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background
The pandemic poses a threat to human health and life, and 
anxiety is the most common psychological problem occur-
ring during the COVID-19 pandemic. The aim of the study 
was to establish the differences in the fear of COVID-19 
infection and the future anxiety experienced by students 
during the pandemic by gender, field of study, place of 
study and paid employment, and their relationships to 
psychological well-being.

participants and procedure
The study involved 1294 university students aged 18-30. 
The Future Anxiety Scale and short version of the Psycho-
logical General Well-Being Index were used. In addition, 
students stated whether they were concerned about the 
possibility of contracting the coronavirus and falling ill 
with COVID-19. 

results
One-third of respondents stated that they felt fear of con-
tracting the coronavirus. Women experienced a  signifi-

cantly stronger fear of COVID-19 and future anxiety than 
men. The observed interaction effects show that female 
students of medical faculties experienced a higher fear of 
COVID-19 than women studying fields of study related 
to physical activity and working students experienced 
a slightly higher future anxiety. A positive, but weak cor-
relation between fear of COVID-19 and future anxiety was 
found. Psychological well-being correlated poorly with 
fear of COVID-19 and moderately with future anxiety. 

conclusions
Because future anxiety was stronger in women, medical 
students, some master’s students and working people, 
preventive measures should be taken to prevent excessive 
anxiety and to promote mental health in these groups.
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Background

The COVID-19 pandemic is a powerful stressor with 
many negative mental health consequences (Liu 
et al., 2020; Satici et al., 2022). The student population 
is particularly vulnerable to mental health problems 
(Auerbach et al., 2016). The results of many studies 
conducted around the world indicate high rates of 
perceived stress, deterioration of mood, and even 
clinical depression and anxiety in this group (Asanov 
et al., 2021; De Oliveira Araújo et al., 2020; Odriozola-
González et al., 2020). Polish students also experience 
these problems (Debowska et al., 2022; Szczepańska 
&  Pietrzyka, 2023). During the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, students were exposed to stress resulting from 
a change in the form of studying (classes conducted 
entirely or partially remotely) and the method of 
verifying knowledge (online exams), difficult access 
to knowledge sources (closed libraries), limited social 
contacts, and limited or loss of employment oppor-
tunities (Hoover, 2020; McElroy et al., 2020; Prasath 
et al., 2021).

The pandemic poses a threat to one’s own or rela-
tives’ health and life and other important values such 
as material security. Emotions of fear and anxiety 
arise when important values are threatened. Anxiety 
is the most common psychological problem occur-
ring during the COVID-19 pandemic (APA, 2020). In 
general, anxiety is defined as an unpleasant feeling 
of danger and worried thoughts without a clearly de-
fined source. It is subjectively experienced as nega-
tive tension, is associated with physiological changes 
and leads to avoidance behaviors (Ohman, 2000). 

Future anxiety can most simply be described as the 
kind of anxiety that concerns the future in general 
(Zaleski, 1996). Each type of anxiety relates in some 
way to the future, because it is related to anticipa-
tion of threat or to possible danger. However, future 
anxiety refers to a distant rather than proximate per-
spective. A person who experiences future anxiety 
is preoccupated with, and worries about possible or 
anticipated unfavorable changes in the future (Za-
leski 1996, 2018). Future anxiety is more cognitive 
than emotional, because the person is aware of his/
her own worries and fears. Concerns may relate to 
the anticipation of various scenarios, such as loss of 
health, the occurrence of a natural disaster, or a global 
crisis. During the COVID-19 pandemic, future anxiety 
may be expressed as concerns about the global conse-
quences of the pandemic in the form of a collapse of 
the economy, and in the individual dimension – a de-
terioration in the quality of life, the loss of one’s job 
and of the possibility to pursue important life plans.

The intensity of future anxiety depends on cog-
nitive factors such as subjective importance of the 
anticipated event and estimated probability of its oc-
currence, as well as some personality traits such as 
self-efficacy (Zaleski, 2018), hope (Tucholska et  al., 

2022), and resilience (Paredes et  al., 2021). Thus, it 
can be expected that people who differ in terms of 
their personality traits will experience future anxiety 
at different levels.

