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Abstract: Young adults have experienced significant changes and cutbacks due to the COVID-19
pandemic. We investigated how young adults from Germany, Austria and Switzerland experienced
their educational and vocational situation in the past and how they see their current situation and
their future. The data was collected through expert and peer interviews, i.e., that some of our 17-
to 20-years old interviewees were trained after the expert interview to conduct interviews with
their peers themselves. The analysis shows challenges such as concerns over the socially perceived
worthlessness of degrees during COVID-19, the prospective fear of difficulty in making contacts
when starting in a new place, or the loss of motivation due to perceived omnipresence of school in
everyday life. Changes such as a lack of communal celebration of graduation due to the elimination of
school-based graduation activities, or developing independence after a distance learning experience
due to required personal responsibility, could be seen. They used a variety of coping strategies, for
example confrontive coping, distancing, seeking social support or escape-avoidance.
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1. Introduction

Distance learning, schools operating in shifts, and children wearing masks in face-to-
face classes became the norm for education during the COVID-19 pandemic. It was not
an easy period, especially for young adults in transition to the next phase of life. The lack
of opportunities made it difficult for them to come to terms with this change. There were
challenges in both educational and vocational life. Regarding the situation of apprentices,
Jiirg Schweri reported theoretical and/or practical gaps in education due to a lack of
infrastructure for distance learning at some schools, or in short-term apprentice work that
was caused by the pandemic [1]. On the other hand, a need for rapid adaptation to the
new circumstances has led to a “turbo-maturing process” in young adults, as stated by
Schramm [2]. The “Generation Corona” buzzword is frequently mentioned, although there
is critical discourse about the extent to which the term has positive or negative connotations.
For example, Anger et al. [3] argued the predicted long-term consequences, such as the
difficulties of young adults to be integrated into the labor market, while Huber et al. [4]
and Maaz [5] argue for a differentiated understanding and an analytic approach in the
discussion, and a resource-oriented approach in the education system. Many things could
have been learnt during the pandemic, like dealing with crises or coping with an uncertain
und unpredicted situation, for example.

Various studies conducted in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic have revealed the
effects of crisis-related situational changes in general conditions on adolescents” and young
adults’ lives at school, and these form a fundamental basis for the present sub-study. These
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findings reveal the educational challenges for young adults triggered by the pandemic.
The findings of the School Barometer (www.Schul-Barometer.net (accessed on 7 July 2022)),
see Huber et al. [4,6-8] for instance, have already sketched a clear picture of sentiment
towards the challenges that schools faced in spring 2020. However, it is of interest how
these occurring challenges, which were especially big for young adults in their transition
from their high school or apprenticeship graduation to their further educational or working
live, were experienced; how they changed during the pandemic and which differences
can be seen between the three countries of Germany, Switzerland, and Austria, in which
political measures regarding COVID-19 highly differed. Hence, the present sub-study
concerns the research question: How did COVID-19 impact the transition (e.g., financial
circumstances, working during COVID-19, graduating during COVID-19, preparing for
future school and vocational qualifications) and the educational lives (e.g., structuring their
learning, motivating themselves, interacting with peers, parents and teachers) of young
adults (17- to 20-years old), and how did they cope with the perceived impacts?

1.1. State of Research
1.1.1. Perception of Distance Learning and the Impact of School Closures on Adolescents

The School Barometer [6] was launched to describe and assess the perceived school life
regarding digital learning (e.g., technical resources, learning support, opinions on digital
learning), communication (e.g., reactions to the school closure, information on the changes),
burden, and wishes, in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland during the first lockdown in
spring 2020. The survey was filled out by various stakeholders involved in the school
system, including students, parents, administrators, staff, supervisors, and support workers.
The findings show that a feeling of security when planning and enforcing regulations
during distance learning is of great importance for all the stakeholders involved, and good
communication and constant exchanges are required between all groups. Distance learning
is viewed differently: for example, some young adults have expressed positive views on
it, while others have had difficulty with online-based instruction [4]. Fifty-two percent of
the students surveyed said that they tended to feel or felt a great deal of stress at the time.
That the impact of the pandemic has led to high levels of stress among adolescents has also
been shown in other studies [3,9-14]. Contextual analyses have revealed that students who
spent 25 h or more in distance learning were better able to: structure and plan their daily
routines; experienced greater learning growth and more frequent monitoring of learning
tasks by teachers; engaged in more leisure activities such as sports or reading; and did
not feel like they were on vacation when compared with students who spent less than 9 h
per week in learning time. Large differences in weekly learning time and motivation also
predict a growing scissor effect, with primarily lower structuring and planning skills, and
lower competence in self-regulated learning, followed by limited resources and lack of
family support, being the cause for socioeconomically worse-off students falling behind [7].

Another impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was a change in the adolescent’s sleep
timing and a resulting change in their daily routines [15]. As a survey study by Margolius
et al. [16] shows, 29% of students started to feel less connected to classmates or their school
community during distance learning.

Various studies [17-23], looked into physical, psychological, or social health. Dale
et al. [19] found an increase in depression, anxiety, insomnia, and disordered eating as a
consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic on apprentices in Austria. Li et al. [21] analyzed
an association between higher levels of electronic learning time with higher levels of
depression and anxiety among adolescents in Canada. Moreover, they found an association
between higher levels of TV or digital media time with higher levels of depression, anxiety,
and inattention, as well as an association between higher levels of video game time and
higher levels of depression, irritability, inattention, and hyperactivity. Another set of studies
looked into youth unemployment [24-30]. Lambovska et al. [28] analyzed the development
of youth unemployment in several European countries based on the Eurostat database.
They found an increase of youth unemployment, for instance, in Hungary, Italy, Belgium,
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Lithuania, Latvia, and Ireland. However, they identified the Czech Republic with a factor
of 2.19 increase, and Estonia with a factor of 2.5 increase at the end of 2020, compared to
the end of 2019, as the most affected countries. Furthermore, several authors dealt with the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic on specifically vulnerable youth [31-36].

1.1.2. The Impact of School Closures on Students at Risk

The findings of Huber and Helm [10] are supported by Goldan et al. [37], who called
for more support services for students with special educational needs. Youth researchers
Schnetzer and Hurrelmann [14], also noted that young people who do not graduate from
school often feel helpless. As Dohmen and Hurrelmann'’s [38] book concluded, existing
social inequalities in the education system have worsened due to the effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Following on from this, it should be noted that, as shown by the findings of
the YASS studies, education shapes life satisfaction. Young adults without education are
less satisfied than those with post-compulsory education [39,40]. Thus, the consequences
of the COVID-19 pandemic on education, or educational inequities, could entail a chain
of further consequences for young adults. Regarding coping with the effects of the crisis,
Andresen et al. [9] were able to confirm from clients in residential treatment that adolescents
who had a good sense of well-being before the crisis, and who had plenty of contact with
friends and family, saw something good from the crisis situation. They felt that they could
cope well with it.

1.1.3. The Effect of the COVID-19 on Transitions of Young Adults

The “Generation Corona” [41] survey in Austria revealed the fear that the economic
impact of the COVID-19 crisis would have to be borne by the young generation. It is feared
that future career opportunities will be limited [13]. In fact, the “Nahtstellenbarometer”
shows that 17% of youth who graduated from compulsory school in the summer of 2021,
and 16% of those who were due to graduate in the summer of 2022, have changed their
education plans [42].

