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Abstract. – OBJECTIVE: Social distancing is 
crucial in order to flatten the curve of COVID-19 
virus spreading. Isolation, scarcity of resourc-
es and the lack of social contacts may have pro-
duced a negative impact on people’s emotions 
and psychological well-being. This study aims to 
explore the reasons and the ways through which 
social distancing generates negative emotions 
in individuals who experienced the lockdown. To 
a larger extent, the objective is to check the ex-
istence of relations between negative emotions 
and the satisfaction of basic needs.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: In Italy 140,656 
online interviews were collected from March 22 
to April 2, 2020. Data analysis was carried out 
using mono and bivariate statistical analysis, 
K-means clustering and the Principal Compo-
nents Analysis (PCA). The parameters for the 
identification of six clusters were: the intensity 
of the respondent’s basic emotions and the lay-
ers of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.

RESULTS: The majority of people involved in 
an emergency situation, implying a collapse of 
social contacts, experience some kind of emo-
tional reactions. In our study, we found a cor-
relation between basic emotions and Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. In times of crisis, the most 
basic needs are the physiological ones. Fear, 
anger and sadness are predominant in all popu-
lation groups; anger and disgust mainly appear 
when people are exposed to the risk of not being 
able to meet subsistence needs, thus perceiving 
a lack of economic security.

CONCLUSIONS: The well-known Maslow’s 
theory of human needs seems to fit well with 
the outbreak of negative emotions in the con-
text of COVID-19. This study demonstrates the 
existence of links between negative emotions 
and primary needs that mainly refer to the first 
three levels of Maslow’s pyramid. As a result of 
COVID-19 worldwide pandemic, many people 
have been sucked into the bottom layers of the 

pyramid. This change in individual basic needs 
has triggered a relevant transformation in indi-
vidual emotional status and a shift towards neg-
ative emotions.
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Quarantine, Psychosocial effect, Basic emotions.

Introduction

Governments around the world are respond-
ing to COVID-19 sanitary emergency by impos-
ing severe social distancing measures. Social 
distancing may be considered a global phenome-
non as it is currently considered the best defence 
against the spread of COVID-19 virus. The most 
evident effects of social distancing are the radi-
cal upheaval in people’s habits and lifestyles, as 
well as tremendous side-effects on labour mar-
ket organisation and job retention. In terms of 
interpersonal interactions, social distancing has 
a Janus-faced effect: on the one hand outdoor 
social interactions are drastically cut off, but 
on the other hand there is an increasing number 
of hours of cohabitation. This deep change in 
behaviour has shifted people’s attention to the 
need for safety and protection, while affecting 
their emotions.

In the last decades, several psychological and 
psychophysiological studies1-3 have confirmed the 
innate and universal nature of emotions and 
their expressions. Paul Ekman, starting from the 
studies of Charles Darwin on the innatism of the 
expression of emotions in humans and animals4, 
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has identified six basic emotions: anger, disgust, 
fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise5,6. Other 
authors, as Robert Plutik7, identified four pairs of 
polar opposite emotions: joy-sadness, anger-fear, 
trust-distrust, surprise-anticipation. Regardless 
of whether basic emotions are 6/8 or a lower/ or 
higher number, the authors, urged by Paul Ek-
man, tried to put together the main knowledge 
on the subject in the article “What Scientists 
Who Study Emotion Agree About”8. The study 
has showed a high level of agreement about five 
emotions: anger, fear, disgust, sadness, and hap-
piness, while shame, surprise and embarrassment 
were less relevant. From these considerations 
comes out the list of basic emotions selected as 
object of this study during the sanitary emergen-
cy caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

On March 9th, 2020, according to the Italian 
Council of Ministers’s #IstayHome decree, Ita-
ly has imposed social distancing as a measure 
to limit the spread of contagion. Following the 
implementation of the lockdown, the Institute 
for Research on Population and Social Policies 
of the National Research Council of Italy (CNR-
IRPPS), in partnership with the Istituto Nazi-
onale di Geofisica e Vulcanologia (INGV) and 
the Fondazione Movimento Bambino ONLUS 
research team, set up the “Ongoing Social Chang-
es-COVID-19 Observatory” (OSC-COVID-19). 
The general objective of the observatory is the 
analysis and monitoring of the psychological and 
social effects undergone by population during the 
COVID-19 emergency. The specific objectives 
of the observatory are focused on interperson-
al, psychological and economic dimensions of 
social distancing. Thus, the observatory carries 
out national surveys aimed at identifying those 
variables and situations that may affect changes 
in emotions during a lockdown.