When faced with a  defined, specific threat, fear 
arises (Ohman, 2000). This is the case with the fear of 
becoming infected with the coronavirus and contract-
ing COVID-19. This fear leads to behaviors aimed at 
combating or avoiding a  threatening factor, such as 
wearing masks, maintaining social distance, avoiding 
large groups of people, and vaccinating. The results 
of the meta-analysis by Luo et al. (2021) indicate that 
fear of COVID-19 during the first wave of the pan-
demic was the lowest among college students, but its 
impact on the psychological well-being of this group 
should not be underestimated. Research shows that 
fear of COVID-19 depended on factors such as alco-
hol or drug coping, negative religious coping, extreme 
hopelessness, and passive suicidal ideation (Lee et al., 
2020) and resilience (Yıldırım & Güler, 2021). 

Gender differences in future anxiety and fear of 
COVID-19 can also be expected. Women are gener-
ally more prone to experiencing fear and anxiety and 
suffer from anxiety disorders more often (APA, 2013). 
This is confirmed by studies conducted during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Lee et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2021). 

In the student population, fear of COVID-19 and 
future anxiety can be expected to differ depending on 
the level and field of study. Master’s students, usually 
on the threshold of an independent life in economic 
terms or already independent, may be more afraid of 
changes in the economic situation of the country or 
problems with finding or keeping a job due to a pan-
demic, which will be manifested in a higher level of 
future anxiety. Bachelor’s students, mostly economi-
cally dependent on their parents, may be less con-
cerned about these possible changes. So we expect 
a higher level of future anxiety in master’s students, 
especially those who are already working. 

Previous studies on general anxiety during the 
first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic are inconclu-
sive. Russian university students at bachelor’s level 
were more afraid of COVID-19 than graduates (Re-
znik et al., 2021). In Spain, the indices of anxiety were 
significantly higher in students at bachelor’s level 
(Odriozola-Gonzales et al., 2020). However, no differ-
ences were found in the severity of anxiety and stress 
between bachelor’s and master’s students in China 
(Wang & Zhao, 2020).

Medical faculties (physiotherapy, nursing, occu-
pational therapy) students may experience a greater 
fear of coronavirus, because during clinical classes 
and internships usually held in medical facilities, they 
are actually more at risk of contracting COVID-19. 
The highest level of fear of COVID-19 was found in 
hospital staff (Luo et al., 2021).

According to Zaleski et al. (2019), future anxiety 
is correlated with a  fatalistic view of the present 
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and exaggerating present and future threats. People 
experiencing strong future anxiety related to the 
pandemic are likely to experience stronger fear of 
COVID-19 because they probably spend a  tremen-
dous amount of time thinking about the pandemic. 
It can be expected that severe future anxiety results 
in estimating the probability of developing the dis-
ease as very high and perceiving the consequences 
of the disease as dangerous to health and even life. 
We expect a strong correlation between these vari-
ables. The previous study results demonstrated that 
coronavirus anxiety had a  significant effect on fear 
of COVID-19 in Turkish health workers (Yıldırım 
& Güler, 2021). Salehi et al. (2020) found that higher 
fear of COVID-19 is associated with higher corona-
virus anxiety, which in turn leads to mental health 
problems.

As shown by the results of previous studies, fu-
ture anxiety and dysfunctional fear of COVID-19 
are negatively correlated with psychological well-
being (Lee et al., 2021). Individuals with high levels 
of future anxiety and fear of COVID-19 tend to suffer 
from various psychological difficulties and clinically 
significant disturbances (Lee, 2020; Lee et  al., 2020, 
2021; Skalski et al., 2020). We expect these relation-
ships to be confirmed in our study.

The aim of the study was to establish the differ-
ences in the fear of COVID-19 infection and the fu-

ture anxiety experienced by university students dur-
ing the pandemic by gender, field of study, place of 
study and paid employment, and their relationships 
to psychological well-being during a pandemic. 