A study in England shows that 57% of students were of the opinion that COVID-19
worsened their job skill acquirement, and about 20% failed at finding an internship or
job [43].

1.1.4. How Adolescents Dealt with the Political Measures

In terms of engagement with politics per se, it is clear from the findings of the YASS
study that young males show a higher political participation than young females [44]. In
Switzerland, it is apparent that political measures are generally rated as adequate [10]. In
the “Youth in Germany” trend study, a high level of caution on the part of young people
was still evident in summer 2022 [14]. For example, many still abstained from attending
parties and had themselves tested regularly.

As a counterpoint to the increase in psychological stress resulting from the crisis, a
positive effect was seen by an increase in solidarity among young people, which they
considered a result of the effects of the crisis [45].

1.1.5. Young Adults’ Coping Strategies with the Pandemic

With regard to dealing with the effects of the crisis, various studies have mapped the
choice of appropriate coping strategies (see Section 2.2). A study by Al-Yateem et al. [46]
showed “planful problem-solving” to be the most chosen strategy. Another study by Alkaid
Albqoor et al. [47] identified “positive reappraisal” to be the most frequently chosen coping
strategy and “seeking social support” the least chosen among adolescents in Saudi Arabia.
“Escape-avoidance” was more prevalent among female adolescents than male adolescents
in this regard. This coping strategy is considered problematic, as it leads to higher risk of
chronic health problems and social disintegration [46—48]. It is clear that adolescents in
Saudi Arabia perceive much social support from friends and families. To this end, it can be
seen that social support reduces the risk of negative effects of a crisis and contributes to
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choosing meaningful coping strategies [46,47,49]. Regarding gender differences, Alkaid
Albqoor et al. [47] found escape-avoidance to be a more frequent choice among female
adolescents than male adolescents. However, they see cultural reasons behind it, such that
families apply much stricter rules to girls than to boys, and female children are subordinate
to male children.

2. Design of the Study
2.1. Research Questions

The current state of research shows that the crisis situation has had far-reaching con-
sequences for young adults. Quantitative studies have been able to bring out the central
school challenges, but the description of the background of the findings, the illumination
of the individual ways of dealing with them, as well as the localization of possible con-
textual conspicuities and coping strategies, are missing. Against the background of the
findings from the different surveys described above, the aim in the present interview study
is to understand the various context-based views, experiences, perspectives, opinions,
concerns, and desires, of young adults. The focus is on young adults in transition from
school/training to a new stage of life, and the analyses are intended to show individual
modes of action under external conditions that are currently more difficult. Thus, the
present findings allow for an observation of how young adults deal with educational and
vocational challenges, exemplified by the ongoing pandemic situation. In relation to the
findings of the School Barometer, this study wants to contribute in terms of “responsible
science” to the knowledge base on the experiences and on the effects of the crisis situation
in an international comparison.

From this, the following research questions emerge:

(1) Transition: how did COVID-19 impact the transition (e.g., financial circumstances,
working during COVID-19, graduating during COVID-19, preparing for future school
and vocational qualifications) of young adults (17- to 20-years old); what led to these
consequences; how did they change from spring 2020 till spring 2021; and what
differences can be seen between the three countries?

(2)  School: how did COVID-19 impact the educational lives (e.g., structuring their learn-
ing, motivating themselves, interacting with peers, parents and teachers) of young
adults (17- to 20-years old); what led to the these consequences; how did they change
from spring 2020 till spring 2021; and what differences can be seen between the three
countries?

(8) Coping: how did young adults (17- to 20-years old) cope with the perceived impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic from spring 2020 till spring 2021 on their lives (e.g., school,
transition, free-time, friends, partners, family, personality)?

2.2. Theoretical Framework

Derived from the research questions, our study is based on different theoretical models
and perspectives. To embed our study and to be able to answer the research questions
(in terms of analyzing, interpreting, and discussing), it is of relevance to know: what our
sample goes through during adolescence in general; what abilities are needed to do so;
what the function of school is; and how crises are being coped with.

2.2.1. Development during Adolescence

Quenzel and Hurrelmann [50] divided youth phases into the early adolescent phase
(age 12-17), the middle adolescent phase (18-21), and the late adolescent phase (22-30).
In the second criteria, the main focus is on discovering one’s own identity [50] (p. 44).
With regard to historical development, the authors spoke of an “adultization” of the
youth phase and a “juvenilization” of the adult phase, due to an increase in social and
economic expectations. Thus, content intended for adults is increasingly made available
to adolescents, while the high level of skills shown by youth is increasingly demanded of
adults and must be demonstrated by them in order to keep up in the professional life (e.g.,
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digital skills). The specific challenges that adolescents and young adults face are referred
to as developmental tasks [51]. During adolescence, these include building relationships
with peers, becoming independent of parents, preparing for further school or vocational
careers, forming values, and striving for socially responsible behavior. In young adulthood,
this includes choosing a partner, starting a family, finding housing, entering the workforce,
assuming responsibility as a citizen, and finding an appropriate social group. Following
this, Hurrelmann [52] (p. 95) highlighted the four central themes of qualifying, bonding,
consuming, and participating.

2.2.2. Required Abilities to Develop

This requires a high tolerance of ambiguity, defined as “the ability of people to let
conflicting needs and views coexist” [53] (p. 16). This is required, for example, when
there is a contradiction between the required behavior in a situation and the expected
behavior [54]. Here, ambiguity tolerance is classified as low when the individual wants to
have the experienced tension quickly averted without dealing with it and/or the situation
is considered threatening; whereas high ambiguity tolerance allows for active engagement
with the relevant options or different opinions and/or the assessment of the situation as a
challenge [54-57].

The theme of resilience can also be linked to this. In terms of invulnerability, this
is about enduring and mastering crisis situations. The required strength of resilience is
contextually dependent on external and internal determinants, whereby protection has a
supporting effect [58].

It can also be assumed that adolescents need a stable self-concept in order to cope with
the challenges they face with individual goals [59]. Furthermore, factors such as perceived
self-efficacy are relevant. Self-efficacy is related to self-regulation, which is based on a
certain degree of autonomy. According to Burchardt and Holder [60] (p. 8), autonomy
circumscribes the degree of freedom of choice and control a person has in significant areas
of their own life. Similarly, the study is based on the capability approach of Sen [61]. Last
but not least, well-being is an important condition in each life state. Ryff [62] (p. 101)
defined six dimensions that are crucial for a good well-being, namely: self-acceptance;
positive relations with other people; autonomy; environmental mastery; purpose in life;
and personal growth.

The focus is on perceived opportunities for realization and the achievement of life
goals. The “Generation Corona” sub-study is subject to the aforementioned approach
of a stable subjective life concept with individual life perspectives as a prerequisite for
personality formation and situational coping with action requirements [59].

2.2.3. Function of School and Factors to Access Educational Paths

With regard to the role of school, according to Fend [63], four social functions are
to be mentioned: social integration; allocation, namely the allocation of social positions;
qualification for vocational tasks; and enculturation, that is, the introduction to the cultural
heritage of the community. It should be mentioned that various aspects such as the social
origin of the family still play a major role regarding the accessibility of educational paths.