The hypothesis is that social distancing and 
the issues related to the lockdown generate neg-
ative basic emotions. We also hypothesised the 
existence of relations among negative basic emo-
tions and the attention payed by people to basic 
needs, as defined in Maslow’s hierarchy theory 
of needs9. According to Maslow, during emer-
gencies emotions may refer mainly to the first 
three levels of the pyramid of needs: physio-
logical, safety, love and (social) belongingness. 
Several scientific theories look at the primacy of 
survival in explaining attitudes and behaviours 
of populations. Most of the biological tenden-
cies and psychosocial matters of individuals are 
oriented towards survival, personal and group 

concerns10. During emergencies, psychological 
support interventions are mostly based on sim-
ilar considerations. Zheng et al11 supported this 
theory also in relation to the onset of psychiatric 
disorders caused by stressful events. According 
to their re-interpretation of Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs, everything is less important than per-
sonal, financial, health and well-being security, 
even physiological needs. Therefore, they depict 
a scenario where security concern is the main 
reason for mental disorders, such as anxiety, pho-
bia, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). Fear and anger, however, are opposite 
aspects: fear shuns danger while anger fights 
against it. When facing an unexpected event, 
these emotions emerge accordingly. 

Maslow’s theory of human needs seems to 
perfectly adapt to the situation deriving from 
COVID-19 pandemic, allowing the connection 
and integration of individual psychological as-
pects to the social context. This article focuses 
on the intensity of negative basic emotions as one 
of the social distancing effects. Our analytical 
perspective aims to combine individual psycho-
logical observations with social and economic 
investigation.

Materials and Methods 

We carried out a web-survey through an on-
line statistical App on the CNR-IRPPS server. 
The questionnaire consisted of 37 questions, in-
cluding 13 structural variables (i.e., gender, age, 
level of education, occupation, etc.). The ques-
tionnaire was divided into four areas of interest. 
The first one is about respondents’ Social and 
Personal Information; the second one considers 
Interaction under conditions of Social Distanc-
ing/Cohabitation. The third area is about Trust 
and Opinions towards public organisations and 
authorities, gender stereotypes and prejudices, re-
ligious beliefs and political orientations. Finally, 
the fourth area, Emotions and Resilience, relates 
to self-assessment, basic emotions and resilience. 
A simple question was asked in order to investi-
gate the intensity of the respondents’ emotions, 
avoiding the usage of more complex sets of ques-
tions. The analysis of basic emotions was carried 
out using primarily the collected structural infor-
mation, but also the rest of the available dataset. 
Therefore, no statistical validation was required 
since no indicators have been obtained from the 
data.
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The invite to participate to the survey was 
diffused through the CNR-IRPPS website and 
the related institutional social accounts (Twit-
ter, LinkedIn, Facebook and Instagram). It was 
also diffused through non-institutional channels 
(WhatsApp and other personal social profiles). 
The result is a non-probabilistic statistical sample.

Before starting the survey, we tried to find 
out potential barriers that could make difficult 
to some population groups to participate to the 
study. We thought that some vulnerable segments 
of the population might be excluded, as for ex-
ample people with low educational level and the 
elderly. Therefore, we encouraged these groups to 
participate to the survey by advertising the study 
in environments and amongst groups closer to 
these more vulnerable social groups. Given the 
research objectives, the lockdown conditions and 
the sensitivity of the population to the research 
topic, the adopted channels of submission of the 
questionnaire resulted to be very effective. To be 
noted that in the last yearly national report on the 
use of Internet*, 94% of Italian population owns 
a smartphone and it is possible to estimate that 
the majority of the people aged between 13 and 
65 years fall into this category. Overall, 140,656 
interviews have been collected in Italy. A very 
large number that allows to explore the data in 
different ways. The collection started on March 
22, 11 days after the beginning of lockdown, and 
ended on April 2nd. 