ParticiPants and Procedure

ParticiPants

An exploratory study was performed using a cross-
sectional research design in November 2020, dur-
ing the second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 
when the level of quarantine restrictions was high. 
The study involved 1294 students at the Polish uni-
versity of physical education, which accounts for 
about one-third of all current students, aged 18 to 
30 years (M = 20.83 ± 1.97), studying full-time in the 
capital city and in a branch in a small city of approxi-
mately 57,000 inhabitants, in the following university 
majors: physiotherapy (n  =  421), nursing (n  =  88), 
occupational therapy (n  =  80), physical education 
(n  =  375), tourism and recreation (n  =  188), sport 
(n = 142). In statistical analyses, we distinguished two 
fields of study groups: medical faculties and faculties 
related to physical activity (PA). 

Apart from a short period of complete lockdown 
at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, students 
of all faculties studied in a mixed mode – theoretical 
classes were conducted remotely, and practical class-
es in contact (at medical fields – clinical classes, at PA 
fields – sports and PA classes).

The proportion of women and men differed sig-
nificantly depending on the level of study (χ2 = 5.75, 
p  =  .017) and field of study (χ2  =  38.72, p  <  .001). 
The participants’ demographic and academic charac-
teristics are presented in Table 1.

Procedure

The research was conducted using an online anony-
mous survey including psychological questionnaires. 
Basic personal data were also collected. The approval 
of the Senate Research Ethics Committee (SKE 01-
13/2021) was obtained for the study design and data 
collection. All procedures were in accordance with 
the APA ethical standards, and the 1964 Helsinki 
Declaration and its later amendments or comparable 
ethical standards. The online form of informed con-
sent was obtained from all participants included in 
the study.

Measures

Fear of COVID-19. In order to determine the fear of 
coronavirus infection, students rated the statement 

Table 1

Participants’ demographic and academic characteris-
tics (N = 1294)

n (%)

Gender

Male 563 (43.5)

Female 731 (56.5)

Level of study

Bachelor’s degree 1000 (77.3)

Master’s degree 294 (22.7)

Place of study

Capital 945 (73.0)

Small city 349 (27.0)

Field of study

Medical faculties 589 (45.5)

PA faculties* 705 (54.5)

Paid work  
(permanent or occasional)

Yes 519 (40.1)

No 775 (59.9)
Note. *related to physical activity.
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“I am anxious about the possibility of coronavirus 
infection and COVID-19” on a  7-point Likert type 
scale (0 – decidedly false, 1 – false, 2 – somewhat false, 
3 – hard to say, 4 – somewhat true, 5 – true, 6 – decid-
edly true). 

Future anxiety. To assess the individuals’ future 
anxiety the short version of the Future Anxiety Scale 
(the Dark Future scale) by Zaleski et al. (2019) was 
used. Participants rated five items on a 7-point Lik-
ert type scale from 0 (decidedly false) to 6 (decidedly 
true):
1. I am afraid that the problems which trouble me 

now will continue for a long time.
2. I am terrified by the thought that I might some-

times face life’s crises or difficulties.
3. I am afraid that in the future my life will change 

for the worse.
4. I am afraid that changes in the economic and po-

litical situation will threaten my future.
5. I am disturbed by the thought that in the future 

I won’t be able to achieve my goal.
The Polish version of the Dark Future scale is 

characterized by satisfactory reliability. In the study 
of the authors of the scale Cronbach’s α was .90, and 
test-retest reliability over a one-month interval was 
.62. In our study Cronbach’s α was .88.

