 462 (30.3) 207 (27.1) 255 (33.4)
Subjects”:
- Oneself 88 (5.8) 45 (5.9) 43 (5.6)
- Significant relationships 107 (7) 49 (6.4) 58 (7.6)
- Other people 27 (1.8) 15 (2) 12 (1.6)
- Pets 89 (5.8) 59 (7.7) 30(3.9)
- Food 169 (11.1) 88 (11.5) 81 (10.6)
- Objects 886 (58.1) 445 (58.3) 441 (57.8)
- Natural elements 231 (15.1) 104 (83.5) 127 (16.6)

Note. In the photo sometimes both people and objects were present

Table 3. Emotions & Coping strategies in the diary entries

Total T1 T2
Coping strategies (1,526 photos) (763 photos) (763 photos)

n (%) n (%) n (%)
Unidentifiable 60 (3.9) 33 (4.3) 27 (3.5)
Self-Distraction 857 (56.2) 418 (54.8) 439 (57.5)
Acceptance 64 (4.2) 28 (3.7) 36 (4.7)
Emotional Support 151 (9.9) 88 (11.5) 63 (8.3)
Behavioral Disengagement 9(0.6) 4 (0.5) 5(0.7)
Complaining 183 (12) 83(10.9) 100 (13.1)
Religion 7 (0.5) 7 (0.9) 1(0.1)
Planning 7 (0.5) 6 (0.8) 0
Positive Reframing 152 (10) 76 (10) 76 (10)
Active Coping 6 (0.4) 4 (0.5) 2(0.3)
Self-Distraction & Emotional 30 (2) 16 (2.1) 14 (1.8)
Support
Emotions
Joy 518 (33.9) 259 (33.9) 259 (33.9)
Trust 87 (5.7) 57 (7.5) 30(3.9)
Surprise 18 (1.2) 8(1) 10(1.3)
Anticipation 280 (18.3) 115 (15.1) 165 (21.6)
Fear 111 (7.3) 46 (6) 65 (8.5)
Anger 19 (1.2) 9(1.2) 10(1.3)
Sadness 334 (21.9) 183 (24) 151 (19.8)
Disgust 35(2.3) 21 (2.8) 14 (1.8)
Opposing emotions 123 (8.1) 65 (8.5) 58 (7.6)
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3.3 Correspondences between the elements of photographs and the emotions and/or
coping strategies

Table 4 shows the frequency of correspondences between emotions and coping strategies
and what was depicted in the photographs, and the correlations between them.

As to coping strategies, emotional support was positively associated with family/friends (r
=.32, p <.001; see Picture 1), pets (r =.18, p < .001; see Picture 2), indoor environments (r =
-.11, p <.001), and food (r = .15, p < .001; see Picture 3), while it was negatively associated
with photos depicting natural elements (r =.10, p < .001).

(Picture 1) In the photograph,
my father is playing a “solitaire”
[...]. This photograph represents a
special “rediscovered”  daily
moment to me, because when |
was a child my grandmother and
my father often played solitaire
and | remember that, when they
succeeded, | was always amazed by
this “magic”. Being forced to stay
at home allowed me to recover this
tradition and a few more moments
to spend with my family. Between
study and work, it is often difficult
to carve out quality time with the people we love in our daily lives; so, having to stay home is
also an opportunity to get together to me. [...] This photograph symbolizes the luck of being
able to rediscover and experience quality time with my family to me. (#UNIPD, M., 1/1)

Picture 1. “Solitario”

Picture 2. The end (Picture 2) This is my beloved cat, Tinker Bell. |

took this photo because she is the only one that
really makes my heart feel good in these days. She
is constantly looking for a caress from me, and if |
don't give it to her, she rubs her feet on mine,
between my legs as | walk, as if to say: ‘I am here
for you, be here for me’. She represents the beauty
of this lockdown, my joy and my well-being.
Without a doubt, her presence affects my days. | do
not know what | would have done without her
during these months. My mother works every day
and | am always alone at home, but with her | do
not feel lonely, she has become the one who cuddles

e =) l} me and makes me feel serene because watching her
sleep on my arm — like in this photo — can only calm all the internal turbulence. (#UNIFI, B.,
2/7)
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Table 4. Frequencies and correlations between the characteristics of the photographs and emotions
and coping strategies

