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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic, already completing almost two years of its irreversible course of
action, has exerted and still exerts significant pressures on the social and economic systems
of countries worldwide as well as on human relations. Human friendship and socialization, as
key factors of human coexistence and cooperation within a social group, have been hit hard
by the strict imposition of measures of distancing and social isolation in order to limit the
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disease and stop its unexpectedly deadly transmission. The present study focuses on
exploring the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on friendship and socialization of people in
the new different social contexts that have developed. In the first stage, our work attempts a
review of the research and studies carried out during these two years which investigate the
changes that occurred in these two dimensions of human coexistence and cooperation to
highlight the way in which young adults experienced the consequences of lockdown.
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1. Introduction: The Characteristics of the COVID-19 Pandemic

The Covid-19 pandemic was announced on January 20, 2020 in China and officially declared
on March 11, 2020 worldwide (WHO, 2020). In a short period of time, thousands of human
lives were lost worldwide and the first and most basic measure that had to be taken
immediately was the social isolation of everyone and the confinement in their homes. The
socio-economic consequences of the new pandemic affected the primary, secondary and
tertiary sectors and this has resulted in rising global unemployment due to job losses
(Branguinho et al., 2020).

The Covid-19 pandemic had a huge negative impact on all social relationships. The
suddenness of the pandemic and the uncertainty about the length of time it would affect
social events caused socio-emotional uncertainty in children, young people and
adults. School closures, curfews, quarantines, reduced social activities, fear of putting each
person or their family at risk of infection, physical and social exclusion and distancing as key
measures to prevent the spread of the disease have caused serious problems in human
contacts, especially in the contacts of adolescents and students (Bernasco et al., 2021; Elmer
et al., 2020). Although there was plenty of time available to enable each person to engage
individually in activities such as painting, reading, and exercise (Branquinho et al., 2020), the
lack of interaction created many problems for young people, especially those who were
suffering from anxiety, loneliness, depression, irritability, procrastination, discomfort with
others, etc. Many have spent invaluable time on the various screens of the home or using
substances (Wang et al., 2020; Liang et al., 2020; Pereira et al., 2020). The confinement and
forced stay at home caused muscle aches, headaches that were intensified by dietary changes
and changes in schedules and normal hours of sleep. At the social level, there was a decrease
in social contacts and connections, recreational activities such as various parties or
celebrations, while long stays at home and increased interaction with the same people caused
an increase in family disputes and breakups and an increase in domestic violence and divorce
(Branquinho et al., 2020).

It is noteworthy that in addition to the common conditions that prevailed worldwide as a
response by people to the pandemic health crisis, by country, nation, race, age, and identity
the effects were different. A study of a multicultural U.S. student population, according to
Browning et al. (2021), found that lifestyle changes were mainly associated with lack of
motivation, social isolation, and lack of recreational entertainment, lifelong friendship and
contact, educational change, uncertainty in professional careers, boredom, frustration and fear
as a result of reduced social interaction.
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2. Friendship and the Effects of the Pandemic. The Research

According to Aristotle (Nicomachean Ethics, I, 1103a9) the human virtues, the virtues of
morality and intellect, the "six", deserve praise and exaltation, "of the six we call the
praiseworthy virtues". Virtues guide human actions throughout the course of humanity, they
are not "innate” or against human nature, but they can be acquired and cultivated through
habits. Friendship is an important and necessary virtue for man, which according to Aristotle
leads man to happiness and moral fulfillment, unites citizens and creates bonds between
citizens and cities (Nicomachean Ethics, IX 1155a 2). Friendship is "virtue™ or it needs virtue
as a basis in order to exist and it is necessary for the social inclusion and reference of
man. Even the richest man cannot live without friends, because human nature is social, that is,
no one can live and function as a unit except through collectivism and socialization (Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics, IX, 1155a3). Friends are the "refuge" of people of all ages, and
according to Aristotle, people who are friends with each other do not need justice, since the
most authentic form of justice includes all the features of genuine friendship (Nicomachean
Ethics, IX, 1155a).