2.2.4. Coping Strategies during Crises

Another question is how the effects of crises are dealt with, namely, the coping strate-
gies that exist. There are various theoretical models for this e.g., [64—66], whereas for the
present analysis, the model of Folkman et al. [66] was used because it is subdivided in a
fine-grained way, and therefore the text modules can be assigned concretely for the fol-
lowing interview analysis. They divided the coping strategies into: (a) confrontive coping;
(b) distancing; (c) self-controlling; (d) seeking social support; (e) accepting responsibility;
(f) escape—avoidance; (g) planful problem-solving; and (h) positive reappraisal.

Allin all, we can see certain tasks that adolescents must overcome (during adolescence
per se and during crises in particular) demands that underly these tasks and some resources
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that are relevant to fulfill the demands. We argue that the resources needed to fulfill the
developmental tasks are of the same importance to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic,
as the crisis constitutes another challenge just as the ones occurring during adolescence
in general.

The theories being used in this study can be seen as complement as to tasks, demands,
and resources in the phase of youth and young adulthood (see Figure 1).

Stable self-concept

Well-bein i
g\ /Amblgulty tolerance Autonomy
Resilience \ Capability approach — Self-efficacy
Resources Self-regulation

Bonding \ / Confrontive coping
Qualifying Distancing
\ // Self-controlling
Participating: — 5 / ) !
T Develop- Coping

Consuming——— mental tasks e Strategies . —Seeking social support
L Accepting responsibility
Dealing with the consequences » I )
of the COVID-19 pandemic Positive reappraisal Planful problem-solving

Escape-avoidance

Figure 1. Developed model based on the theoretical framework.

2.3. Sample

The interview partners included 23 young adults (six from Germany, 10 from Austria,
and seven from Switzerland) aged 17-20. The age range was chosen with a view to focusing
on young adults in transition. Hereby, it has to be stated, that a sample size of 23 adults
is rather limited. The study may therefore be indicative but not representative. However,
certain criteria were defined to recruit an as heterogeneous sample as possible. Hence,
following the principle of maximizing variance [67], the sample differed in various relevant
characteristics, such as place of residence, gender, educational history, and other personal,
as well as sociodemographic characteristics. It thereby contributes to the triangulation of the
data. The surveys were conducted in three countries, Germany, Austria, and Switzerland,
and included participants from both rural and urban regions. Sampling was based on
the defined maximum contrasting characteristics (country and place of residence, i.e.,
rural/urban, gender, educational history, and current activity). The criteria-driven case
selection [68] (p. 39) served to achieve a large heterogeneity, so as to account for maximum
diversity. Table 1 shows more details of the participants.

Table 1. Details of the interviewees.

Person Country Gender Age g}u‘rent Educational/Vocational Interview Conducted
ircumstances by
I1 Germany Male 19 High school graduate Researcher
12 Switzerland Female 19 Specialized secondary school graduate Researcher
I3 Austria Male 17 High school student Researcher
14 Switzerland Female 20 University student (2nd year) Researcher
15 Austria Female 19 High school graduate Researcher
I6 Austria Female 19 High school student Researcher
17 Switzerland Female 18 High school graduate Researcher
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Table 1. Cont.

Person Country Gender Age gnrent Educational/Vocational Interview Conducted
ircumstances by

I8 Austria Female 18 High school graduate Researcher

9 Switzerland Male 20 University student (1st year) Researcher

110 Austria Female 18 High school graduate Researcher

I Germany Male 20 University student (1st year) Researcher

12 Germany Female 20 University student (1st year) Multiplier (adolescent)
113 Germany Male 19 University student (1st year) Multiplier (adolescent)
114 Germany Female 20 High school graduate Multiplier (adolescent)
I15 Switzerland Female 19 University student (1st year) Multiplier (adolescent)
I16 Switzerland Female 20 Early school leaver Multiplier (adolescent)
14 Switzerland Male 18 Apprentice (2nd year) Multiplier (adolescent)
118 Austria Male 17 High school student Multiplier (adolescent)
119 Austria Female 17 High school student Multiplier (adolescent)
120 Austria Male 17 High school student Multiplier (adolescent)
121 Austria Male 17 High school student Multiplier (adolescent)
122 Austria Female 17 High school student Multiplier (adolescent)
123 Germany Male 19 Early school leaver Multiplier (adolescent)

2.4. Data Collection

The semi-structured approach chosen for the interview was particularly suitable for
the present study, since the changes experienced in the lives of the young adults are of
interest in the topics of school and transition, which represent the upper categories in the
subsequent analysis. The questions, which were revealed in advance to the participants,
sought past, present, and future perspectives on their experiences, opinions, concerns, and
wishes. They were asked in a semi-open form so that specific aspects could be dealt with in
more detail.

The interviews were conducted and recorded between March and May 2021 either
via Zoom (15 interviews) or in person (eight interviews). The interviews were all taken
in German or Swiss German, respectively. Some were conducted via a multiplier system
based on a three-stage procedure. The multiplier system is characterized by the training of
selected individuals who subsequently serve as actors—in this case, peer interviewers—and
lends itself well to the selected target group, in that a conversation among peers can lead
to a high level of interviewee engagement, while also allowing for the participation of
young adults in the research process, which in turn leads to deeper engagement on their
part with the topic [69]. Four of the interviewees expressed interest in participating as
multipliers. They were subsequently trained to conduct interviews before they interviewed
their peers on the relevant topics. The training lasted about 45 min, took place via Zoom,
and included information on basic aspects of interviewing as well as compliance with
and observance of ethical aspects. Hence, they were rewarded through acquiring research
skills. Moreover, we gave them a little gift afterwards as a token of our appreciation. The
interviews were conducted via Zoom over a duration of approximately 60 min. The young
people interviewed their peers using the youth peer interview method. As Lile [70] put
it: “leaving youth voice out of a research project that focuses on youth issues is a strategy
that fails to acknowledge or question the assumptions of traditional hierarchies in research”
P-7).

Arguments for the use of the youth peer interview method include the development
of the interviewers’ professional competencies and the validity of the data. According to
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White and Klein (2008, as cited in [69]), the personal perception of a situation and a context
influences the behavior and nature of one’s own statements, since there is a tendency to
adapt to the audience—in this case, the interviewer—in order to slip into the supposedly
expected role. The interview guidance by peers could therefore contribute positively to the
authentic answer behavior of the interviewees.

In total, 11 interviews were conducted by the researchers and 12 interviews were
conducted by the four multipliers (3-5 interviews per multiplier). Afterwards, all of the
23 interviews were subsequently transcribed by the researchers based on the rule system of
simple transcription according to Dresing and Pehl [71] (pp. 20-23). In the interviews taken
by the youth researchers, in comparison to the interviews taken by the adult researchers,
we saw certain differences in the material such as a slightly more open communication
about topics like drugs, relationships, and breaking rules. However, we treated the material
equally in our analysis as one cannot be sure whether the dialogues between the adolescents
effectively were more honest, or if some made up some aspects to coincide with a certain
image. In line with the chosen evaluation method of structuring the content, non-verbal
communication was not transcribed.

2.5. Data Analysis

The method of qualitative content analysis according to Mayring [72] was chosen to
evaluate the interviews. This method is used to locate and present the central statements of
the interviewees and is composed of the juxtaposition of units of analysis (categories) and
the corresponding text statements of the interviewees, enabling the contextual location of
the corresponding statements [73].