Coping/ T Environm Them Significa Other Pets Food Objects Natural
emotions ent? selves nt People Elements
relations
Self- 1 104 30 13 4 29 67 252 55
Distraction (-.08) (.05) (-.16%**)  (-.08%) (-.04) (.14% %) (-.06) (-.05)
2 140 30 20 5 9 61 275 64
(-.06) (.05) (-.14%**) (-.05) (-.12%**)  (.11%%*) (.02) (-.11%*)
Total 244 60 33 9 38 128 527 119
(-.07**) (.05*) (-.15***)  (-.07**)  (-.08**)  (.12%**) (-.02) (-.08**)
Emotional 1 15 4 27 5 22 22 47 1
Support (-.11%%*) (-.03) (.32%**) (.08%) (.2%*%) (.18%**) (-.02) (-.14%**)
2 15 1 25 0 9 14 34 6
(-.09%*) (-.06) (.3**%) (-.04) (.13%**) (.12%%*) (-.03) (-.06)
Total 30 5 52 5 31 36 81 7
(-.11%%%*) (-.05) (.32**%) (.03) (.18***)  (.15%**¥) (-.02) (-.1%**)
Complaining 1 25(.02)  4(-.02) 2(-06) 1(-02) 6(-01) 3(~09%*) 52(.03) 16(.06)
2 31(.02) 4(-03) 7(-01) 2(.01) 5(.02)  4(-.09%) 66(.09%) 13 (-.04)
Total 56 8 9 3 11 7 118 29
(.00) (-.02) (-.03) (-.00) (.00) (-.09***) (.06*) (.01)
Positive 1 33 1 5 0 2 5 39 23
Reframing (.12%**) (-.06) (.00) (-.05) (-.06) (-.06) (-.08%) (.17%**)
2 39 2 6 2 4 7 29 28
(.12%**) (-.04) (.00) (.03) (.02) (-.01) (-.16%**) (.2%*%*)
Total 72 3 11 2 6 12 68 51
(.12**%) (-.05%) (.00) (-.01) (-.03) (-.04) (-.12%**)  (.18%**)
Joy 1 59 12 29 7 28 50 128 28
(-.07) (-.04) (.14%**) (.04) (.08%) (.21%**)  (-.12%%) (-.05)
2 91 19 31 4 16 42 118 47
(.03) (.05) (.19%**) (-.00) (.09%) (.16%**)  (-.16***) (.05)
Total 150 31 60 11 44 92 246 75
(-.02) (.01) (.13**%*) (.02) (.08***)  (.18***)  (-.14**%*) (.00)
Anticipation 1 24 (-.06) 9(03) 2(-08%*) 2(-01) 4(-07) 18(04) 72(-01) 15(-02)
2 51(-03) 9(-00) 6(-.08%*)  3(.01) 5(-02) 16(-.03) 106(.05) 25 (-.03)
Total 75 18 8 5 9 34 178 40
(-.04) (.01) (-.08**) (.00) (-.05%) (.00) (.02) (-.02)
Sadness 1 68 10 11 1 16 7 110 30
(.13%**) (-.01) (-.01) (-.06) (.02) (-.14%**) (.06) (.06)
2 44 3 11 3 1 12 109 17
(-.04) (-.08%) (-.01) (.02) (-.08) (-.06) (.12%%*) (-.09%)
Total 112 13 22 4 17 19 219 47
(.04) (-.04) (-.01) (-.02) (-.01) (-.1***)  (.09***) (-.02)
Fear 1 9 (-.04) 4(.03) 2(-.02) 0(-03) 0(-.07%) 2(-07) 36(.09%) 4(-.05)
2 19 (-.03) 5 (.03) 1(-07) 1(-00) 2(-01) 5(-.03) 41(.03) 10(-01)
Total 28(-03) 9(.03) 3(-05) 1(-.02) 2(-05) 7(-05) 77(.06*) 14(-.03)
Opposing 1 18 (.00) 3(-.02) 2(-04) 0(-.04) 3(-04) 6(-03) 46(.05) 7(-04)
emotions 2 26 (.07) 4(.02) 4(-01)  0(-.04) 3(.02) 3(-05) 32(.01) 11(.03)

Total 44(.03) 7(-00) 6(-.02) 0(-04) 6(-01) 9(-04) 78(.03) 18(-.01)