Psychological well-being. The short version of the 
Psychological General Well-Being Index (PGWBI; 
Dupuy, 1990) was used. The PGWBI is a  measure 
of the level of subjective psychological well-being 
and its short version consists of six items rated on 
a  6-point scale and measuring: anxiety (“Have you 
been bothered by nervousness or your ‘nerves’ dur-
ing the past month?”); vitality (“How much energy, 
pep, or vitality did you have or feel during the past 
month?”; “I felt tired, worn out, used up, or exhaust-
ed during the past month”); depressed mood (“I felt 
downhearted and blue during the past month”); self-
control (“I was emotionally stable and sure of myself 
during the past month”); positive well-being (“I felt 
cheerful and lighthearted during the past month”). 
Cronbach’s α values of the original version in the dif-
ferent studies were all above .80, thereby showing ac-
ceptable reliability, as well as when compared to the 
original instrument in full length (22 items; Dupuy, 
1990). Cronbach’s α for the Polish version used in our 
research was .85.

statistical analysis

The non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test was used 
to determine the differences in fear of COVID-19. As 
significant differences were found in this variable be-
tween men and women, and the gender ratio differed 
depending on some explanatory variables (level and 
fields of study), analyses were performed separately 
for each gender.

The distribution of future anxiety did not meet the 
criteria of a normal distribution (K-S = .07, p < .001); 
however, the data on kurtosis (–.42) and skewness 
(–.47) allowed the use of the analysis of variance. 
Four-way analysis of covariance was used, introduc-
ing academic variables (place, level, field of study and 
paid work) as factors and gender as a covariate.

In order to establish the relationships between the 
variables, depending on the type of measurement 
scale, Spearman’s ρ and Pearson’s r coefficients were 
used.

results

Fear oF coVid-19 and Future anxiety 
according to gender and acadeMic 
characteristics

The ratings for the statement “I am anxious about the 
possibility of coronavirus infection and COVID-19” 
in the entire study group were as follows:

0 (decidedly false)  –  23.8%
1 (false) – 15.2%
2 (somewhat false)  –  14.6%
3 (hard to say)  –  13.2%
4 (somewhat true)  –  12.2%
5 (true) – 10.0%
6 (decidedly true)  – 11.1%

Less than 40.0% of students denied experiencing 
concerns about the possibility of contracting COV-
ID-19, while about 20.0% confirmed them. The me-
dian was 2 (somewhat false).

Women (mean rank = 714.14) experienced a sig-
nificantly stronger fear of developing COVID-19 
than men (mean rank = 560.98) (U = 157063, p < .001). 
There were no significant differences among men 
depending on the place of study (U  =  31882.0, 
p  =  .675), level of study (U  =  23985.5, p  =  .533), 
field of study (U = 35622.5, p = .675) and paid work 
(U = 37211.0, p = .943). Women studying medical fac-
ulties experienced a greater fear of COVID-19 (mean 
rank  =  384.54) than their colleagues from PA fac-
ulties (mean rank = 345.03) (U = 59348.0, p =  .011). 
The place of study (U  =  46705.5, p  =  .106), level of 
study (U = 49115.0, p = .622) and work (U = 60486.5, 
p = .108) did not significantly differentiate the fear of 
getting COVID-19 in women.

The Future Anxiety Scale has no standards, so 
the level of future anxiety experienced by students 
cannot be determined. The mean in the whole group 
was 18.66 ± 7.34 with a theoretical variability of 0-30 
points. Female students felt a  significantly stronger 
future anxiety than male students (Mwomen 

=  20.90 
± 6.87, M

men 
=  15.77 ± 6.91, F(1, 1277)  =  159.13, 

p < .001, ηρ2 = .111). The main effects of the level of 
study (F(1, 1277) = 0.01, p = .915), place of study (F(1, 
1277) = 2.12, p = .145), field of study (F(1, 1277) = 0.73, 
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p = .393) and work (F(1, 1277) = 0.82, p = .367) were 
not statistically significant.

There was a statistically significant, but small, in-
teraction effect between the level of study and paid 
work (F(1, 1277) = 5.07, p = .024, ηρ2 = .004) (Figure 1). 
Paid work slightly differentiated future anxiety in 
bachelor’s students. Among master’s students, work-
ing people revealed a higher level of future anxiety. 
In the group of non-working people, a higher level of 

future anxiety was observed in bachelor’s students, 
while among the working people, higher levels of 
anxiety were experienced by master’s students.

