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Abstract: Background: Increased perceived stress is associated with physical and mental health problems. However, little is known about the
social factors that influenced perceived stress during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study, we examined the relationship between social
skills, perceived support from family and friends, and perceived stress during the COVID-19 pandemic, through a two-wave design. Methods: A
group of 106 college students completed measures of social skills during the prepandemic period as well as of perceived social support and
perceived stress 1 month into the implementation of the first lockdown in Cyprus. Results: Preexisting social skills and concurrent family
support the predicted negatively perceived stress during the lockdown. Although several aspects of social skills were correlated negatively
with perceived stress, only the ability to manage interpersonal conflicts and to effectively resolve disagreements negatively predicted
perceived stress, suggesting that this skill may constitute a protective factor against perceived stress during stressful events. Perceived
support during the pandemic, on the other hand, was not overall significantly predicted by one’s social skills. Conclusions: Our study provides
preliminary evidence about the relationship between interpersonal skills and perceived stress during the COVID-19 pandemic. Interventions
targeting the development of conflict resolution skills seem to be promising in ameliorating the psychological stress associated with the

pandemic.

Keywords: COVID-19, college students, perceived stress, conflict management, social skills

During the COVID-19 pandemic, measures of home
confinement, high risk of transmission, and uncertainty
about ways of self-protection have brought stress, infection
fears, confusion, and a sense of lack of control, all of which
have been found to have negative effects for mental health
(Brooks et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2021), including increased
prevalence of depression and anxiety (Boursier et al., 2020;
Qiuetal., 2020; Wang et al., 2020) and negative impact on
quality of life (Panayiotou et al., 2021). For instance, in
China, approximately one-third of a study’s population
experienced moderate to high anxiety during the first
2 weeks of the pandemic (Wang et al., 2020), and similar
findings come from countries that were deeply affected, like
Spain (Gonzalez-Sanguino et al., 2020) and Italy (Musetti
et al., 2021). During this crisis, social support was identified
as a protective factor, and a lack thereof to be associated
with decreased risk of poor mental health outcomes
such as anxiety and depression (Gonzalez-Sanguino et al.,
2020; Liu et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; Hong et al., 2021).
Similarly, social relationships and asking for advice from
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relatives or friends were identified as among a series of pro-
tective factors for mental health (Groarke et al.,2020; Hong
etal.,2021). However, to receive such support, one needs to
have adequate social skills to initiate or maintain social rela-
tionships. It is not surprising that social skills are associated
with a greater quality of life (Miiller et al., 2015) through
positive relationships (Segrin & Taylor, 2007). However,
it remains unknown whether social skills also influenced
the perceived availability of social support during the
COVID-19 crisis or affected the level of perceived stress
during this period, as was observed in previous studies
(e.g., Segrin et al., 2007, 2016). Understanding whether
social support and social skills have a positive impact on
the subjective experience of stress during the COVID-19
pandemic allows us to design systemic psychological and
health interventions to prevent negative long-term out-
comes and support those experiencing stress under these
circumstances.

Perceived stress refers to the degree to which some-
one appraises life events as stressful, unpredictable, and
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uncontrollable, relying on the confidence in one’s ability to
handle that stress (Cohen et al., 1983; Lee, 2012; Phillips,
2013; Roohafza et al., 2016). Increased perceived stress
has negative effects on physical (e.g., increased susceptibil-
ity to infectious diseases; Cohen et al., 1983) and mental
health (e.g., depression, anxiety; Bergdahl & Bergdahl,
2002; Pereira-Morales et al., 2019). Perceived stress is
associated positively with psychological difficulties, even
after controlling the effects of stressful life conditions
(Pbert et al., 1992; Watson, 1988), pointing to the impor-
tance of subjective appraisals of stress rather than the
stressful events themselves (Bardeen et al., 2013).

According to the social skills vulnerability model (Segrin
& Flora, 2000; Segrin et al., 2016) individuals with less
developed social skills are more vulnerable to experiencing
dysphoria and developing psychological difficulties, espe-
cially when experiencing a stressful situation like the
COVID-19 pandemic, because of their inability to utilize
support from their social networks. In turn, social support
buffers the deleterious effect of stress on psychological
health (Cohen et al., 1986). Indeed, social support has been
found to moderate the link between perceived stress and
depression (Thorsteinsson et al., 2013), indicating that it
may protect mental health from the effects of stress. Simi-
larly, other studies found that social skills and social support
are negatively related to perceived stress (Chao, 2012;
Panayiotou & Karekla, 2013; Segrin et al., 2007; Segrin &
Rynes, 2009).