The anonymity assurance of data adopted 
during the collection process did not allow to 
detect the device from which the answers were 
provided. However, it is easy to guess that the 
preferred device used among the respondents was 
the smartphone. In fact, the questionnaire was 
mainly diffused among the population through 
the traditional and messaging-based social net-
works. This diffusion channel is also the reason 
why many answers have been collected in a very 
short amount of time and touching a wide spec-
trum of respondents in terms of age and social 
background. In addition to that, many studies12-14 
have shown that there is no significant evidence 
of a reduction in the quality of data in relation to 
the device used for the response. Therefore, we 
consider data collected on smartphones and tab-
lets to be of the same quality as those collected 
via a personal computer.

A priori we could not control the sample rep-
resentativeness of the Italian population, though 
we monitored it during the questionnaires’ col-
lection. Although in the survey dataset all popu-

lation groups were present, some imbalances still 
remained between the composition of the Italian 
population and the survey results. For this reason, 
the sample has been re-proportioned, and after the 
weighting procedure, it resulted balanced according 
to the demographic structure of Italian population. 

In the data analysis process, we started from 
a descriptive mono and bivariate statistical anal-
ysis, followed by a multidimensional data anal-
ysis15. A data mining perspective was adopted16 
in order to profile respondents on the basis of 
their basic emotions. A K-means algorithm17 was 
applied to obtain a partition into groups, by using 
a non-hierarchical procedure, due to the large 
dimension of the sample18. K-means clustering 
aims to split out the n observations as quantitative 
variables into k (≤ n) sets, by minimising with-
in-cluster sum of squares (i.e., variance). No data 
standardisation was required because of the ho-
mogeneity of data. The variables used to identify 
the clusters were scores measuring the intensity 
of basic emotions on a progressive scale of (7) 
values. Once the groups have been established 
it was decided to fix the total number of clusters 
at six after several attempts of classification pro-
cedure have occurred. A descriptive analysis of 
all the available variables was then performed, 
with the aim of characterising the profiles of the 
different clusters. In this way it was possible to 
describe the main characteristics of each group, 
whilst highlighting those variables that were dif-
ferent from the overall average of the statistical 
sample. The process took place without taking 
into consideration those variables fairly in line 
with the general averages. Finally, the Principal 
Components Analysis (PCA)19 was applied to the 
same variables in order to obtain the partition 
into clusters, by operating a vectorisation of the 
quantitative variables relating to basic emotions. 
The results, obtained by using a Pearson’s cor-
relation matrix among data, helped to transfer the 
dataset into a Cartesian plane where the six clus-
ters have been projected as centres of factorial 
points. The clusters result to be strongly correlat-
ed to the vectors (PCA factors) and by adopting a 
synoptic vision it is possible to better understand 
their structure. 

Results

The basic emotions were investigated by the 
question: “What are the emotions you feel most 
because of lockdown situation?”. Respondents 

*https://wearesocial.com/it/digital-2020-italia
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were asked to indicate the intensity by express-
ing a rating from 1 (minimum) to 7 (maximum). 
During the period from March 22 to April 2 
2020, the basic emotions felt with higher inten-
sity by the interviewees were: sadness (4.65 out 
of 7), fear (4.22 out of 7), anxiety (3.9 out of 7 ), 
anger (3.16 of 7), while happiness was the emo-
tion with the lowest score (2.22 out of 7). These 
emotions have emerged more intensely among 
women: anxiety +1.12, fear +1.05, sadness +0.81, 
+anger 0.21 were higher than among men. Emo-
tions were perceived with lower intensity as age 
of respondents increases. In fact, those over 70 
years old have shown a lower emotional intensity 
than youngsters (up to 29 years old) and adults 
(30-49 years old). Sadness was the prevailing 
emotion during this phase of social distancing, 
without any noticeable difference by age, excepts 
for those over 70 years old who have experienced 
it with a lower intensity (4.15). In general, the 
intensity of basic emotions does not seem to be 
affected by the level of education; respondents 
with medium-low educational level tend to show 
slightly higher values than the other groups, in 
particular in relation to disgust (+0.44) and anger 
(+0.39). The geographical distribution shows that 
the intensity of emotions reaches higher levels 