In this context, 17 of the 23 interviews were systematically processed using a thorough
coding system, and the remaining six were examined in a complementary, supplementary
manner. This was decided for as we seem to have achieved a saturation after 15 interviews
and no new thoughts or perceptions occurred.

In order to obtain the desired identification of the core topics in the two thematic areas
in accordance with the research question, content-structuring content analysis was applied
subordinately. Here, the upper categories are formed deductively from the individual topic
complexes of the interview guide, namely, in the case of the present analysis, into the areas
of ‘school” and ‘transition’, which represent the structure of the category system. To form
the subcategories, inductive codes were formed on the basis of the central statements from
the interview transcripts. For the formation of these inductive codes, the procedure of
summary content analysis based on Mayring [74] was applied as a combinatorial addition,
which, according to Mayring [74] (p. 67), should be straightforward in qualitative content
analysis. From paraphrasing the text data to generalization and reduction, it is possible
to highlight the central aspects of the interview statements. This allows the material to
be: “evaluated according to content-analytical rules without falling into rash quantifica-
tion” [72] (p. 1). Accordingly, the corresponding text material was reduced to the central
content of the statement.

Furthermore, since coping strategies needed to be analyzed, a third category was
formed deductively with the help of a coding guide. Since we expect an impact of the
pandemic on different areas of the interviewees’ lives (e.g., school, transition, personality,
family, partners, friends, and leisure time), we analyzed their coping strategies overarching
on all challenges mentioned. This category contains the coping mechanisms based on the
coping strategies described in theory according to Folkman et al. [66], i.e.,: (a) confrontive
coping; (b) distancing; (c) self-controlling; (d) seeking social support; (e) accepting respon-
sibility; (f) escape—avoidance; (g) planful problem-solving; and (h) positive reappraisal.
For this part of the text analysis, namely the allocation of the text passages to the coping
strategies, we refer back to the items of Folkman et al. [66] (pp. 993-994). We defined in
the coding guideline, that the text passage should correspond to at least one item of the
definition (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Coding guideline according to Mayring [72,74] for deductive coding of coping strategies
based on the theory of Folkman et al. [66] (pp. 993-994).

Category

Definition

Anchor Example

Coding Rule

Confrontive coping

“Stood my ground and fought for what I
wanted.”

“Tried to get the person responsible to
change his or her mind.”

“I expressed anger to the person(s) who
caused the problem.

I'let my feelings out somehow.”

“Took a big chance or did something very
risky.”

“I did something which I didn’t think
would work, but at least I was doing
something.”

“What I've also heard from
friends, that there is still a
party scene in Berlin—techno
parties. There are twenty
people meeting each other
somewhere and are
celebrating and listening to
techno.” (I1, 329-332)

Distancing

“Made light of the situation; refused to get
too serious about it.

Went on as if nothing had happened.”
“Didn’t let it get to me; refused to think too
much about it.”

“Tried to forget the whole thing.”
“Looked for the silver lining, so to speak;
tried to look on the bright side of things.”
“Went along with fate; sometimes I just
have bad luck.”

“Politically, I haven't
informed myself at all. That
just doesn’t pique my
interest.” (17, 487—488)

Self-controlling

“I tried to keep my feelings to myself.”
“Kept others from knowing how bad
things were.”

“Tried not to burn my bridges, but leave
things open somewhat.”

“I tried not to act too hastily or follow my
first hunch.”

“I tried to keep my feelings from
interfering with other things too much.”
“I thought about how a person I admire
would handle this situation and used that
as a model.”

“I tried to see things from the other
person’s point of view.”

“T have them around me 24 h
a day, every day of the week.
That gets annoying at some
point. I like my family; there
are no problems at all, but at
some point, it’s too much.
Either I have to escape, or I
have to say ‘please now let me
alone for 2 h. I don’t want to
see you. Go away!”” (I8,
551-554)

Seeking social
support

“Talked to someone to find out more about
the situation.”

“Talked to someone who could do
something concrete about the problem.”
“I asked a relative or friend I respected for
advice.”

“Talked to someone about how I was
feeling.”

“Accepted sympathy and understanding
from someone.”

“I got professional help.”

“during the pandemic, we
often talked about our despair
and realized that others feel
the same. We could therefore

comfort each other.” (I10, Abs.

678-681)

Text passage
corresponds to at
least one item of
the definition
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Table 2. Cont.

Category Definition Anchor Example Coding Rule
Acceptir}g' ) - “Criticized or lectured myself.” “A few students have said
responsibility - “Realized I brought the problem on they really don’t want to go

myself.”

- “Imade a promise to myself that things
would be different next time.”

- “I apologized or did something to make

up.

out; they don’t want to do
anything, as they have parents
belonging to the risk group.”
(17, 104-106)

Escape-Avoidance

- “Wished that the situation would go away
or somehow be over with.”

- “"Hoped a miracle would happen.”

- “Had fantasies or wishes about how things
might turn out.”

- "“Tried to make myself feel better by eating,
drinking, smoking, using, drugs or
medication, etc.”

- "Avoided being with people in general.

- Refused to believe that it had happened.”

- "“Took it out on other people.”

- “Slept more than usual.”

“Then I noticed that I often
mixed myself a cocktail
during the week, simply in
the evening. Even when I was
alone, because I said to myself,
‘I'm bored; I'll just try a new
cocktail and maybe I'll like it,
and if not, I'll drink it anyway
because I'm at home anyway;
I don’t have to go anywhere.”
(I8, 263-277)

Planful
problem-solving

- “T knew what had to be done, so I doubled
my efforts to make things work.”

- “I'made a plan of action and followed it.”

- “Just concentrated on what I had to do
next—the next step.”

- “Changed something so things would turn
out all right.”

- “Drew on my past experiences;  was in a
similar situation before.”

- “Came up with a couple of different
solutions to the problem.”

“I could immediately start
making summaries of topics I
received via E-Mail rather
than taking notes at school.
This is why I was way more
efficient.” (I7, Abs. 119-121)

Positive
reappraisal

- “Changed or grew as a person in a good
way.”

- "I came out of the experience better than
when I went in.”

- “Found new faith.”

- “Rediscovered what is important in life.

- “Iprayed.”

- "I changed something about myself.”

- “I'was inspired to do something creative.”

”

“I also focused on other
things—on myself. And I had
time to think about many
other things as well like “‘What
do I want? Who am I? What
do I tolerate?”” (16, 192-193)

Accordingly, the analytical approach was deductive-inductive for the first two cate-
gories and exclusively deductive for the third. For the sake of argumentative interpretative
support, the presentation and interpretation of the results can be found in Sections 3 and 4.

3. Results

The compilation of results in this article corresponds to an abridged version of the
analyses by Egger and Huber [75]. This section starts with the transitions as these have
not been specifically highlighted in many other studies so far. Then, schooling will be
presented, where a high congruency to other studies can be seen. However, there are some
new and interesting aspects regarding the reasons behind the perceived consequences,
the changes over time, and the country differences, which we were able to depict thanks
to our sample living in Germany, Switzerland, or Austria. The chapter ends with the
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coping strategies; it can be seen how young adults reacted to and how they coped with the
challenges in schooling/education and transition/work.

3.1. Transition or Work

Statements about transition could be divided into the subcategories of joyless comple-
tion and uncertainty, with resulting impulsiveness (Table 3).