Several explanations have been offered for these associ-
ations. First, individuals with inadequate social skills are at a
higher risk of experiencing loneliness and isolation (Jin &
Park, 2013; Panayiotou et al., 2016) and thus have fewer
resources to cope with stressful events, whereby loneliness
and isolation in themselves are stressful experiences (Step-
toe et al., 2004). In addition, individuals with less devel-
oped social skills experience more stress in their everyday
lives, e.g., because of inadequate abilities to manage con-
flict compared with individuals with functional levels of
social skills, resulting in accumulated stress and psycholog-
ical difficulties (Segrin & Rynes, 2009; Wright et al., 2010).
At the same time, people with inadequate social skills expe-
rience less positive reinforcement in their interpersonal
relationships and are less able to prevent punishing
responses of others (Lewinsohn et al., 1980). On the other
hand, interpersonal competence is positively associated
with deriving satisfaction from social interactions and life
(Flora, 2007; Segrin et al., 2007), social self-efficacy beliefs
(Rubin et al., 1993), and the ability to marshal support from
significant others, especially among young adults (Segrin
et al.,, 2007; Segrin & Menees, 1996). It can also play a
strong buffering role against stress and its consequences
(McEwen, 2007; Riggio & Zimmerman, 1991). Although
multiple pathways enable social skills to influence
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perceived stress and social support, it is still unclear
whether specific forms of social skills, including the ability
to initiate relationships, provide emotional support, assert
influence, practice self-disclosure and apply conflict resolu-
tion, and predict the subjective experience of stress. More-
over, there are little data available about stress during
international crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Aims

During the early months of the pandemic, and during the
first lockdown and quarantine period in Cyprus (24 March
2020-4 May 2020), authorities implemented very strict
restrictions of movement on residents, who could leave
their home only once per day for specific activities b by
sending an SMS; violation of these measures was fined.
Except for essential workers, citizens worked from home,
with schools and universities converting to online teaching.
A nighttime curfew was enforced. The current study exam-
ined whether specific forms of social skills, required to ini-
tiate and maintain healthy relationships, predict directly
and negatively the levels of perceived stress, and positively
the perceived social support from family and friends, expe-
rienced during this period. Such outcomes can inform
whether specific social skills could be the targets of psycho-
logical interventions, mental health support systems, and
prevention initiatives to reduce the levels of perceived
stress in college students during a pandemic and similar
crises. Based on the premise that social skills could help col-
lege students to maintain satisfying and supportive inter-
personal relationships during this period, we hypothesized
the following:

1. Better interpersonal skills (conceived as relatively
stable and therefore measured prepandemic), including
skills at initiating relationships, providing emotional
support, asserting influence, engaging in self-disclosure
and conflict resolution, predict lower perceived stress in
college students during the pandemic.

2. We also anticipated that, in line with prior studies
(e.g., Ozer et al., 2021), good interpersonal skills are
positively associated with more perceived social sup-
port from family and friends during the lockdown.

Method

Participants

A total of 106 Greek-Cypriot undergraduate university
students (99 females; Mg = 21.60, SD = 3.43 years) were
recruited from introductory undergraduate psychology
courses and received extra course credit or were included
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in a prize drawing for their participation in a large longitudi-
nal project on the relationship between personality and
mental health which received approval from the Cyprus
National Bioethics Committee. Most of them were women
(see Table 1), which is consistent with the composition of the
student body at the particular university. N = 237 partici-
pants who took part in the study (Phase 1) consented to be
contacted for its second phase, 106 of whom completed
the second phase and 91 of whom provided complete data
for the analyses of this study. The remaining participants
had some incomplete scales of social skills at Phase 1.
Participants’ responses from Phase 1 and Phase 2 were
matched based on a specific code provided to them; multi-
ple responses were not allowed. The attrition rate from the
initial sample was thus 55%. Similar attrition rates have
been observed in previous studies, perhaps because some
of the students had graduated since Phase 1 or no longer
wanted or needed to receive extra credit for participation.
Table 1 contains the demographics of the participants.