in southern Italy, rather than in the North and 
the Centre of the country. These results deviate 
from what we expected, as COVID-19 spread-
ing and its consequences (i.e., high mortality 
rate) have mainly affected Northern Italy. The 
main basic emotions emerging during this period 
seem to have a greater intensity as the number 
of cohabiting people increases. The trend seems 
confirmed both for negative emotions as sadness, 
fear, anxiety, but also for happiness. Furthermore, 
as the time spent on Internet increases, negative 
emotions arise: anger (+0.78), disgust (+0.68), 
fear (+0.88) anxiety (+0.91) and sadness (0.88). 
On the contrary, the positive emotions decrease: 
happiness (-0.12) and calm (-0.04).

The six clusters resulting from our analysis 
and classified using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
are described below and synthetically represented 
in Figure 1. 

Group 1-The Quiet Ones
Description: This group consists of 24,404 peo-

ple. The cluster analysis shows a prevalence of 
relaxation and happiness. The group is mainly 
composed of men of all ages. The majority of 
them live in the North of Italy and have chil-
dren over 12 years old. This group spends less 

Figure 1. Hierarchy of groups based on Maslow’s pyramid of needs.



A nation-wide survey on emotional and psychological impacts of COVID-19 social distancing

7159

time on social web in comparison to the sam-
ple average and shows a good propensity to fol-
low the rules imposed by the authorities about 
the pandemic containment. They are mainly 
employed and do not expect to have work-re-
lated difficulties resulting from COVID-19 
lockdown; on the contrary, they believe that 
the situation may represent an opportunity for 
the future. They are mainly leftist and have a 
high level of trust in the socio-political system. 
Finally, the majority of them do not suffer from 
loneliness. 

Data and discussion: This group shows the high-
est levels of positive emotions. This positive 
emotional state, referring to Maslow’s pyramid 
of needs, places the group over the layer #3 
(Belongingness and love needs). Thus, Quiet 
Ones group is satisfied regarding physiological 
and safety needs (respectively layers 1 and 2) 
and in terms of belongingness and love needs. 
Furthermore, their positive emotional state has 
a relevant impact on resilience, where the 
group shows the highest scores in comparison 
with the whole sample.

Group 2-The Angry Males
Description: The cluster analysis shows that an-

ger and disgust are the predominant emotions 
within Group 2, and at the same time sadness 
is highly represented too. The group consist of 
13,960 people. It is mainly composed of males 
with a medium-low level of education. The 
majority of them live in Southern Italy. In these 
days of lockdown, they spend a lot of time on 
social web and are reluctant to follow the rules. 
Most of them are employed but face the risk of 
serious economic losses due to the suspension 
of their work activity. They have declared to be 
exposed also to the risk of insufficient avail-
ability of economic resources for food support. 
As a consequence, the members of this cluster 
often show a medium-high level of uncertainty 
for the future and are inclined to believe in 
conspiracy theories. They mainly have cen-
tre-right political orientation, showing a low 
level of trust in the socio-political system. 
The majority of them live in confined spaces. 
Finally, they suffer more from loneliness in 
comparison with the sample average.

Data and discussion: This group shows a high 
level of negative emotions. Such a negative 
emotional state, referring to Maslow’s pyra-
mid of needs, places the group over the layer 
#1 (physiological needs). This means that the 

group of Angry Males is completely unsat-
isfied in terms of basic physiological needs, 
being highly exposed to the risk of poverty. 
Furthermore, their perception of anger and 
sadness may be related to the small dimensions 
of their houses. They also have a suspicious 
perception of the external world showing great 
distrust in scientists, politics, police, regional 
government, civil protection and health sys-
tem. The domestic environment seems to be 
perceived as unpeaceful, endorsing their pre-
dominant emotions of anger and disgust.