Friendship according to Fehr (1996: 7) is a "voluntary, personal relationship, usually
providing intimacy and help, in which participants like each other and seek each other's
company.” It is characterized by different forms, depending on the "closeness™ of friends, the
frequency of contact and the number in the network of friends. It is equivalent to a form of
interaction through close intercourse and contact. Different friendship patterns are based on
specific personal characteristics and differ depending on gender. For men, friendships are
formed depending on how often and for how long they meet each other, while for women
friendship is equivalent to a relationship of support and close contact with strong
emotions. Socio-economic status and health are two of the most powerful factors in removing
someone from their network of friends. The formation of friendship networks proves to be
very important because they contribute to the social integration of individuals, offering
reassurance, companionship and emotional support in moments of loneliness or
depression. Mutual communication and concern are the main characteristics of a friendly
relationship (Miche et al., 2013).

In many critical periods of anxiety, melancholy, loneliness and depression, as supported by
research, friendship is an essential pillar of mental endurance and resilience and a shield of
protection not only for adults but especially for adolescents. In fact, quality friendship
emerges stronger than the "sacred” family love and support, which is why a person's time
with friends is a real investment and not a pointless act. Close friendships have been shown to
be more supportive of stress avoidance and a deterrent to young people's anxiety and
internalization (Bernasco et al., 2021). Moreover, “social stress” is associated, according to
Biggs et al. (2012), with loose friendships and social isolation. Adolescents who avoid or do
not pursue a more meaningful social interaction and friendship seem to end up lacking in
social competence and social skills, self-awareness and self-knowledge, which will affect
their later adult life as well, as it will not significantly expand their social action beyond their
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close family environment.

According to Aristotle, friendship between people is strong and alive when friends are in
communication and physical contact. He also believes that "local distance does not take away
friendship, but only friendly energy". In other words, the friendly mood "from within", the
intention, the feelings of the friends, do not differ due to distance (Nicomachean Ethics, IX,
1157b5).

With the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, research has shown, at least in the first phase, that
more "loose" friendships become even "looser", while other friendships are not qualitatively
affected by online or offline connection and communication (Bernasco et al., 2021). Rice &
Sher (2021) in their research on the consequences of social distancing and distance learning
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, found increased rates of suicide or suicidal moods in
adolescents, especially male adolescents. This was interpreted as a result of the fact that male
adolescents saw friendship through the prism of physical contact and action, team games and
sports. On the contrary, female friendship, because it focuses more on emotional support and
verbal expression, has proven to be stronger and more adaptable to the extremes of exclusion
and isolation. However, Wang et al. (2020) researching secondary and tertiary students, again
in the same context of the effects of the pandemic on friendship networks, found that women
used the words "anxiety" and "depression” more often than men and experienced family
hardships caused by the pandemic more stressfully.

Despite the fact that distance learning continued through teaching with the use of the internet,
virtual social networks proved to be effective in combating youth stress. However, the lack of
social company and interactions seems to have a profound effect on students' socio-emotional
state, feelings of loneliness and sadness. According to Elmer et al. (2020) friendly and social
relations were tested in all phases of the pandemic, either within the family or in an
extra-familial environment. At the same time, various interactive networks were created
which acted as helpers of social and emotional support in order to reduce the factors that
caused stress due to the pandemic. Those who had strong friendships "survived" emotionally
and did not lose their motivation for life and social interaction, while those who had "loose"
friendships, were isolated and felt more stress and introversion.