Procedure

At Time 1 (T1), participants completed a battery of question-
naires on personality, psychopathology, and social skills
(i-e., the Interpersonal Competence Questionnaire; ICQ)
through an online platform (LimeSurvey) as part of a study
described as assessing personality and emotions. This
phase was completed within the last 9 months before the
first COVID-19 cases occurred in Cyprus. Time 2 (T2) took
place 1 month after the start of the firstlockdown and during
the initial ease of quarantine measures by the Cypriot
government (individuals were allowed to leave their home
3 times per day instead of 1, between 04 May 2020 and
21 May 2020). T2 involved another package of question-
naires that included the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and
Social Support Questionnaire (SSQ). During this phase,
participants were specifically instructed to respond based
on their experiences of the last month, without an explicit
mention of the pandemic, to minimize demand effects.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants,
before each phase. As there was no deception of partici-
pants, no debriefing procedure was included.

Measures

All scales used were either the official Greek translations or
existing translations in Greek completed by our lab and
used in previous studies in Cyprus, with permission from
authors and/or publishers.

PSS

This 10-item tool (rated on a 5-point scale ranging from
O = never to 4 = very often; four reversed items) was used

© 2021 The Author(s) Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article

33
Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of participants
N %

Sex

Female 99 81.1

Male 23 18.9
Education

High school 29 23.8

College 62 50.8

University 23 18.9

Master’s degree 8 6.6
Geographic area

Urban 92 75.4

Rural 30 24.6
Family status

Single 116 95.1

Engaged 4 3.3

Married 2 1.6

to measure general perceived stress and how uncontrol-
lable and unpredictable participants found their lives during
the lockdown period (Cohen et al., 1983). Items were
summed to calculate the total score; greater scores indicate
greater perceived stress. Individual scores ranged between
0and 40. The Greek version of this scale was shown to have
a good model fit and convergent validity (Andreou et al.,
2011; Michaelides et al., 2016). In the original study of the
English version, Cronbach’s a for PSS ranged between .84
and .86, whereas for our sample it was .79. Sample items
for PSS were “In the last month, how often have you felt
upset by something happening unexpectedly?” and “In
the last month, how often have you been effectively coping
with important changes that were occurring in your life?”

ssQ

The SSQ assesses perceived social support and satisfaction
with social support from family and friends (Sarason et al.,
1987). For this study, we used a 9-item modified Greek
version (see Panayiotou & Karekla, 2013), where
participants rated on a 10 point-Likert scale (O = not at all;
10 = completely) how much they can count on their friends
and family for things like “to share with me my happiness
and sorrows” and “to offer me emotional support.” Total
scores for each subscale were obtained separately for family
and friends by summing the responses; total scores ranged
from O to 100, and greater scores indicated greater social
support. This Greek version has shown good psychometric
properties; Cronbach’s « for this scale was .96 for family
and .97 for friends (Karekla & Panayiotou, 2013), whereas
in the current study it was .98 for both family and friends.

icQ
This 40-item scale assessed participants’ social skills
(Buhrmester et al., 1988), through a 5-point scale (1 =1 am
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Table 2. Correlations Pearson’s r between ICQ (T1), PSS (T2), and social support from family and friends (T2)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Perceived stress 16.28 6.10

Initiation 25.41 6.14 —.182

Negative assertion 30.81 6.11 —.222% 481F*

Disclosure 26.19 6.16 174 .B79** .Bh7**

Emotional support 24.30 6.15 —.068 .595** .366** .B615%*

Conflict management 26.65 5.79 —.3b4%* .525** .662** .590** 420%*

Social support family 70.84 21.91 —.289%* 243% .084 279%* .356** .220%

Social support friends 73.17 18.64 —.263** 182 143 131 .304** .230% .563**

Social support total 142.23 37.61 —.292%* .2156% 47 .220% .352% .233* .884%* 842%*

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01.

poor at this; 5 = I am extremely good at this). The ICQ has
5 subscales: initiating relationships, providing emotional
support, asserting influence, self-disclosure, and conflict
resolution (8 items per subscale). Items for each subscale
and for the total social skills score were summed, with
scores for subscales ranging from 8 to 40; the total score
ranged from 40 to 200, with greater scores indicating
increased social skills. In the standardization study by the
original authors, internal consistency for the five domains
ranged between .77 and .87 (Buhrmester et al., 1988). The
scale used here was adapted in Greek and used with student
populations in Cyprus, showing a high internal consistency
(Cronbach’s a = .93; Panayiotou et al., 2016). For our
sample, reliabilities for the 5 subscales ranged between
.89 and .94. A sample item for the subscale initiating rela-
tionships was “Being an interesting and enjoyable person
to be with when first getting to know people”; providing
emotional support: “Being a good and sensitive listener
for a companion who is upset”; asserting influence: “Stand-
ing up for your rights when a companion is neglecting you or
being inconsiderate”; self-disclosure: “Telling a close
companion about the things that secretly make you feel
anxious or afraid”; and conflict resolution: “Being able to
take a companion’s perspective in a fight and really under-
stand his or her point of view.”