Group 3-The Opposites
Description: This cluster consists of 18,307 peo-

ple. The analysis shows that the levels of inten-
sity of the emotions are very high in relation to 
fear, anxiety, sadness, happiness and calm at 
the same time. The group is composed mainly 
of females, and people less than 30 years old. 
In this case the educational level is irrelevant 
in determining the characteristics of the clus-
ter. Most of them live in Central-Southern 
Italy, have no children and in some cases have 
children younger than 12 years old. In these 
days of social distancing the group shows 
the tendency to spend a lot of time on social 
media, declaring that virtual communication 
can consistently replace face to face commu-
nication; perceived loneliness is set at a medi-
um-high level. In relation to the rules imposed 
by the Italian government in order to contain 
the spread of the disease, the members of the 
cluster seem to feel at ease with the directives. 
From the occupational point of view, the clus-
ter is mainly composed of students, occasional 
workers or unemployed people and, for the 
employed ones, work activity was suspended. 
Their level of uncertainty about the future is 
medium-high. The political orientation varies 
within the group, but their majority declared to 
belong to the “centre”, having a medium-high 
level of trust in the socio-economic system.

Data and discussion: Due to the high degree 
of variability within the cluster, we could not 
associate the resulting respondents’ profile to 
a precise position in the Maslow’s pyramid of 
needs. In order to gain a better understanding 
of the cluster composition, the analysis has 
been repeated within respondents belonging to 
cluster 3. We obtained three new sub-clusters 
where anger and sadness were decreasing on 
average, moving from a sub-cluster to another. 
While respondents in this cluster were located 
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on layer 2 in the Maslow’s pyramid of needs, 
they are at risk to slip downwards to layer 1 
in case the social distancing measures were 
prolonged. The precarious work conditions of 
respondents and the presence of a consistent 
number of youngsters seem to produce a cer-
tain degree of emotional instability.

Group 4-Let’s go Against
Description: This cluster consist of 22,730 peo-

ple. The analysis shows that the levels of inten-
sity of the emotions are very high in relation to 
anger, disgust, fear, anxiety and sadness. The 
group is mainly composed of female and young 
people with a medium-low level of education. 
Most of them live in Southern Italy and have 
children younger than 12 years old. In these 
days of social distancing the group shows the 
tendency to spend a lot of time on social me-
dia, declaring that virtual communication can 
efficiently replace face to face communication. 
The level of perceived loneliness is the high-
est within the sample. In relation to the rules 
imposed by the Italian Government in order 
to contain the spread of the disease, they seem 
to have extreme difficulties in following the 
directives. From an employment point of view, 
the cluster is mainly composed of occasional 
workers, who are often experiencing the inter-
ruption of their work activity. For this reason, 
most of them are afraid of losing the job and 
are at risk of serious economic losses and food 
insecurity. Their level of uncertainty about the 
future is very high. The group shows a political 
orientation tending to the “Centre-Right” and 
has the lowest level of trust in the socio-eco-
nomic system compared to the whole sample. 

Data and discussion: This group shows high 
levels of negative emotions and, referring to 
Maslow’s pyramid of needs, the group is placed 
over layer #1 (physiological needs). This means 
that the cluster cannot satisfy the basic physi-
ological needs and it is highly exposed to the 
risk of poverty. All factors described above 
have a direct impact on the level of resilience 
that, in the case of cluster 4, has the lowest 
scores of the whole sample. Also, domestic 
environment is not very peaceful and coopera-
tive, reflecting the negative emotions perceived 
by the members of this group.