The effects of second-order interactions were also 
statistically significant, but very small:
•	 level	 of	 study	 ×	 field	 of	 study	 ×	 place	 of	 study	 

(F(1, 1277) = 6.08, p = .014, ηρ2 = .005) (Figure 2 and 
Figure 3),

•	 level	 of	 study	 ×	 paid	 work	 ×	 place	 of	 study	 
(F(1, 1277) = 5.27, p = .022, ηρ2 = .004) (Figure 4 and 
Figure 5).
In the group studying in the capital, future anxi-

ety level of bachelor’s students did not differ de-
pending on the paid work. In the group of master’s 
students, working students experienced stronger fu-
ture anxiety than those who did not work. Among 
bachelor’s students in a small town, a higher level of 
future anxiety was noted among people not working. 
At the master’s level, working students experienced 
stronger anxiety.

Among people studying in the capital city, the 
level of future anxiety was higher in medical fields 
than in those related to physical activity, and slightly 
higher in master’s students. Among master’s stu-
dents in a small town, a higher level of future anxiety 

Figure 4

Future anxiety by level of study and fields of study 
in people studying in the capital city
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Figure 5

Future anxiety by level of study and fields of study 
in people studying in a small town
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Figure 2

Future anxiety by level of study and paid work 
in people studying in the capital city
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Figure 3

Future anxiety by level of study and paid work 
in people studying in a small town
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Figure 1

Future anxiety by level of study and paid work
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was found in medical faculties, while among bach-
elor students a slightly stronger anxiety was charac-
teristic of students of PA faculties.

relationshiPs between Fear oF coVid/
Future anxiety and Psychological 
well-being

Fear of COVID-19 correlated positively but weakly 
with future anxiety (ρ  =  .34, p  <  .001). There were 
negative relationships with psychological well-be-
ing, weak for fear of COVID-19 (ρ = –.21, p <  .001) 
and moderate for future anxiety (ρ = –.49, p < .001).

discussion

One-third of the students we surveyed confirmed 
that they felt fear of contracting the coronavirus; 
more than half answered in the negative. These rates 
appear to be lower than those obtained in the studies 
carried out during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Luo et  al., 2021). This may be the result 
of adaptation to the stressor that occurred during 
the eight months of the pandemic. During the first 
wave of the pandemic, little was known about the 
pathogen and the disease it caused. During the sec-
ond wave, both the disease itself and the measures 
to reduce the risk of infection were better known, 
which may have reduced the fear of infectiAs the 
Future Anxiety Scale has not been normalized, it is 
difficult to determine the level of future anxiety in 
the studied trial. Paredes et  al. (2021), when study-
ing future anxiety during the COVID pandemic, used 
a different version of the scale, which makes it im-
possible to compare the results. In the study of Polish 
patients waiting for bariatric surgery, the mean score 
was 13.21, so it was lower than the result obtained 
by the students we studied during the second wave 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (18.66). This confirms the 
observations of other authors that the COVID-19 
pandemic has increased individuals’ worries about 
their present and future situations (Giallonardo et al., 
2020; Usher et al., 2020), since there is not a known 
end to the crisis, and its effects cannot be controlled 
(Liu et al., 2020; Paredes et al., 2021). 

Women experienced a  significantly stronger fear 
of developing COVID-19 and future anxiety than 
men. Studies of university students have mostly con-
firmed these differences, with female students found 
to show higher levels of anxiety (Bourion-Bedes et al., 
2020; Huang & Zhao, 2020; Li et al., 2020; Meda et al., 
2020; Wang & Zhao, 2020) and fear of COVID-19 (Ro-
dríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2020). Similar results in a study 
of Polish students were obtained by Rogowska et al. 
(2020) and Debowska et al. (2022). This difference also 
occurs in the general population – women had higher 

scores on the Coronavirus Anxiety Scale compared to 
men (Lee et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2021).