Table 3. Inductive coding: findings on the area of “transition”.

Joyless Graduation Uncertainty with Resulting Impulsiveness

- Lack of communal celebration of graduation due to
elimination of school-based graduation activities.

- Concern over the socially perceived worthlessness of
degrees during COVID-19.

- Lack of preparatory activities such as internships, info
days, and/or taster days.

- Financial worries due to lack of part-time/holiday jobs.

- Planning uncertainty due to limited opportunities.

- Adherence to existing pre-pandemic plan.

- Decision for financially secure plan.

- Impulsive decision-making due to uncertainty.

- Prospective fear of difficulty in making contacts when
starting in a new place.

(1) “The baccalaureate trip will not take place, just like our

semester-end party. And that was a very hard setback for us; we (2) “A lot of people now just say, ‘I'm just going to start
were all really looking forward to it. If I lose that now, no one something that I'm still kind of interested in, even though I
will bring it back to me. You can’t recreate a time like that don’t know exactly what I want to be when I grow up.”
together. I'm panic-stricken that we’ll all lose each other a bit (17, 286-288)

after graduation.” (I5, 207-208)

The majority of interviewees, who were right before the “Abitur” or “Matura” exams
at the time of the interviews, had a negative view of graduation during the COVID-19
pandemic. In the case of the German and Austrian interviewees, graduation ceremonies
such as “Matura/Abi” balls were canceled, about which they felt frustration and dissatis-
faction. They missed celebrating their graduation together with their classmates (Table 3,
excerpt 1). On the part of the Swiss interviews, an enormous appreciation was shown in
this regard, since they decided not to cancel “Matura” trips and graduation parties. Some
of the interviewees worried that their degrees could be considered worthless by society.

A lack of preparatory offers, such as internships or preparation events, led to planning
uncertainty. Plans that had already been made, such as mid-year trips, were in some cases
no longer feasible. As a result, decisions were characterized by a great deal of impulsivity
since they had little possibilities in preparing for their future plan and rather decided for
anything instead of ending up doing nothing after graduation (Table 3, excerpt 2). There
was also the fear of entering a new phase of life. The young adults were afraid that the next
step would take place through distance learning, as this would mean that neither the right
atmosphere would be experienced nor new contacts would be made.

Regarding financial worries, there is the possibility to apply for scholarship, but there
are limits to earning money besides that. Thus, many students decide to find themselves a
student job. The interviewees therefore talked about financial worries due to restricted job
offers resulting from the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.2. School

The themes identified could be categorized into individual-, lesson-, and teacher-level
subcategories, as shown in Table 4. As the political measures were different between both
the countries as well as the cities, and constantly changed, the statements refer to different
forms of schooling such as learning from home, learning in school while having certain
pandemic-related rules (e.g., masks), or having a mixed form of learning from home and
at school. Since there have been constant changes and the interviewees talked about past,
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present, and future perspectives (in which they experienced all forms of schooling), we
analyzed the data overarching without separating between the actual forms of schooling.

Table 4. Inductive coding: findings on the area of “school”.

Individual Level

Lesson Level

Teacher Level

- Loss of motivation due to perceived
omnipresence of school in everyday
life.

- Difficulty in independently
assigning tasks, but developing
independence after distance
learning experience due to required
personal responsibility.

(1) “I don’t know a single person who
says that distance learning is fun for me
or something I want to do. Not a single
one. And that’s alarming.” (I1, 185-187)

Lack of presence of classmates to
drive or better concentration due to
elimination of distractions from
classmates/fellow students.
Headaches, concentration
difficulties, and /or poorer
intelligibility when speaking due to
masks.

(2) “You just miss your classmates when
something funny happens (17, 329-331)

- Chaos by using different tools of the
LK or Better order/overview by
central document repository.

- Poorer understanding of content
due to one-sided teaching method.

(3) “We always received e-mails every
day on different platforms.” (I7, 72-73)

Challenges were apparent at various levels. It was said that the changes in teaching, in
combination with a lack of leisure activities and the resulting omnipresence of school, led
to a great loss of motivation (Table 4, excerpt 1). In particular, social contact was missing,
since there would be a mutual incentive in class to learn, and classmates would normally
act as drivers for learning (Table 4, excerpt 2). At the beginning, teachers used different
tools, which led to chaos (Table 4, excerpt 3). While the school changes were described as
challenging at the time of the interviews in Switzerland, since this was in retrospect due
to relatively regular classes resuming, the interviewees from Germany and Austria still
spoke of difficulties at the time of their interviews. Nevertheless, it was mentioned that it
had become easier with time to divide up the tasks and find a good learning rhythm. In
addition to various disadvantages, advantages were also mentioned. In particular, some of
the interviewees appreciated the saved commuting time/cost and described their learning
process as more efficient, with factors such as a large space and a quiet learning atmosphere
being explained here as decisive for this. People who described themselves as shy assessed
the lessons differently in some cases; for example, some described it as an inhibition to
switch on the microphone and speak during digital lessons, as their name and face were
visible to everyone. In the lecture hall, however, less attention would be paid to them,
although others described it as a relief to be able to open up and communicate with others.

3.3. Coping Strategies

The following chapter shows the Coping strategies among young adults exemplified
by certain quotes in Table 5.
Confrontive Coping: Above all, critical thoughts and inner rebellion on the part of
the young people, were evident. They questioned political measures—also with regard to
the differently chosen strategies in neighboring countries—and expressed frustration and
anger (Table 5, excerpt 1).
Due to the strong desire for normality and a regular lifestyle without restrictions, the
rules were not respected by all. Thus, there was talk of waiving the obligation to wear
a mask and of attending privately organized parties exceeding the permitted group size
(Table 5, excerpt 2).
Confrontive coping was thus justified by a lack of understanding of the rules, or by
the severe lifestyle changes that the restrictions had entailed, and which were unacceptable
to the young people.
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Table 5. Deductive coding: findings on the area of “coping strategies”.

Coping Strategy

Exemplary Quote

Confrontive coping

(1) “I can’t really explain it myself, and I have to admit quite honestly that most of the time, when I
read about it or think about it for too long, I get pretty aggressive or pretty annoyed because I just
think that the behavior of the politicians was totally irresponsible and just not enough” (I1, 429-432)
(2) “What I've also heard from friends, that there is still a party scene in Berlin—techno parties. There
are twenty people meeting each other somewhere and are celebrating and listening to techno.”
(I1, 329-332)

Distancing

Self-controlling

(3) “Politically, I haven’t informed myself at all. That just doesn’t pique my interest.” (I7, 487-488)
(4) “But I also have to say honestly, I don’t miss it that much because I'm generally someone who
hasn’t often met friends before.” (14, 205-206)

(5) “Thave them around me 24 h a day, every day of the week. That gets annoying at some point. I
like my family; there are no problems at all, but at some point, it’s too much. Either I have to escape,
or I have to say ‘please now let me alone for 2 h. I don’t want to see you. Go away!”” (I8, 551-554)
(6) “There was insecurity in how to act around each other in terms of ‘Do the others behave the same
way?’, “Am I really not the only one who wears a mask?’, because that was so unfamiliar. ‘Am I not
the only one who doesn’t shake hands with them?” Like insecurity in how to behave around other
people, definitely.” (110, 611-614)