Plan of Analysis

Preliminary Analyses

We used SPSS 25 for Windows for the statistical
analyses. Pearson’s r bivariate correlations examined the
correlations among the five subscales of ICQ (T1), social
support from family and friends (T2), total social
support from both family and friends (T2), and perceived
stress (T2) to observe associations among the variables of
interest (Table 2). We also ran a multiple linear regression
with social support from family and friends at T2 as the
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predictors and perceived stress at T2 as the outcome, to
verify the main assumption of this study, namely, that
social support is a protective factor against stress during
the pandemic. To test a second assumption, that college
students indeed experienced increased perceived stress
during the pandemic, we conducted one-sample ¢-tests to
compare the mean scores of the PSS during the pan-
demic in the current study against the means reported in
a similar study on college students conducted before the
pandemic (Karekla & Panayiotou, 2013).

Main Analyses

To examine hypothesis 1 and particularly whether social
skills at T1 negatively predict perceived stress at T2, we
ran a multiple linear regression with the social skill dimen-
sions of initiating relationships, providing emotional support,
asserting influence, self-disclosure, and conflict resolution at
T1 as the predictors and perceived stress at T2 as the out-
come. Finally, we examined hypothesis 2, specifically
whether social skills at T1 predict positively social support
at T2, through a multiple linear regression with all social
skills dimensions at T1 as the predictors of mean social sup-
port from family and friends, experienced at T2.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Bivariate Correlations Among Study Variables

Pearson’s r correlations showed that perceived stress was
significantly and negatively related to social support
from family and friends as well as to total social support.
Perceived stress was also significantly negatively related
to the ability to assert personal rights and express displea-
sure as well as the ability to manage interpersonal con-
flicts and resolve disagreements. Perceived stress was not
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Table 3. Social skills and social support predictors of perceived stress Table 4. Social skills as predictors of total social support
B SE B p < B SE B p <
Model 1 Model 3
Initiation -.07 15 —.06 .64 Initiation 1.40 1.63 A3 .39
Negative assertion .01 14 .01 .92 Negative assertion —0.67 1.56 —.06 .66
Disclosure .02 .16 .02 .89 Disclosure -1.72 1.76 —.16 .33
Emotional support 12 14 1 .39 Emotional support 2,98 1.48 .28 .04
Conflict management —.42 .16 -.38 .01 Conflict management 0.99 1.71 .08 .56
R? = .083 R? = .037
Model 2 Note. Significant values are printed in bold.
Social support Family —.59 .03 —.21 .05
Social support Friends —.04 .04 -4 A7
R? = .084

Note. Significant values are printed in bold.

significantly related to the ability to disclose personal
information or to provide emotional support to others
(Table 2).

Social Support as Predictor of Perceived Stress

The regression examining social support from family and
friends as predictors of perceived stress at T2 also explained
significant variance, 8.4% F(2, 118) = 6.41, p = .02, with
support from family emerging as a significant predictor
whereas support from friends did not reach significance.

Levels of Perceived Stress During Lockdown
One-sample ¢-tests showed that the mean perceived stress
of our sample of college students (M = 16.28, SD = 6.10)
was not significantly different from a similar college
sample, which was characterized as having high levels
of perceived stress (M = 18.10, SD = 3.40; Karekla &
Panayiotou, 2013). However, it was significantly differ-
ent from the mean of a similar sample characterized
as having low levels of perceived stress (M = 7.20,
SD = 2.20; Karekla & Panayiotou, 2013), £(245) = 32.80,
p=.0L

Main Analyses

Social Skills as Predictors of Perceived Stress

To address hypothesis 1, we carried out regression analyses
examining aspects of social skills as predictors of perceived
stress during the lockdown, showing the followings: With
ICQ subscales entered as predictors, the model explained
8.3% of'the variance in reported levels of perceived stress,
F(5, 85) = 2.56, p = .03. Conflict management contributed
significantly to the model, while no other ICQ subscale
was identified as a significant predictor (see Table 3).
To address hypothesis 2, we did a regression with social
skills (individual subscales at T1) as predictors of social
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support (T2), which indicated that preexisting social skills
overall did not predict perceived support during lockdown
F(5, 87) = 1.67, p = .15, although providing emotional
support reached significance as a predictor in the model.
Regression results are shown in Tables 3 and 4.