Research by Branquito et al. (2020) on the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on friendships
found that high school students changed their mood significantly and were overly nostalgic
for moments with their classmates. The need to communicate regularly with their peers had
negative consequences on their psychosomatic health. The fear of transmitting the virus to the
family prevented them from any natural social interaction. In the age group of students it was
found that most experienced anxiety, loneliness and depression while they had different
attitudes and behaviors in their way of studying. They significantly changed their behavior on
social networks with limited social interactions and less connectivity to networks of
entertainment and collaborative learning. Of course, those social contacts strongest before the
pandemic were maintained during social distancing with digital communication keeping the
relationships active. However, it was found that those most isolated from social interaction
and collaborative learning, who had previously had this attitude and behavior, were not
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integrated into the networks and at greater risk of suffering the negative effects of the
pandemic (Elmer et al., 2020).

3. The Socialization and Effects of the Pandemic. The Research

A general definition of the term "socialization" includes the way in which an individual
experiences a process of learning and accepting the rules and principles of a group or part of
a social whole in order to integrate into it (Ritzer, 2018: 156-157). Emile Durkheim, the
mouthpiece of sociological thought, identified, in the early 20th century, socializing as the
process of the transition of man from the world of biology to the world of the social "scene"
with all the processes of growth and formation of his personality with his fellow human
beings and the wider environment that surrounds him. The collective with the individual
element are in a constant "interaction” and with "conscious and unconscious” processes the
formation of the "socio-cultural personality” of the individual takes place. Continuing this
thinking and the functionalism approach in general, Parsons identifies socialization as "the
internalization of the culture of the particular society in which the individual was born [...]
and the gradual integration of the child into ever wider subsystems.” Through this process of
integration, the individual acquires his personality system and internalizes the semantic
contents of the respective political system” (Nikolaou, 2009: 72-73).For Parsons,
socialization is one of the basic functions of education along with "choice"”, which leads to
balance and social organization but also a long process of five phases of “internalization of
culture™ of a certain social status quo (Nikolaou, 2009: 21; 72-73).

The main feature of socialization is the "interaction", the way the receiver, the new social
member, responds to the message of the transmitter; that is, the one who tries to transfer the
experiences to the new social member so that he integrates smoothly into society (Ritzer,
2018: 156-157). New ideals and new values determine the behavior of the individual in his
social environment (Nikolaou, 2009: 72). According to Ritzer, there are eight stages of
socialization of man, from the moment of his birth until his death. In a general context, the
bodies, socialization are divided into primary, concerning family and friends, and secondary;,
involving impersonal influences such as education and the media (Ritzer, 2018: 156-157).

Socialization as a process regulates the socio-cultural values and structures of the social
system and its absence hinders the evolutionary social course of man, forcing him to remain
at a subhuman level. The exclusion of people from social company and interactions implies
the existence of "unchanged damage" on a mental and emotional level (Nikolaou, 2009: 22).

In the context of the socialization process, the individual communicates, socializes with
friends, people of approximately the same age, feels happy and develops relationships and
attitudes within the group context that he has chosen to join (Nikolaou, 2009: 74). People of
the same age are an important body of the socialization of the individual and for pupils or
students socialization takes place inside and outside the learning environment. In fact, quite
often there is a friction or a confrontation between the primary actors of socialization, that is,
the different views of friends come into ideological or moral conflict with the perceptions of
the family or even with other secondary actors. The socialization that takes place in the
company of people of the same age is especially important in all age phases of the person,
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because peers-friends are the supports of the individual in work, study or social integration in
smaller groups (Ritzer, 2018: 159).

It is worth noting that socialization as a process of integration of the individual in society, has
different elements and specifications regarding gender. Traditional patterns, structures and
social institutions differentiate boys from girls, with distinct roles and corresponding
behaviors (Ritzer, 2018: 159-160).In the workplace, adult socialization or even
"re-socialization™ takes place, in cases such as when people are looking for work and are
often forced to modify their ideas, rules or values to integrate into the new reality (Ritzer,
2018: 164).