Group 5-The Unwavering Woman 
Description: the cluster analysis for this group 

shows that fear, anxiety and sadness are the 

most relevant emotions. The group consist of 
25,646 people. It is mainly composed of young 
and adult female, who often have children, 
with a medium-high level of education. The 
majority of them live in Central-Southern Ita-
ly. In these days of lockdown, they spend a lot 
of time on social media, showing reluctance 
in following the rules. This group mainly 
consists of occasional workers, who in many 
cases are working from home. Because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, they risk losing their 
jobs. In relation to their political orientation, 
they are predominantly leftist. The majority of 
them declared that virtual communication may 
consistently substitute real communication. 
Despite the high level of uncertainty about 
the future and a sense of loneliness, the group 
shows a high level of trust in the institutions. 

Data and discussion: This group shows the 
highest levels of fear, anxiety and sadness, 
but these emotions are not linked with anger, 
instead of what happens in cluster 4. From our 
perspective, this emotional condition may ap-
pear as a temporary depressive state, strongly 
linked to the lockdown situation. In this case, 
it is crucial to stress that the data analysed 
in this paper refer to a timespan of twelve 
days (starting from March 22 until April 2). 
An interesting point for future considerations 
would be about the evolution of this group’s 
emotional state over time. As the linkage be-
tween fear and anxiety generally refers to the 
sense of security we perceive in our lives, we 
placed Group 5 in layer #2 (security needs) of 
the Maslow’s pyramid of needs. Our consider-
ation seems appropriate because this group is 
mainly composed of women, who also have to 
bear the task of reproduction, to a psychobio-
logical extent. 

Group 6-The Elderly
Description: This cluster consist of 28,020 peo-

ple. The analysis shows that the prevalent 
emotions within the group are fear, anxiety 
and sadness. This group is mainly composed 
of adult and elderly males with a medium-high 
level of education. Most of them live in North-
ern Italy and have children over 12 years old. 
Despite the fact that during social distancing 
the group shows the tendency to spend more 
time on social media than before, they have 
declared that virtual communication cannot 
replace face to face communication. The lev-
el of loneliness perceived by the majority of 
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them is medium-low. In relation to the rules 
imposed by the Italian government in order to 
contain the spread of the disease, they do not 
seem to have difficulties in following the di-
rectives. From the occupational point of view, 
the cluster is mainly composed of retired and 
employed people, who in many cases are work-
ing from home. The majority of them do not 
expect serious consequences related to the 
lockdown, stating they will not have economic 
difficulties in meeting food needs. Their level 
of uncertainty about the future is medium. The 
group shows a political orientation tending to 
the “Left” and has a high level of trust in the 
socio-economic system. 

Data and discussion: This group has medium 
levels of sadness, anxiety and fear, showing 
low levels of the other emotions at the same 
time. In relation to the Maslow’s pyramid of 
needs, this cluster can be placed over layer #3 
(Belongingness and love needs). This means 
that the group has fully met the physiological 
and safety needs (respectively layers 1 and 2), 
though it is still looking for the fulfilment of 
the belongingness and love needs. The resil-
ience scores among the group are high, com-
pared with the ones of other clusters. 

The overall picture of the profiles obtained 
with the cluster analysis can also be proposed in a 
synoptic way through the projection of the groups 
on a factorial plan (Figure 2). The projection is 
the result of the optimal linear combination of 
the same variables used for the cluster analysis 
(PCA). The PCA provided only two factors (ei-
genvalue ≥ 1) which summarize the 63% of the 
initial overall information (variance explained). 
It is quite evident that the relative position of 
the clusters reflects the meaning assigned to the 
main factors: for example, Group 1 is located in 
the first quadrant, relatively close to the emotions 
of fulfilment of primary needs. In the same way, 
Group 4 is placed near the emotions that express 
negative reactions; the groups characterised by 
the high tendency to relaxation (Group 6) or al-
so by anger and contrasting emotions (Group 2 
and Group 3) are positioned on the vertical axis; 
Group 5 is located relatively close to the emotions 
of fear, anxiety and sadness.

Most people experiencing an emergency situ-
ation implying a collapse of social contacts – as 
COVID-19 sanitary emergency – do experience 
some kind of emotional reactions. Emotions, es-
pecially negative ones, may go along with prima-
ry needs or be a result of the lack of their satis-

Figure 2. Factorial plan with projection of basic emotions and clusters.
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faction. Although each person reacts differently, 
there are a number of common responses that are 
experienced by the majority of those involved. 