Note. » Environment (0 = indoor; 1 = outdoor); *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. We selected only the
emotion/coping strategies with a frequency > 100.
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Picture 3. Pizza

(Picture 3) I’'m feeling more peaceful today...after all,
outside or inside the house, it still is Saturday. When |
think of Saturday, only one thing comes to my mind...
pizza! It would not be a worthy Saturday night if it was
not there, and the tradition is not broken by staying
home either, quite the contrary. It is probably one of the
most awaited times of the week during this time of
confinement, and the whole family is in the kitchen to
help. Little things that help so much in times like this.
(#UNINA, D., 1/4)

Conversely, positive reframing was represented with
outdoor environments (r = .12, p < .001), and natural
elements (r = .18, p < .001; see Picture 4), while it was
negatively associated with selfies (r = -.05, p < .05) and
objects (r=-.12, p <.001). Complaining was associated
positively with objects (r = .06, p < .05) yet negatively with food (r = -.09, p < .001). The latter
was the subject of photographs narrating of self-distraction strategies (r = .12, p < .001), as
well as selfies (r = .05, p < .05, see Picture 5) and indoor environments (r =-.07, p < .01), while
this coping strategy was negatively associated with significant others (r=-.15, p <.001), other
people (r=-.07, p < .01), pets (r =-.08, p <.01), and natural elements (r = -.08, p < .01).

(Picture 4), Roses, yes them, so strong
and resilient to seasonal weathers but
always resistant. Today, | identify a lot
with them: despite the dark times, we
are able to be reborn stronger than
before, just like roses. Courage, come
on...we will succeed! (#UNIPA, M., 2/5)

Picture 4. | love nature

Plcture 5 Book therapy

(Picture 5) When the answers to your
questions cannot be found outside, look within
yourself. During this health emergency, | found
refuge in reading, which has always been my safe
haven. Everything that | could not do physically, |
tried to do with the imagination. | wore the
clothes of characters totally distant from me, |
perceived perfumes, lived seasons. | felt restlessness, nostalgia, melancholy, joy, anger,
sadness, tenderness. Emotions so true within this parenthesis of a so artificial reality. | believe
that a good book is able to warm the heart, restore the soul, and instill courage in times of
difficulty. This shot, which portrays me, wants to convey the strength that our psyche exerts
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when not being able to look out into the world: it looks deep inside ourselves, allowing us to
reconcile with the most intimate part of our ego. (#UNICH, D., 1/1)

As to emotions, joy was represented with family members (r=.13, p <.001; see Picture 6),
pets (r = .08, p < .001; see Picture 7), and food (r = .18, p < .001), while it was negatively
associated with objects (r = -.14, p <.001). Conversely, fear (r = .06, p < .05) and sadness (r =
.09, p <.001) were positively associated with objects, while sadness was negatively associated
with food (r=-.10, p < .001). Last, anticipation was negatively associated with both significant
others (r=-.08, p < .01) and pets (r =-.05, p < .05).

Picture 6. Family _ (Picture 6) The photo shows my parents in the
‘ balcony of my house [...]. | wanted to represent the
fact that, regardless of what is happening in the
world and the emergency we are facing, my parents
are a safe haven; even if these days we quarrel, even
if many times | cannot wait to leave home, even if |
always tell them that they are heavy and
apprehensive, even if | have been living alone in
Palermo for four years, going back to them, on the
evening of the first decree of March 8th, was my first
thought. (HUNIPA, B., 2/4)

(Picture 7) Picture 7. Head in the clouds
In this

picture is
//Mia //, my
dog.

Whenever | get to study at my desk she gets in my
bed and sleeps as if she wants to keep me company,
and | really enjoy having her near me. These days,
we read a lot of fake news about the coronavirus
and one of them is that animals can be infectious. |
think misinformation and fear are a lethal mix
fueling the stress and psychological pressure that
each of us is feeling these weeks. | chose this photo
because it gives me peace: it helps me a lot, it relaxes
me. (#UNITO, D., 1/4)