Everything that happens in society also affects the process of socialization. For example, the
Covid-19 pandemic, with its restrictions on social contacts and the imposition of compulsory
social distancing, brought about sudden changes in people's daily lives. A new way of
communicating and thus socializing, the "internet socialization” with internal activities,
was formed and expanded, which often caused new habits, and dependencies on electronic
devices or substance use to some who were vulnerable even before the pandemic (Kar et al.,
2020). But the long-lasting social isolation also caused anxiety and loneliness, intensifying
the need for socializing. According to Marmarosh et al. (2020) many groups, online
psychotherapies have proven to be life-saving in treating large numbers of people suffering
from the traumatic impact of the pandemic. Group therapy was a form of socialization and
served as an antidote to the imposition of social distancing from any kind of social action.

In this new pattern of socialization, according to Kotera et al. (2020), some university
professors systematically and consciously implemented morning online meetings -
online gatherings. In fact, they put into practice daily morning communication and interaction
on a digital platform (e.g., Microsoft Teams / MS Teams) in order to create a new
communication network, to enhance a positive team spirit and culture and to prevent loneliness
and isolation through team consolidation. Isolation and marginalization as a feeling in the
educational practice is very difficult to manage and can negatively affect the result and the
work of the teacher. This new form of socialization has highlighted the importance of cohesion
and mutual support at the human level in times of crisis and danger such as the
pandemic.

According to Elmer et al. (2020) a relationship of interaction and interdependence of their
social networks has developed in the pupil and student community during this period of the
pandemic, but also a change in their ways of connecting due to the exclusion of universities
and strict social distancing measures. Some people seem to find it difficult to "socialize™ in
the new reality of digital communication, despite the fact that their communication and
support is necessary due to the negative consequences of isolation. Reducing contact with
family or some friends equates to limited social support and a lower degree of integration into
student social networks. In fact, the study found that female students were more concerned
about their family and friends, more anxious about their future careers, spent less time on
social media and were much less socially supported, making them more vulnerable mentally
than male students (Elmer et al., 2020).
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Due to the social constraints, the socialization of people was greatly limited to digital media
which on the one hand functioned as information tools and on the other hand seem to have
compensated for the social deficit and partially met the emotional needs of people, although
physical, lifelong contact and interaction is considered irreplaceable (Merchant & Lurie, 2020;
Jarzyna, 2020). According to O'Keefe & Clarke-Pearson (2011), social media is one of the most
popular new media habits for socializing, entertaining and communicating, although these
sites are often not the healthiest environments. During the pandemic, however, they emerged as
very important for maintaining social contact and the continuation of socialization through the
new online form. Live contact and communication may have been reduced or even interrupted,
but it was maintained through the digital-virtual world and social networks (Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram) which contributed substantially to the maintenance of human relationships. The
interactive and social element of this relationship, that is, people with social media, was a real
support in the new and different everyday life. In fact, it is currently argued that the benefits do
not relate to socialization, even digital, but offer a comprehensive set of knowledge and
methods for dealing with future crises and disasters (Pitas & Ehmer, 2020).

H Journal of Social Science Studies
A\ MacrOthI“k ISSN 2329-9150

Social networking platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Tik-Tok, various
online group video games and frequent Netflix viewing have been offered and have become
the imperative, social and communication support for people of all ages, from infants to the
elderly from the beginning of the pandemic onwards, on the grounds that loneliness and
social isolation will be reduced. In this way, new technologies in the context of the fourth
industrial revolution formed a new form of socialization, "virtual socialization”, as platforms
and social media employed more than 2.9 billion people (Jarzyna, 2020).

In general and according to the research findings so far and without comparable data we can
not know the exact effects of the closure of schools due to the pandemic in terms of social
skills and knowledge of students and young people. It is likely, however, that losses in
students' learning time and skills will have long-term consequences. According to the
research of Hanushek & Woessmann, (2020: 9) a group of students who lose the ability to
develop skills that a child usually acquires in one third of the school year has the consequence
of reducing the future GDP of a country by 1, 5% on average for the rest of a century (2.2% if
half a school year is lost) (Konle-Seidl & Picarella, 2021).