Biological and psychological factors can be con-
sidered to explain the differences in fear and anxiety 
between men and women. Women are more predis-
posed to experience fear and general anxiety as well 
as future anxiety because they are characterized by 
greater emotional reactivity and neuroticisms, i.e. are 
more sensitive to negative stimuli (Zaleski, 2018) and 
thus vulnerable to anxiety disorders (Lippold et al., 
2020). Moreover, expressing fear of illness is more ac-
cepted in women than in men (Bakioğlu et al., 2021). 
Women and men also differ in their ability to reduce 
negative emotional states by using effective strate-
gies of affective regulation (Nolen-Hoeksema, 2012). 

The field of study slightly differentiated the level of 
fear of falling ill with COVID-19 and future anxiety. 
Only female students of medical faculties experienced 
a greater fear of COVID-19 than their colleagues from 
PA faculties. This partially supports our expectations 
of greater fear in medical students. The research was 
conducted during the second wave of the pandemic 
in November 2020. At that time, medical students un-
derwent internships and clinical classes in hospitals 
and other healthcare facilities, where the risk of virus 
infection was definitely higher than during contact 
classes conducted by PA students. Healthcare work-
ers had a greater fear of COVID-19 than those in oth-
er professions (Luo et al., 2021; Vagni et al., 2020) and 
were at high risk of mental illness (Huang & Zhao, 
2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020). These differences 
occurred only in women, possibly because of their 
greater emotional reactivity. 

As in the sample of Australian students (Lyons 
et al., 2020), no significant differences were found de-
pending on the level of study. The opposite results 
were obtained in Russia and Belarus, where under-
graduate students have been observed to be more 
fearful of COVID-19 than graduates (Reznik et  al., 
2021). Perhaps cultural factors play a  role, and this 
issue requires further research.

The level of future anxiety was lower in women 
from PA faculties than from medical faculties. The re-
sults of the studies in other countries confirm the 
particularly high negative impact of the pandemic on 
the mental health of medical students (Chen et  al., 
2020; Ullah & Amin, 2020) and social work students 
(Apgar & Cadmus, 2022). The field of study diversi-
fied the level of anxiety among students in China 
(Wang & Zhao, 2020). In Poland, PA students at the 
University of Opole revealed lower levels of anxiety 
and perceived stress than their peers studying engi-
neering (Rogowska et al., 2020). Looking for an ex-
planation for these differences, the authors referred 
to the increased physical activity of PA students. It is 
known that there is a positive relationship between 
physical activity levels and various mental health in-
dices (Panza et al., 2019). Indeed, in our trial the level 
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of physical activity resulting from obligatory classes 
included in the university curriculum and voluntary 
sports differed and was highest in students of physi-
cal education and sport. Physical inactivity signifi-
cantly predicted high perceived pandemic stress in 
Turkish students (Aslan et al., 2020). 

Working students experienced slightly stronger 
future anxiety, probably related to the fear of los-
ing their jobs due to the pandemic. Many students 
worked on commission, without a  permanent em-
ployment contract, which increased the risk of be-
ing fired in an unstable economic situation. It can be 
assumed that non-working students were supported 
by their parents and felt less threatened by the risk 
of losing their livelihood. Worries about the future 
consequences of the pandemic are understandable 
in people with less financial security who may stand 
to suffer more in terms of short- and long-term eco-
nomic disruption (McElroy et  al., 2020; McKibbin 
& Fernando, 2020). Unfortunately, the study did not 
collect information about the nature of the work 
performed. It is quite likely that medical students 
worked in healthcare facilities where the risk of virus 
infection was relatively high. This may have further 
intensified their future anxiety.

Our results do not confirm the expected differenc-
es depending on the place of study. Similarly, place of 
study did not diversify the level of stress perceived 
by university students in Turkey (Aslan et al., 2020) 
and China (Wang &  Zhao, 2020). Chinese nursing 
students from cities, on the other hand, exhibited 
more severe anxiety and fear than respondents from 
rural areas (Huang et al., 2020). 