Discussion

Our goal was to use a two-wave design to examine whether
specific dimensions of social skills during the prepandemic
period (a relatively stable individual characteristic) and
social support from family and friends during the lockdown
period were negatively associated with perceived stress
during the first lockdown in college students in Cyprus.
Further, we also investigated whether social skills at T1
(before the pandemic) are associated positively with social
support at T2 (i.e., during lockdown).

First, a look at the mean perceived stress during the lock-
down in our college sample - in relation to previous studies
conducted before the pandemic on a similar population in
Cyprus and elsewhere - shows that during the lockdown
period our sample exhibited relatively similar levels of
perceived stress with college students characterized as
having high levels of perceived stress (e.g., Cohen et al.,
1994; Panayiotou & Karekla, 2013). This adds substance
to evidence from other studies worldwide that the
pandemic and its mitigation measures were associated with
increased stress in many sectors of the population, includ-
ing college students (Gonzalez-Sanguino et al., 2020; Qiu
et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020).

Regarding our first hypothesis, although several aspects
of social skills were correlated with perceived stress,
regression analyses pointed to the ability to manage
interpersonal conflicts and to positively resolve disagree-
ments as the only social skill that significantly negatively
predicted perceived stress. Such outcome suggests that this
specific skill may constitute a protective factor against
perceived stress during stressful events. Similar out-
comes were reported previously (Cummings et al., 2010),

European Journal of Psychology Open (2021), 80(1-2), 31-39

under the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)



https://econtent.hogrefe.com/doi/pdf/10.1024/2673-8627/a000005 - Thursday, August 08, 2024 6:45:09 AM - |P Address:2001:a18:a:1¢11:31f7:18df:9889:5edf

36

M. Panteli et al., Perceived Stress and COVID-19

indicating that this is a general effect not confined to the
unprecedented circumstances of the pandemic. Conflict-
management skills are essential to deepening and main-
taining existing relationships, whereas other skills are more
pertinent to earlier stages of relationships (Buhrmester
et al., 1988) which, because of imposed restrictions in
socializing, may not have presented an important obstacle
during the lockdown, as the initiation of new relationships
was restricted irrespective of skills. The lack of interper-
sonal conflict resolution skills may have resulted in
increased and more intense interpersonal conflicts and
resentments. Especially during the implementation of
social distancing and home confinement, the lack of skills
may have hindered the ability to repair relationship
damage, which might act by itself as an additional major
stressor. Indeed, restriction measures may have resulted
in increased conflict within families (e.g., on the well-
documented increase in family violence during the
pandemic, see Humphreys et al., 2020), with romantic part-
ners (Luetke et al., 2020) or peers, with whom contact was
limited. Thus, difficulties handling interpersonal conflicts
may have resulted in increased levels of loneliness and
isolation and fewer social resources to cope with the
COVID-19 pandemic (Panayiotou et al., 2016). In turn,
loneliness and isolation may have enhanced levels of
stress( Steptoe et al., 2004). However, further studies are
needed to explore these potential pathways through which
social skills exert their effects.

Although the ability to initiate relationships was also
negatively correlated with perceived stress, this skill did
not emerge as a significant predictor of stress. As noted
previously, lockdown may have become a period when
young people turned to existing stable relationships, given
the difficulty in initiating new ones, which may explain
the smaller role played by this skill. This assumption is in
line with our finding that only support from family served
as a protective factor ameliorating perceived stress during
the lockdown period and not support from friends. Families
may have provided to college students the cohesion (group
spirit, commitment, and support) as well as the sense of sta-
bility they needed during this uncertain period (Barrera
et al., 1981), as the family network remained relatively
constant. Friendships can be more fluid in this population
and thus may not have played the same supportive role
(Brannan et al., 2013). Given that home confinement
measures resulted in increased contact with family,
especially as many students moved back with their families
(information from the Office of Student Affairs), perceived
support from family members instead of friends may also
have been more readily available. These provide tentative
explanations why, as found previously (Panayiotou &
Karekla, 2013) and in accordance with the social skills
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vulnerability model (Segrin & Flora, 2000; Segrin et al.,
2016), support from the family predicted perceived stress
negatively.