(7) “So I didn’t think, ‘Alain [politician], what are you talking about?’; I think it makes sense.”
(I2, 350-351)

Seeking social support

(8) “A lot of people got together due to COVID-19 or broke up but then looked for a new partner. I
also think that, at the moment, a lot of people are just happy to have a ‘Corona-buddy.” (I11, 215-217)

Accepting responsibility

(9) “A few students have said they really don’t want to go out; they don’t want to do anything, as
they have parents belonging to the risk group.” (I7, 104-106)

Escape-avoidance

(10) “Then I noticed that I often mixed myself a cocktail during the week, simply in the evening.
Even when I was alone, because I said to myself, ‘I'm bored; I'll just try a new cocktail and maybe I'll
like it, and if not, I'll drink it anyway because I'm at home anyway; I don’t have to go anywhere.””
(18, 263-277)

Planful problem-solving

(11) “Some subjects I could just completely put aside, for example English, because I can do that. I
just had to read a book or something.” (I7, 51-53)

Positive reappraisal

(12) “I also focused on other things—on myself. And I had time to think about many other things as
well like “‘What do I want? Who am I? What do I tolerate?’” (16, 192-193)

Distancing: Distancing manifested itself in different forms or with different conditions.
For example, some interviewees did not continue to follow the political decisions out of
interest (Table 5, excerpt 3), and others were able to continue living their lives as before
because the restrictions had little impact on their personal lifestyle (Table 5, excerpt 4).

Self-Controlling: A noticeable difference could be seen in how the impact of the crisis
was shared with friends or family. Some of the interviewees stated that they had not talked
about it much with others. This was due to a feeling of constriction that was already too
great due to increased contact with family, or to getting used to reduced contact due to the
contact restrictions. Thus, there were withdrawn individuals who had been feeling an even
greater need for isolation over time (Table 5, excerpt 5).

Some had also, due to uncertainty about the new measures, slipped into more of
an observational role, such as by paying attention to how others complied with and
encountered the measures, and thus adapted to them rather than actively talking about
them (Table 5, excerpt 6).

Further, the change in perspective was also evident through attempts by the intervie-
wees to put themselves in the shoes of policymakers and thus develop an understanding of
the measures and be better able to cope with the effects for themselves (Table 5, excerpt 7).

Seeking Social Support: Another coping strategy was discussing concerns with others
and seeking help. Interviewees reported that they had supported each other by sharing
their negative thoughts and worries with each other. Additionally, a new meaning of
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relationships in terms of a partner as an outlet against loneliness emerged; thus, the so-
called “Corona Buddy” was cited (Table 5, excerpt 8).

Accepting Responsibility: The fact that young adults were also part of the crisis and
had to share responsibility had been clearly communicated to them through the media, and
by parents and schools. For example, interviewees indicated that they had stayed home to
protect at-risk groups (Table 5, excerpt 9).

Escape—Avoidance: Some responded by escaping. This revealed various compensatory
mechanisms, such as increased alcohol/drug consumption or gambling—predominantly
among male adolescents—and increased media use. This was justified by boredom caused
by the fact that they had more time and fewer distractions (Table 5, excerpt 10).

Planful Problem-Solving: Certain things seemed to have been learned during the
course of the pandemic. Particularly in terms of school, the interview statements revealed
the strategies the interviewees had developed after initially being overwhelmed in terms of
more efficient learning (Table 5, excerpt 11).

Positive Reappraisal: Personality development was also evident in some young adults.
They mentioned increased self-reflection and the use of time to deal with their personal life
goals, needs, and views (Table 5, excerpt 12).

4. Discussion
4.1. Transition

Referring to the allocative function of schools by Fend [63], the dependence of various
reciprocal conditions can be seen in particular. Examination results, for example, determine
the further options of young adults with regard to their vocational or academic careers,
whereby the former depend on various internal and external determinants that have been
strongly influenced by the pandemic. For example, externally, there were differences in
parental support options and home spaces during distance learning; internally, there were
different ways of coping with psychological stress and differences in self-regulation and
resilience, which in turn affected performance in exams—some recorded better and others
worse grades during the pandemic. Particularly stressed young adults would have needed
more support during the pandemic, including support in transition planning. This was
exemplified by an interviewee who described having been in therapy for several years
due to depression, and drinking more alcohol during the pandemic. This is also consistent
with the statements of Huber and Helm [7], Dohmen and Hurrelmann [38], as well as
Schoon and Henseke [43], who postulate for greater support for students at risk during
times of crises.

According to Havighurst [51], when coping with transition, both vocational or aca-
demic career entry is also counted among the developmental tasks. According to the
interviewees, this was particularly challenging during the pandemic. As the young adults
mentioned, the lack of preparatory offers was particularly aggravating, leading to changes
in the plans and created additional uncertainty.

Uncertainty about the future also coincides with the current findings of other studies
by O3 [41] or Golder [42]. Moreover, this goes hand in hand with the fifth dimension,
according to Ryff [62], namely the existence of life goals as a contribution to well-being.
The limited exposure to further opportunities makes it more difficult to deal with life goals
because, as the young adults mentioned, there was no opportunity to prepare for their
future and create plans for transition.

What comes to the fore here, following the capability approach of Sen [61], is how the
realization opportunities were ultimately perceived.

Again, insecurity with regard to the perspective of entering university plays a role
here. Furthermore, especially in Germany and Austria, financial worries due to a lack of
funding and/or a lack of vacation/part-time jobs, were mentioned. The fact that financial
worries were mentioned less in Switzerland than in the other two countries could also be
related to the difference between the length and strength of the measures and the labor
sector affected by them in the three countries.
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4.2. School

The aspects mentioned in the area of schooling largely correspond to the findings
of studies already conducted on distance learning, such as the ones by Huber et al. [6],
Andresen et al. [9], Anger et al. [3], Bosshard et al. [10], Huber et al. [6], Jenkel et al. [11],
Pro Juventute [12], Schabus and Eigl [13], and Schnetzer and Hurrelmann [14]. However,
our findings show more background, such as the reasons behind the mentioned impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the changes over time, or the differences between the countries
in relation to the differing political measures. In the comprehensive survey of the School
Barometer, particularly with the first survey sub-studies, Huber and colleagues [6] showed
that the challenges include loss of motivation, a poor place for learning, and difficulties in
the rhythm of the day. Individual interviews also revealed the particularly large impact of
the pandemic on already stressed adolescents already identified by research [7,13,14,38].

Through the interview situation, in contrast with the surveys, it was possible to go
into more depth about the rationales, changes, and individual coping mechanisms. As the
interviewees mentioned, they became more and more used to the situation during the year
and were able to cope with it better, so that a good daily structure existed at the time of the
interviews. We therefore can see a positive change, in contrast to the findings regarding
the early negative change in their daily routines analyzed by Di Giorgio et al. [15]. Thus,
adolescents seemed to grow from the challenges in this regard and were able to overcome
them over time. Teachers had also shown improvement; hence, the effects of feedback from
students were evident.

In addition, there were differences in the handling of a bad or dysfunctional learning
atmosphere at home, from changing rooms to moving learning time to the night. For those
who were withdrawn, the digital format seemed to be either beneficial or a hindrance: one
interviewee described being able to open up better because of the distance; while another
described never having dared to ask a question.