Analyses showed some differences between T1
and T2 (see Table 4). As to coping strategies, self-
distraction was negatively associated with pets and natural elements, but this association was
significant only in T2, as well as the correlation between complaining and objects. Emotional
support was positively associated with other people (r=.08, p <.05) and negatively associated
with natural elements (r =-.14, p <.001) only in T1. Greater changes between the two times
are in emotions, particularly sadness. In T1 sadness was positively associated with outdoor
environment (r =.13, p <.001) and it was negatively associated with food (r = -.14, p < .001)
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but not in T2, while it was negatively associated with selfies (r = -.08, p < .05) and natural
elements (r =-.09, p < .05) and positively associated with objects (r=.12, p <.01) only at T2.
Conversely, fear (r=.09, p <.05) was positively associated with objects only in T1.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this research was to explore students’ lockdown experience during
COVID-19 pandemic through photo diaries. The photographs, combined with the texts,
allowed to learn about their daily experience: through the photographs they took, we
“entered” their homes to “see” their daily lives. Consistently, as mentioned before, a further
contribution of the present study was the adoption of a methodology that allowed the
exploration of how participants expressed their emotions and the coping strategies through
photography (e.g., which are the subjects and environments they are associated with certain
emotions or coping strategies).

The collected photographs often provide information about the different activities the
participants engaged into to distract themselves from stay-at-home orders. Indeed, self-
distraction seems to be the most frequent coping strategy, often represented with indoor
environments, selfies, and foods. These associations seem consistent with the circumstances,
which implied that indoor environments were the only ones where participants could detect
activities able to distract themselves from the forced lockdown —and taking selfies and taking
care of oneself might have been some of these. In line with this, other studies already showed
how engaging in daily activities and routines helped youth cope with the pandemic (Baloran,
2020; Pigaiani et al., 2020; Procentese et al., 2021), especially through a polyregulation, that
is, the concurrent or sequential use of different strategies to cope with stressors (Lischetzke
et al., 2021). Further, cooking clearly stemmed as a common self-distracting hobby among
Italian citizens living under lockdown circumstances. This hobby could have also represented
a source of emotional support, since citizens often cooked with their relatives and
households, making it a moment of conviviality and meeting among households (Procentese
et al.,, 2021). Consistently with this, emotional support coping strategies were often
represented by capturing significant others, food, and indoor environments. In addition, pets
were associated with this kind of coping strategy too, suggesting that also the relationships
with pets may have represented an important source of emotional support and relief — as
family members did — for youths being under lockdown measures (Vincent et al., 2020).

Overall, on the one hand, food, pets, and finding time to be with significant others
appeared to be protective factors, which were often associated with joy too. Indeed,
surprisingly, many photographs showed positive aspects of staying at home, such as finding
time for oneself and loved ones, in line with other Italian studies (Migliorini et al., 2021;
Procentese et al., 2021). In this suspended time, and in a limited space in boundaries but
expanded in interpersonal distances, the photographic focus on food and its preparation
might reflect a narrative attempt to create a stable and easily shared routine. Similarly, the
image of the natural elements, which was associated with positive reframing, could have
represented a resource in terms of self-regulation and reassurance brought about by a return
to a more fundamental and constant cycle of nature. Nevertheless, on the other hand, photos
capturing significant others and pets were also negatively associated with diary entries about
anticipation, suggesting that a focus on what was about to happen in the next future took
youths’ attention away from these protective factors — which may be due to the strong
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uncertainty which characterized the first months of COVID-19 outburst as to how the
pandemic would have evolved.

Conversely, natural elements showed a negative association with emotional support and
self-distraction coping strategies, while they were more frequent in photographs associated
with texts describing positive reframing coping strategies —as outdoor environments did too.
This may suggest that natural elements —that is, those elements from which participants were
kept away by stay-at-home orders —were those on which individuals focused when they were
not in the mood for self-distraction but rather were to endeavor to look at the circumstances
they found themselves in differently (e.g., by focusing on the positive sides). In this vein,
outdoor environments and natural elements could have reminded two main
acknowledgments: first, nature could be used as a metaphor of something that had not been
frozen by stay-at-home orders and was rather gaining something good from them
(Procentese et al., 2021); second, outdoor natural elements and environments may have
served as reminders of what was waiting for them outside of their houses as soon as stay-at-
home orders would have been eased. Further, and consistently with this, positive reframing
coping strategies were negatively associated with pictures portraying the participants (e.g.,
selfies) or house objects — which may have rather made participants focus on their indoor life
and daily routines and on how these had (re-)shaped due to stay-at-home orders. In the same
vein, pictures portraying significant others, pets, and other people at large were negatively
associated with self-distraction coping strategies, since these are all subjects that may have
rather reminded participants of the daily life, routines, and social opportunities they had been
forced to pause due to lockdown measures.