Interestingly, social skills before the pandemic, assumed
to be a relatively stable characteristic, did not predict
perceived social support during the pandemic. Only being
able to provide emotional support emerged as a significant
predictor, but the overall effect of social support was not
significant. These findings suggest that the effect of social
skills on perceived stress is mostly direct and not mediated
by social support, such that both social skills - particularly
conflict resolution ability - and support from family affected
stress levels uniquely and not interactively. Although this
may differ somewhat from previous studies (Segrin et al.,
2016), it may be because immediate family became the
major source of interactions and support during this crisis,
irrespective, perhaps, of social skills. Therefore, the route
through which the ability to resolve conflicts buffered
against perceived stress, in this case, is less likely to be
through the ability to amass support, and perhaps more
likely to be directly through a decrease in loneliness and/or
a decrease in additional stress related to relationship dis-
ruptions, as discussed above.

The current study has a relatively small sample size,
consisting only of college students, most of whom were
females (similar in proportion to the university’s popula-
tion), and the variance explained by the models tested is
very low. However, it does provide important information
about the protective role of conflict management skills in
preventing increased levels of perceived stress under
COVID-19 and similar crises, and it informs about possible
targets of intervention. Furthermore, our findings regard-
ing the effect of social skills in place before the pandemic
on social support during the pandemic suggest that these
constructs are conceptually different and independent,
but that both affect perceived stress through different
avenues under such crises. Our findings should be viewed
with some caution because of the correlational design and
the inability to establish causal relationships. Nevertheless,
in the past, similar outcomes were observed under different
circumstances (e.g., Kanning, 2006; Mariani et al., 2020).
An additional limitation is that no information is available
about the levels of PSS during the prepandemic period, so
there is an absence of information about the changes in
the levels of perceived stress from the prepandemic period.
When we compared the levels of perceived stress during the
lockdown period to those of a different college student
sample before the COVID-19 pandemic, as hypothesized
we found levels of perceived stress during the implementa-
tion of lockdown comparable to those of students reporting
high stress levels during prepandemic times (Panayiotou &
Karekla, 2013). Finally, our research used self-report
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instruments, so that the responses of participants may have
been influenced by social desirability bias. However,
through this method participants had the opportunity to
describe their own experiences rather than researchers
observing and interpreting their experiences, in accordance
with the aim of the present study. Even though our findings
are based on college students from a small European
country, they may become more generalizable if examined
in different sections of the population beyond college
students. In defense of the present design, it represents
one of the few studies that has used two waves of measure-
ment, so that skills before the pandemic could be used to
predict outcomes during the pandemic.

Taken together, the results point to the significance of
conflict management on pandemic outcomes. Research
identifying specific skills that can help buffer the psycholog-
ical effects of the pandemic is important, as it points to a
specific path for intervention and prevention efforts, both
in individual interventions and on a population-wide
level. For instance, in dialectical behavior therapy with
interpersonal effectiveness skills-training, individuals
learn interpersonal problem solving as well as social and
assertiveness skills and can be helped to modify unpleasant
outcomes and achieve their interpersonal goals (Linehan,
2014). Other approaches focus on teaching constructive
and destructive approaches to conflict resolution and steps
to resolve conflicts through practice (Askari et al., 2013).
Similarly, treatment protocols that are tailor-made to
address personalized deficiencies in managing interper-
sonal relationships, including those focusing on resolving
conflictand disagreement (e.g., Askarietal.,2013; Linehan,
2014; Olson & Braithwaite, 2004) and those focusing on
mitigating depression through increased interpersonal
effectiveness (Interpersonal Psychotherapy for depression;
Klerman & Weissman, 1993), may prove particularly
useful in sustaining supportive networks and buffering
against social isolation and its impact on mental health
during the pandemic.

Conclusion

The present study examined the associations between
social skills during the prepandemic period, social support
from family and friends, and perceived stress during the
COVID-19 pandemic and the implementation of lockdown
measures in college students, using a two-wave design.
Only the ability to manage interpersonal conflicts and
resolve disagreements effectively during the prepandemic
period and social support from family during the lockdown
period negatively predicted perceived stress during the
lockdown period, whereas no other significant associations
were observed. Such outcomes underline the importance

© 2021 The Author(s) Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article

of interventions targeting the development of conflict
management skills in individuals for whom these skills
are less developed. Such skills seem promising in reducing
the subjective experiences of stress in this population
during the COVID-19 pandemic and similar crises, and thus
can help prevent subsequent stress-related mental health
difficulties.
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