4. Conclusions

A key conclusion reached by the research in general is that with the COVID-19 pandemic we
experienced multidimensional and unprecedented challenges for young people and education
systems. This period reveals how unprepared global society is to manage crises and how
unprepared and structurally weak education is to make proper use of new technologies
through digital education. Research on behalf of Europe has shown, for example, that the
education and youth sectors face particular challenges, and that a common ground for
European countries should be to build more resilient education systems that respond to and
adapt to future crises (Van der Graaf et al., 2021).

Especially for young people, it must be emphasized how significantly they were affected by
the closure of schools or restrictions on training opportunities, and low levels of mental

183 http://jsss.macrothink.org



A ISSN 2329-9150
Institute™ 2021, \Vol. 8, No. 2

well-being with reference to social distancing, loneliness, depression and general social
isolation were also found as a negative result of the pandemic. It has also been pointed out
that the loss of learning leads to increased repetition of courses, without necessarily
compensating for the lack of skills that should have been developed at that time, and
therefore a lower educational level even in higher education and as a result reduced income
and increased unemployment (Jaume & Willén, 2019). In relation to the pandemic and
according to data from the European Union, the indicators so far do not provide a clear
picture of whether there will be a long-term deterioration of the employment and social status
of young people (Konle-Seidl & Picarella, 2021).

\\ Macrothi“k Journal of Social Science Studies

More specifically, social support, coexistence with others in various forms of interaction,
cooperation, friendship, social relations and learning or study in a group context, physical or
even digital, as found in research findings, (Elmer et Browning et al., 2021) have a positive
effect on school and university progress, personality development and personal fulfillment. In
the new reality we are experiencing with the Covid-19 pandemic it is considered very
important:

A) to support pupils and students not only in learning but also in school and university
socialization. This means supporting the development of social and friendly networks,
building social contacts and connections with other pupils / students,

B) to contribute as much as possible to the maintenance of friendship and close contact, in
spite of any social constraints, in order to avoid the negative consequences of isolation,

C) to encourage regular communication with family and friends, engaging in enjoyable
activities and developing a "common sense™ that supports "common resilience™ (Vinkers et al.,
2020),

D) to develop for the duration of the pandemic internet groups on digital platforms through
which learning and study will be carried out collaboratively, the implementation of sessions
by peer groups and the appropriate counseling and guidance in order to deal with the negative
effects of social restriction (Elmer et al., 2020),

E) for schools and universities to take care of the preparation and training of pupils / students
in the new form of socialization, the digital, so that they are ready to respond to forms of
interaction and other social conditions and contexts. It would be advisable for online events
using a digital platform to create digital groups for the development of social ties especially
for young pupils and students who did not have time to develop social relationships in the
learning space,

F) if the model of open structures in education is maintained after almost two years of
isolation and distance education, to apply the hybrid education model (blended or hybrid
learning) that combines the traditional teaching space and educational distance learning
activities with the support of technology, especially for new students in higher education
(Caner, 2012), to gradually escape from the social conditions and contexts of incarceration
and to build social relationships and connections with other students in online and live events
and gradually return to a natural form of socialization as a necessary condition for the
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evolutionary course of the social subject,

G) as research has finally shown how important it is, to try to maintain friendship and close
contact, even in the form of online socialization, despite any social restrictions that need to be
imposed each time to avoid very important negative consequences for humans.

In order to avoid a "lost" generation or a generation with a variety of irreversible problems, it
iIs important to pay special attention to young people during the recovery phase. The
challenge will be to implement dynamic policies by taking appropriate action. To address the
social and emotional health of young people, policy makers should also be competent and
work in a coordinated and intensive manner by integrating policies into educational settings,
workplaces and welfare systems to achieve recovery and resilience. According to EU data
from the 22 countries that participated in the OECD survey in February 2021, only 12
countries have taken initiatives in this direction. It is therefore vital to provide policy
guidance and support for targeted actions and structural reforms for the social and
psycho-emotional development and health of young people (Konle-Seidl & Picarella, 2021).
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