However, there were also several photographs telling of dysfunctional coping strategies
and negative emotions, such as complaining, fear, and sadness, which can lead to more
serious problems such as anxiety and depression (Marelli et al., 2021). With reference to this,
all of them were more likely to be expressed via photographs representing objects, while
sadness and complaining coping strategies were also less likely to be expressed via
photographs capturing foods. Overall, this suggests that house items and other kinds of
objects (e.g., laptops) were more likely to be used to represent negative moods and reactions
to lockdown measures. These associations may make sense when thinking about these items
as those that furnish and fulfill the prison participants felt locked into (e.g., house items) and
that allow them to keep in touch with others out of that prison (e.g., laptop) at the same time
—that is, they may have been connoted as items reminding of the prison they got locked into
in a twofold way. In the same vein, the photos portraying objects showed a negative
association with the diary entries expressing joy.

Viewing the collected photographs as a form of narrative about oneself and one’s everyday
life can shed light on how participants experienced the temporality of the considered period
by relating the sudden and traumatizing scenario of COVID-19 health emergency to their
habits and relationships of proximity and closeness. Trauma creates a rupture in the habitual
way of experiencing and challenges pre-existing hypotheses about time, identity, and the
meaning of life itself (Alexander & Smith, 2020; De Vincenzo et al., 2021; Solano, 2009). The
traumatic narrative is characterized by fragmentation, by the loss of structural and thematic
coherence, by the presence of sensory elements, by temporal disorientation (Crespo and
Fernandez-Lancas, 2016; Di Fini & Veglia, 2019; Siegel, 2015; Van der Kolk, 2014;). The
progressive adaptation implies a narrative development that tends towards an ever-greater
integration and assimilation of the traumatic experience within autobiographical memory
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(Halligan et al., 2003). The prevalence of unidentifiable environments and objects depicted in
the photographs seems to highlight a focus on the specific and sensory detail of the
experience, with the consequent inability to evoke the overall picture in which the detail is
integrated. The traumatic scale of the pandemic as a threatening, overwhelming, and
destabilizing event may have led to the portrayal of a suspended and ill-defined time in which
the search for specific detail helps to give form and a temporal mapping.

The implications of these findings address both some of the protective or hindering factors
that may influence participants’ experience of the pandemic and the usefulness of the
method used in this research. As the results show, family members and pets play a protective
role in the pandemic experience by providing emotional support to participants. Then,
adopting strategies that reduce loneliness may decrease negative mental health symptoms
(Racine et al., 2021) and the role of social support is crucial since perceived support in close
relationships can protect people from developing psychopathological symptoms (Ferber et
al., 2021). Moreover, the dual function of food needs to be emphasized: it was associated
with self-distraction and joy but also with sadness, suggesting that it played a compensatory
role in the lives of participants with the risk of incurring in eating disorder behaviors (Racine
et al., 2021). Also, the collective dimensions are little explored. Since connectedness and
community interactions are crucial for social life, collective actions and initiatives, even if
virtual, should be promoted in order to avoid closure in themselves of the participants (Di
Napoli et al., 2021) and to allow them maintain contacts with their surrounding community
(Gatti et al., 2021). Moreover, a recent study showed that a perceived belongingness to a
community is negatively related to anxiety and depression (Ferber et al., 2021). Besides,
recent Italian studies showed that several prosocial behaviors were more likely to happen in
individuals feeling a higher sense of community responsibility (Aresi et al., 2022; Compare et
al., 2021), that is a feeling of personal responsibility for protecting the individual and collective
well-being of a community. In turn, the sense of community responsibility was predicted by
community members’ perception of collective resilience. Future research, for example, could
develop strategies to support and share the photographs and emotions/coping strategies
connected through comparison and support groups among students.

4.1 Advantages and challenges of using photo diaries

In emergency situations such as the pandemic, where the traumatic effects are caused not
only by the health risk but also by the inability to benefit from closeness to others because of
the needed distance, the use of photo diaries provided a way to organize and elaborate one’s
experiences: through two different modes of autobiographical narrative, verbal and visual,
individuals integrated different aspects of the experience and assimilate them into their own
story.