Differences between the countries became also evident: in Switzerland, people talked
about the challenges mainly in the past; while in Germany and Austria, people talked
about difficult present conditions. This could be related to the difference in the length and
severity of the measures.

The gains were also in line with the findings from the School Barometer by Huber
et al. [6], with the additional result that grades had improved for many. This is explained,
for example, by the greater presence of school in the daily lives of young adults, or the
changed formats for grading, which made cheating easier. Deterioration in grades, on the
other hand, seem to be due to the lack of commitment to engage in online lessons. The
independence gained as a positive effect of school closure, which was also perceived in this
way by the adolescents, can be explained by the fact that autonomy and independence are
regarded as essential components for well-being by Ryff [62].

4.3. Coping Strategies

The heterogeneity of the young adults was also evident in their coping strategies.
Thus, the whole spectrum of coping mechanisms became apparent in the interview data.
Similarly, it can be seen that some young adults used different coping strategies. Thus,
it can be suggested that these were chosen contextually, or that the choice of strategy
may have changed over time due to increased self-reflection, the value of experience, or
peer observation of how the situation was being handled. The existing developmental
tasks in the adolescent phase, described by Havighurst [51] and Hurrelmann [52], seem
to have been made even more challenging by the crisis, as external conditions worsened
due to the reduction of certain opportunities and further demands on youth being added.
The “adultization of the youth phase”, as stated by Quenzel and Hurrelmann [50], is
particularly evident in times of crisis and was manifested in the COVID-19 pandemic, for
example, by the expectation to assume responsibility (protection of risk groups, compliance
with measures). Furthermore, when considering the individual interview statements, the
assumption remains that the choice of the respective coping strategy depends on certain
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personality traits and the expression of individual abilities, such as the strength of resilience,
self-reflection, or the tolerance of ambiguity, which are described in more detail below.

The fact that rules were sometimes broken (confrontive coping), especially with regard
to parties and meeting in large groups, shows the importance of partying and social contact
as an important aspect of well-being among adolescents, as defined by Ryff [62]. Parties are
also often associated by adolescents with culture, distraction, self-expression, belonging,
and testing boundaries—all aspects relevant to youth—which in turn are also part of
personal growth. That the adolescents suffered from these limitations is also consistent
with the findings of other studies, like the one from Bosshard et al. [10] or Pro Juventute [12].

The fact that distancing was explained by a low level of interest in political decisions
or acceptance of the rules, could also make visible differences in ambiguity tolerance, as it
were, by linking back to the theory that individuals with a high tolerance for ambiguity
engage intensively with an issue and illuminate different sides, while those with a medium
or low tolerance for ambiguity tend to passively comply or not engage with it at all, as
McLain explains [54]. Linking back to the body of research, it could be surmised that more
female adolescents tend to do this, as male adolescents generally show a greater interest in
politics, as stated by Mischler et al. [44].

As contextual factors can be seen, self-controlling was mainly chosen by individuals
who described themselves as already being withdrawn/shy. This could be related to the
fact that such individuals are generally used to frequently reflect on experiences and prefer
to solve problems independently. The fact that there was also a change of perspective,
and an attempt to put themselves in the politicians’ shoes, could indicate that people
with a tendency toward self-controlling have a higher tolerance for ambiguity, namely, the
constant aim to also see the positive sides of a situation characterized by contradictions, and
to come to terms with ambiguity [54]. This would also be in line with Jenkel et al. [11], who
were able to prove that adolescents who can also see good from a crisis—that is, who look
at a situation from different angles and thus show a higher tolerance for ambiguity—are
able to cope well with the crisis.

Interestingly, seeking social support and self-control, which seem divergent at first
glance, were sometimes both used by the same interviewees. This shows that the choice
of strategy is always very context-dependent. The strong need of adolescents for social
closeness, an important part of well-being as defined by Ryff [62], becomes clear. The
fact that even more relationships were entered into in order not to be alone during the
lockdown could suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic also had an effect on the love lives
of persons who tended to seek social support as a coping strategy. It is striking that help
was sought from those who were close to the adolescents (family, close friends, partners),
and not from external persons, such as therapists.

During the pandemic, young people were often confronted with the request that
they should realize the need to take responsibility (accepting responsibility). As other
studies have also shown [45], increased solidarity is evident. Thus, one can assume that
frequent appeals from the outside to accept responsibility leads to it being perceived by
young people.

That increased spare time led to boredom and corresponding compensation mech-
anisms is evident in the choice of escape—avoidance. Gender-specific abnormalities, as
shown by Alkaid Albqoor et al. [47], were not evident here, which may be related to the
cultural differences between Saudi Arabia and Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. How-
ever, the choice of compensation turned out to be different. For example, gambling seemed
to have become more important for male adolescents, which anyway is of high relevance
for many male adolescents because of their competitive spirit.

One individual mentioned drinking more alcohol to reduce boredom. This is consistent
with the current research discourse, e.g., studies by Al-Yateem et al. [46], Alkaid Albqoor
et al. [47], and Michou et al. [48], who state that the choice of this coping strategy can
have an impact on the body and psyche. The contextual location of this shows that this
person had already suffered from depression before the pandemic and was in therapy, as
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she stated. During distance learning, she had also stopped participating in school and had
received lower grades. Thus, it could be surmised that individuals with low resilience are
more likely to choose destructive compensatory mechanisms when bored. Similarly, the
relationship between education and life satisfaction is again apparent [39,40].

The fact that planful problem-solving was increasingly used over time based on the
initial experiences shows that young people grow to face crises and figure out their coping
strategies over time. It is noticeable that planful problem-solving was used primarily when
personal gains resulted from it. For example, it was mentioned that learning strategies were
developed in such a way that the interviewees learned more efficiently and thus gained
more free time for themselves. Linking back to the state of the research, it can be further
assumed that individuals who are thus able to deal well and strategically with a crisis
situation already have a good sense of well-being, as already analyzed by Jenkel et al. [11].

The fact that some adolescents dealt with their personal views, life goals, and needs
due to the increased time with themselves, shows that forced isolation can lead to increased
self-reflection and thus personal growth in adolescents. This engagement with personal
life goals was already defined by Sen [61] as an important component for adolescent
development and corresponding well-being. At the same time, the question arises whether
the ability to self-reflect does not already exist, since this is an active process, and certain
individuals do not tend towards a compensation mechanism (escape—avoidance instead
of positive reappraisal) instead of self-reflection. Finally, it is noticeable that positive
reappraisal was particularly evident in persons who also tended to be self-controlling.