Most previous studies detected a  link between 
fear of COVID-19 and anxiety (Mertens et al., 2020). 
COVID-19 has increased individuals’ worries about 
their present and future situations (Giallonardo et al., 
2020; Usher et al., 2020) due to the uncontrollable na-
ture of this stressor (Liu et  al., 2020) as well as its 
ability to trigger anxiety related to death (Roy et al., 
2020). University students are also worried about po-
tential unfavorable changes to their future state. 

The present study also found a positive but weak 
correlation between fear of COVID-19 and future 
anxiety, but the data do not allow us to establish 
cause-and-effect relationships. More advanced anal-
yses by other researchers indicate that, on the one 
hand, coronavirus anxiety had a significant effect on 
fear of COVID-19 (Yıldırım &  Güler, 2021) and, on 
other hand, perceived COVID-19 threat activate fu-
ture anxiety (Paredes et al., 2021). There seems to be 
a positive feedback loop – future anxiety and fear of 
COVID-19 intensify each other.

The final point concerns the relationship between 
fear of COVID-19 and future anxiety, and psychologi-
cal well-being. We found negative relationships with 
psychological well-being, weak for fear of COVID-19 
and moderate for future anxiety, which confirms the 

results of previous studies (Lee, 2020; Lee et al., 2021; 
Skalski et al., 2020). COVID anxiety positively corre-
lated with indicators of mental difficulties: functional 
impairment, fear about coronavirus, alcohol or drug 
coping, negative religious coping, extreme hopeless-
ness, and passive suicidal ideation (Lee et  al., 2020, 
2021). Paredes et al. (2021) confirmed the hypothesis 
that perceived threat of COVID-19 had a negative ef-
fect on subjective mental well-being mediated by its 
positive effect on future anxiety and interpreted this 
relationship as follows: “the pandemic’s perceived 
threat generates uncertainty and fear, increasing 
stress and vulnerability, which, in turn, has a detri-
mental impact on subjective mental well-being” (p. 4). 
In a unifactorial experimental study, Silva et al. (2021) 
found that the increase of COVID-19 anxiety was as-
sociated with worse indicators of psychological well-
being, that individual differences in fear of death were 
related to well-being, and that this relationship was 
mediated by anxiety in the face of COVID-19.

This study has certain limitations. Only students 
from one university were examined, so the possibil-
ity to generalize the results is limited and further re-
search is required in a population of university stu-
dents and, more broadly, young adults. 

The self-reported data we obtained may be affected 
by social desirability bias, which is particularly likely 
for the reasons indicated above in the case of men’s 
statements of fear of COVID-19 and future anxiety. 

The personal survey included only basic informa-
tion about gender, age, level and field of study. No 
information was obtained about the financial situa-
tion of students, the nature of their work, and who 
they run a household with. This information would 
be useful in interpreting the between-group differ-
ences found in the study.

The lack of norms for the Future Anxiety Scale 
made it impossible to precisely interpret the results; 
they could only be compared with available results 
from other authors. 

Conducting research via the Internet made it 
necessary to use the shortest and simplest versions 
of the measurement scales. Probably, the use of the 
full version of PGWBI and the COVID Anxiety Scale 
would provide more interesting data about relation-
ships between psychological well-being and anxiety 
about the pandemic. 

conclusions

Our findings show that less than half of young adults 
studying at the university of physical education in 
Poland report experiencing fear of COVID-19, and 
their future anxiety is higher than in non-pandemic 
conditions. A moderate level of pandemic fear can 
reduce the risk of contracting COVID-19, because it 
increases the likelihood of taking preventive actions. 



Fear of COVID-19 
and future anxiety

259volume 11(3), 3

However, a strong fear of getting sick and the asso-
ciated anxiety for the future have a negative effect 
on psychological well-being and can lead to mental 
health problems. Because future anxiety was stronger 
in women, medical students, some master’s students 
and working people, preventive measures should be 
taken to prevent excessive anxiety and to promote 
mental health in these groups.

The data that support the findings of this study 
are available from the corresponding author, upon 
reasonable request.
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