In addition, each unit contact professor used different ways to provide feedbacks the
participants about what emerged and talk about these contents with them. For example, at
one university, the photographs were discussed among participants during a Zoom meeting.
The aim was not to reframe their experience but to get them to reflect on the shared
experience they were having by anchoring some themes to what they were studying in the
master’s course. At another university, the photographs were published in a book about the
students’ experience during the pandemic (Lavanco & Novara, 2021).

The methods of providing feedbacks varied depending also on the availability of time and
resources, but the common intent was to give visibility to students’ experience by helping

73



them reflect on their experience and making them feel less alone at a time of social distancing
and isolation such as the pandemic. In this way, one of their main life contexts (i.e., the
university) provided them with a space and time to share their experience, thus making them
feel valued.

Some students were thankful for this opportunity, also because their voices are often little
heard. They had the chance to show their lives and keep track of their “pandemic” days. This
is one of the greatest strengths of the photo diary methodology (Shankar et al., 2018; Volpe,
2019). Indeed, some individual feedbacks from the participants during informal class
discussions empathized that they benefited from the opportunity to tell their stories and
compare their experiences with other students through photo-diaries as a form of
storytelling, so that they built meaning into their experiences, elaborating their emotions but
also giving voice and creative expression to their days.

Along with the theoretical and practical implications which stem from the present results,
another strength relates to the method used and to the analyses that were carried out.
Indeed, to the authors’ best knowledge few studies used photography to document COVID-
19 pandemic experience (e.g., Dworkin et al., 2021; Gatti et al., 2021; Metcalfe, 2021; Junaedi
etal., 2022) and no study used photo diaries — that is, a combination of photographs and texts
— to explore University students’ daily life under lockdown restrictions. Nevertheless, such
combination shows two main enhancements: first, the joint collection of photos and texts
allows to gather participants’ experiences through implicit and explicit means of expression
at the same time — which provides enrichment in terms of collected contents; second, it
allows to run analyses which are able to combine what emerges from the coding of implicit
and explicit data — which provides enrichment in terms of results too.

5. Conclusion: Limitations and strengths

The present research presents some limitations. First, the socio-demographic features of
the sample deserve consideration because of the homogeneity of the participants in terms of
being students. All the participants attended the community psychology course, and they may
be more introspective than in other groups of students. Moreover, a social desirability bias
may have depended on participants being students in courses run by the referents of the
universities involved, making them show more positive aspects, limiting negative emotions
or non-adaptive coping strategies (e.g., substance use was absent). Furthermore, participants
with health problems — that could increase their COVID-19-related risk — were not
distinguished.

Moreover, socio-demographic variables that may have affected the results were not taken
into account. For example, there could have been differences in pandemic experiences based
on personal background: family income, nationality, city where one lives, or gender
differences. However, considering the distribution of the socio-demographic characteristics
of the participants, it was not possible to classify sub-groups. In addition, other factors might
have influenced the results (e.g., having had COVID-19 infection, or family members/friends
who suffered from COVID-19). Future research could deepen the contextual analysis by taking
into account some aspects that were not explored in this research, such as the personal
background, the housing situation, the COVID-19 risk in the different zones, and the perceived
pandemic risk to self and others.
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The third limitation is methodological. The analysis of the text associated with the
photographs may have been subject to interpretation by the researchers as sometimes the
emotions were not clearly explicit but more of a “stream of consciousness”. Therefore,
independent coders with both clinical and community psychology backgrounds were involved
in the data analysis to capture both individual and contextual aspects, and several online
meetings were held to compare until agreement was reached. Moreover, young master
students who had participated in the research were involved in the analysis of the data too,
in order to ensure students spoke about their own lives from their own perspectives. In
addition, the choice to use theoretical classifications of emotions (Plutchik, 2001) and coping
strategies (Carver, 1997) may have compromised the ability to capture nuances of meaning
useful in understanding the complexity of the pandemic situation. Finally, it would have been
useful to compare our data with photographs taken at the end of the lockdown to compare
emotional states and the possible effect of lockdown restrictions. Unfortunately, engaging
students further was not possible, but future studies could use this methodology to capture
the long-term effects of COVID-19-related restraints on youth.

Overall, the use of methods and analyses combining photos and texts can open new
perspectives as to the deepening of participants’ daily lives and experiences.
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