In our study, we found a mix of emotions that can 
be perceived at the same time. The results of this 
pattern generate different attitudes and behaviours 
in order to cope with social, psychological and 
economic problems arising from social distancing. 
There is no doubt that the limitation of the access 
to normal daily activities, including common social 
interactions with other people, affects our emotional 
status as well as our economic situation. 

COVID-19 has boosted unprecedented and un-
foreseeable financial insecurity. In our study, we 
found a correlation between basic emotions and 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. In times of crisis, 
the most basic needs are physiological. Insecurity 
and uncertainty towards the near future produce 
effects at a level of individual’s emotions. Fear, 
anger and sadness are predominantly present 
in all the population groups; anger and disgust 
mainly appear when people may be unable to 
meet subsistence needs or deeply perceive the 
lack of economic security. High level of educa-
tion and more stable working/economic condi-
tions produce a lower amount of negative effects, 
in emotional terms. When physiological and safe-
ty needs are met, the emotions perceived by the 
population can be positive and social distancing 
phenomenon seems to be considered as a transi-
tory time or even an opportunity for the future.

Conclusions

Social distancing is crucial to contain 
COVID-19 contagion, but it may create nega-
tive emotions in the majority of people or social 
groups. The well-known Maslow’s theory of hu-
man needs seems to fit well with the outbreak of 
negative emotions in the context of COVID-19. In 
Maslow’s theory human needs are hierarchically 
arranged; they emerge and progress once a par-
ticular need is satisfied. Our study demonstrates 
the existence of links between the perception of 
negative basic emotions and the fulfilment of pri-
mary needs mainly referring to the first three lev-
els of the Maslow’s pyramid: physiological, safe-
ty, love and (social) belongingness. As a result of 
COVID-19 worldwide pandemic, many people – 
regardless of their position on Maslow’s pyramid 
prior to the pandemic have been sucked into the 
bottom layers of the pyramid. This unexpected 
change in the individual basic needs has triggered 

a relevant transformation in the individual emo-
tional status and a shift towards negative emo-
tions. COVID-19 emergency has made Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs a slippery slope where people 
feel at risk of losing the level of basic needs they 
have achieved before the pandemic. As soon as 
possible, we will carry on an additional survey to 
furtherly investigate the issue.

At this stage of the COVID-19 pandemic, so-
cial distancing appears to be our reality now as it 
will also be in the near future. Thus, new studies 
and scientific research on people’s emotions and 
reactions will be needed. There is huge space for 
in-depth research activities on our large dataset. 

Gender differences and emotional reactions 
due to COVID-19 social distancing may be con-
sistent aspects to be investigated. The need to 
stay at home may strengthen a woman-centred 
model in the care of family members and house-
work. Indicators of resilience show that women 
are more task-oriented, while men are more like-
ly to experience positive emotions. As a result, 
women are at risk of increasing limitation of their 
spaces of autonomy, when losing their jobs and 
related social achievements. 

Usage of Internet may also affect our emotional 
status. Internet users not only have access to and 
exchange information, but also find on the web 
a place where to express their social/emotional 
dimension. Internet usage is a complex and in-
terdisciplinary area of study involving computer 
scientists, psychologists, sociologists and experts 
in communication. It will be very interesting 
to go in-depth in our dataset by analysing and 
exploring people’s emotions when the web is the 
only alternative to face-to-face contacts. During 
COVID-19 sanitary emergency, social distancing 
has relentlessly reduced the amount of contacts 
we have with each other. The use of technology 
may help us feel less alone, but its side effects on 
our emotions and on our ability to re-establish 
direct interactions are still unknown to us.  

The effects of short-term social distancing 
have not been sufficiently studied. Though peo-
ple are basically resilient, the impact of isolation 
and limitation of social contacts should not be 
underestimated or fall to the bottom of the polit-
ical agenda. What could now be underestimated, 
in the near future may result in high human and 
economic costs.
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