4.4. Derived Theses

Based on the qualitative data analysis, the following theses can be formulated as
assumptions to be verified for generalization. An elaborated summary of the wider study
and recommendations for action for education, in particular schools and other social and
educational institutions in a community, but also educational policy derived from them,
can be found in Egger and Huber [75].

e  The development of independence or indifference through distance education: Young
adults became more independent or more indifferent during distance learning due to
a lack of commitment through reduction or partial elimination of structures and the
processes of action coordinated by the school.

e  Time/cost efficiency or more learning difficulties in distance education: Young adults
were able to save time/costs due to the elimination of commuting time/costs or
experienced aggravated working due to a disrupted learning atmosphere at home.

e Distance learning improvement by adapting methodological instructional design to
student feedback: Methodological distance learning design was adapted to student*
feedback, which improved overall distance learning over time.

e  The lack of variety favors loss of motivation: The lack of variety due to measure-
related limited leisure activities favors a large, school-related loss of motivation among
students caused by the perceived omnipresence of school in everyday life.

e  The prospective fear of entering university and spontaneous decisions in choosing a
course of study due to a lack of preparatory offers: Limited preparatory offerings for
career and/or school transitions in young adults’ lives contribute to prospective entry
anxiety, spontaneous decisions, and/or opting for a financially secure plan among
young adults.

e  Longer-term worthlessness of baccalaureate/baccalaureate degrees due to momentary
stigmatization: The momentary stigmatization of baccalaureate/baccalaureate degrees
as inferior could lead to longer-term stigmatization of Generation C degrees by society.

e  Friendship dissolution due to lack of joint graduation opportunities and abrupt disen-
gagement: The lack of graduation activities at school encourages more friendships to
dissolve, since young adults cannot celebrate their graduation together and there is an
abrupt disengagement from one another due to divergent further educational paths.
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e Digital format as a help or additional inhibition for withdrawn persons: For with-
drawn persons, a digital online format can be of benefit for finding contact and/or be
perceived as an additional inhibition threshold leading to non-use.

e Confrontive coping may be chosen mainly by adolescents for whom the COVID-19
measures brought about a strong change in lifestyle (hobbies, partying, meeting lots
of friends).

e Distancing may be chosen mainly by adolescents who have a medium or low tolerance
for ambiguity, when they have little interest in politics, and/or the restrictions have
not had a major impact on their lives (withdrawn individuals).

e  Self-controlling may be chosen mainly by withdrawn/introverted individuals and /or
those with a high tolerance for ambiguity.

e  Seeking social support may be used mainly when an adolescent is in the environment
of a trusted person who is close to them (family, friends, parenthood).

e Accepting responsibility may be used mainly when there is a strong external appeal to
accept responsibility.

e  Escape-avoidance may be used mainly when there is boredom and can lead to uncon-
trolled addictive behavior if the person has low resilience.

e  Planful problem-solving may be used mainly when a crisis is prolonged and/or
personal gains (e.g., more free time) result from the strategies used.

e Positive reappraisal may be applied mainly by adolescents who have high self-
reflection.

4.5. Limitations

The analysis of this article is based on 23 interviews, some of which were conducted
by interview partner who acted as multipliers. This type of data collection was intended
to enable a higher validity of the data and the inclusion of young adults in the research
process, with the additional goal of achieving a broader spectrum of interview partners
and a higher saturation in the data material.

It must be taken into account that the results contain elements of positive bias: that is,
the willingness to participate in the interview is characterized by a certain target group that
took the time to do so, while the perspective of those who did not register for an interview
is missing. The subjective coloring of the material was attempted to be counteracted as
best as possible in the sense of triangulation by the predefined maximum contrasting
characteristics. The research objective laid out beforehand allowed for a modified interview
process, which led to saturation in the answers of the interviewees, but there was a risk
of digression and of participants no longer communicating in a way that was relevant
to the research question. This was especially the case with personal and/or emotional
topics that were strongly marked for the participants (e.g., depression, previous burdens).
Furthermore, a bias due to the previously formed opinions of the interview partners on
individual topics by peers or the media, for example, cannot be ruled out, especially since
there was a great deal of media coverage about COVID-19 and the effects of the measures
that were taken. It is very important not to interpret the results as a generalization and to
take external factors into account; for example, under normal circumstances—for instance,
if there were no social restrictions or limitations on leisure activities—distance learning
might be evaluated more positively by the interview participants.

4.6. Further Research

As an alternative analysis or presentation of the findings, psycho-social and socio-
educational processes could be elaborated. Therewith, additional theoretical concepts on
youth transitions could be further reflected. In order to test the theses and the following
hypotheses and to generalize the results, the theses and hypotheses should be examined
within a quantitative survey. In this way, it would also be possible to conduct a detailed
quantitative analysis with regard to coping strategies. Further, there should be an investi-
gation of the long-term consequences concerning, for example, planning uncertainty and
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spontaneous decisions, identity formation, as well as the recorded gaps in schooling—this
in the sense of responsive research with ongoing investigation on the part of research
and timely reaction on the part of practice through ongoing exchange between practice
and science.

5. Conclusions

The present analyses add more in-depth insights to the quantitative findings of previ-
ous studies in an explanative way. It allows further quantitative study in an exploratory
way. The interviews have made it possible to better understand the changes for the young
adults due to the impact of COVID-19 and to shed light on the individual effects and ways
of dealing with them.

The differences between countries stimulate assumptions to be further explored. For
example, the relative harshness of the diverse measures in the different countries seems
to have had a differing impact on perceptions of challenges in school and transition,
i.e. for instance abrupt separations between friends due to elimination of school-based
graduation activities or long-term effects of the school closures regarding catching up on
educational content. Furthermore, graduation activities seem to be a very important part in
the transition, as the interviews showed the lack of graduation activities to be a big burden
in Germany and Austria, but that these could be carried out in Switzerland was valued.
Another example is the lack of preparatory activities that has also made it more difficult for
young people to come to terms with their own life goals. It is essential for young people to
be supported and accompanied in their preparation for the next stages of their lives, after
the pandemic.

The presumed link between the choice of coping strategy and individual abilities also
shows that schools should not only impart knowledge but also take on the responsibility
of educating core competencies like self-regulation, self-reflection, resilience, a variety of
coping strategies, and tolerance of ambiguity in order to prepare them for their future
ways of life. Thus, supporting adolescents” personal development as well as strength-
ening these skills could lead to more appropriate coping strategies being applied in the
individual context.

Further findings on the topics of school, transition, family, friends, politics, leisure, and
personality, can be found in Egger and Huber [75], where further derived recommendations
for action in practice can be seen.

In addition, the findings evaluated from the 2018/19 cohort from the Federal Youth
Survey ch-x/YASS (www.chx.ch//YASS (accessed on 7 July 2022)) [76] were compared
with the qualitative findings of the present interview study [77] in order to presume the
findings that apply to the current generation—which is presumably shaped by the crisis—
but which must be verified for generalization in follow-up surveys. Furthermore, different
internal and external conditions for the choice of the corresponding coping strategies can
be assumed, which already provide first ideas for intervention measures in practice, and
also in the sense of Education for Sustainable Development and School of the Future. A
representative study to verify, concretize, and elaborate the established theses around
coping strategies is being planned.

As to the methodological approach, we especially would like to shed light on our
positive experiences with the data collection process. Comparing the transcripts between
the interviews conducted by the professional researchers and those of the adolescents, we
saw that they talked in less inhibited ways about topics such as drug consumption, sexuality,
or breaking rules, when being interviewed by their peers. What is more, the multipliers
themselves explained that conducting these interviews helped them to understand different
perspectives on dealing with the impact of the crisis. Thus, letting them participate, seems
to have functioned as a coping strategy.

Reflecting on the use of the theoretical framework for data analysis, the description of
findings and the conclusion on a meta level, it is interesting that theories even described
back in the 1940s and 1990s are still working so much later—even though in such a very
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special situation like the crisis created by COVID-19. However, it is possible to edit, adjust
and differentiate, and therefore to contextualize, refine, and modify the theory, using the
further theoretical assumptions developed by the study.
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