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ABSTRACT

COVID-19 has turned our lives upside down. The first lockdown
occurred in Italy in the spring of 2020, drastically disrupting people’s
daily schedules, work schedules, socialisation, and relationships with
co-workers, family and friends. To overcome physical isolation, collect
impressions and keep a record of the period, the “How are you?”
online questionnaire has been designed as a potential conversation
among friends during home confinement for all but essential reasons.
What impact this situation had on people?

The study investigates some of the social and relational consequences
the first lockdown in ltaly had on a group of professionals in terms of
similarities and differences regarding changes and limitations on their
work and daily routines, primarily focusing on the emotions felt at that
time.

Text mining techniques have been applied to almost one hundred
replies, as well as an unsupervised method of emotion analysis; the
latter is used for the entire sample and a subgroup consisting only of
female scientists.

Our findings show that during the Spring 2020 lockdown, a moment
of physical and relational confinement was bear, causing
bewilderment due to several factors: in terms of work-life balance, the
overlap between public and private space, and the established daily
routine to return, while regarding the relational sphere, the lack of
physical contacts and interactions - such as support for dependent
elderly - that technology has only partly been able to fill. Two primary
emotions emerge from the entire sample: acceptance of the virus
containment measures imposed and restlessness about the present and
future. The group of female scientists appears more optimistic.

The experienced situation of deprivation of individual freedoms such
as movement and social contact, however, has brought along a new
awareness of the frailties of our society, refocusing attention on the
importance of scientific research, ecological transition, and, more
generally, a reflection on our development model.
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Introduction

The multiple effects that COVID-19 had, and is
having, on the economy and society still need to be
fully explored. Among the many possible impacts,
what entails different levels of severity and
involvement is most certainly gender-related.
Indeed, men and women behave differently
towards a pandemic situation according to their
roles in society’-3.

The first report to imagine the different levels of
impact and to provide policy recommendations was
drafted by Blasko et al. for the European
Commission a few months after the pandemic
outbreak; it contains no data but only indications
and perspectives to “assess potential consequences
of the COVID-19 outbreak on women and gender
equality in Europe” 42, The report quickly
concludes that, unlike previous crises, “[...] the
current crisis seems to be more or less gender-
neutral, [... ] this one will most probably hit women
and men in more similar ways” 4(r9. Numerous
studies have reached this conclusion quickly, even
highlighting the major disadvantage for women3-9.
Women are among those who have been most
affected by the crisis generated by the COVID-19
pandemic, starting with economic issues and ending
with social and, of course, health issues. In terms of
job losses and reduced working hours, many studies
have shown that women have been more affected
than men by national lockdowns and social
distancing measures® 12, especially in female-
dominated sectors such as health and care
professions, retail, and educationé13. To support the
recovery of the population, including women, the
European Union approved the Next Generation EU
plan containing the Recovery and Resilience Facility.
The policy binds the Member States to work
towards  improving  “the
preparedness, adjustment capacity and growth
potential of the Member States, by mitigating the
social and economic impact of that crisis, in
particular on women” 14(r15) (art. 4, par. 1) to obtain
financial support from the Union.

However, such economic instability intertwines with
social and family dynamics that have characterised
women’s gender roles for centuries. Indeed, the
division of unpaid labour remains tied to prevailing
cultural norms leading to a gender-stereotyped
view of tasks, especially concerning dependant-
caring. Despite women’s employment steadily
increasing over the long term, the dual-income
family model is becoming more widespread in

resilience,  crisis
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Europe. The latest European data confirm that
women in all the EU Member States still spend
significantly more time on housework and childcare
than men'516, In more than half of European
countries, women spend more than twice as much
time on housework as men and in ltaly, 140% more
timel7.

Women, moreover, not only do most of the unpaid
care work in households but also face additional
high risks in addition to economic insecurity, such as
risks of violence, exploitation, abuse or harassment,
exacerbated during periods of crisis and
quarantine8-20,

The Lockdown narratives

Since the COVID-19 pandemic began, especially
during the first months in which the most significant
and severe restrictions were suddenly put in
place!3, thousands of archives have been collected
to classify and monitor shared information on the
virus and its impacts. Curators have been mainly
scientific institutions, and the archives contain
scientific and medical data. However, many
universities and  other
organisations, as well as individuals, have begun to
collect “a bit of everything” potentially useful to
describe the period. From tweets to video diaries,
from masks in all their varieties to recordings of
familiar songs: everything has become a matter of
study and conservation?!.

As happened in other countries??-25, in ltaly,
memories have been collected by universities, such
as the Bicocca University?¢, and several were the
initiatives of narrative medicine?’.28 over the first
pandemic months. In parallel, investigations in
different areas were performed. For instance,
people’s trust in information sources concerning the
new virus has been analysed?®, such as their
emotions3?, the reactions of public employees?!, the
gender perspective of home working as perceived
in public research organizations32; and the unveiled
science-society relationships have been
deepened33. Studies and investigations began in
the first months and continue even now.

cultural  or  social

Aim of the study

Therefore, the starting point of this study covers two
main aspects: 1) the social impact that the pandemic
produced on the population, particularly on the
more vulnerable groups such as women, and 2) the
emotional impact of the pandemic and the
consequent containment measures during the most
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acute phase had on a collective level. Under these
circumstances, the social perception of this
exceptional period in the population is highly
remarkable about three key aspects: (1) what
impact (e.g. daily routines, particular feelings,
involvement in work) did the shutdowns of all work
activities considered non-essential have on working
life?; (2) what were the main changes in individual
daily life, both as strengths and as limitations and
withdrawals?; and (3) what legacy the pandemic
may have had on a social level?

Data collection and methodology

To keep track of such experiences in ltaly, the
National Research Council, with the “Donne e
Scienza” Association, decided to seize the moment
and the opportunity to record such an unusual event
and its impact on a selected group of people such
as professors and scientists, intellectuals and artists.
From mid-March 2020, representatives of the
scientific community, culture and politics, civil society
and the professions were asked to share their
experiences and considerations34. The interviews
were structured over twelve questions sent by email,
and respondents through «a
convenience sampling technique. The first two
questions regarded participants’ demographic
aspects, while the remaining ten questions were
formulated to mock spontaneous, typical friends’
like a stream of conversation. During COVID-19,
respondents were asked how their daily work- and
personal lifetimes had changed, how the extended
time they suddenly had available was used, and
what they would take with them once the
emergency was over. Therefore, rather than being
representative of the country, data collecting tries
to capture the feelings and concerns of the people
involved at that time.

Developing the contribution to the Gender and
Talent Observatory (GeTa)35 technical report, the
present study aims to answer the three above-
mentioned research questions on crucial aspects, i.e.
impact on work habits, daily life and expected
pandemic legacy. The adopted methodology
implies analysing the syntactic structure and terms
used in 3 of the 12 questions in the questionnaire,
specifically, Q3 How have your working time and
work habits changed? to answer research question
no.1, Q4 What has changed in your daily habitsé In
leisure, socialisation, personal and home care,
nutrition? to answer research question no.2 and
Q11 - What will change afterwards¢ What would
you like to take with you from this experience when it

were selected
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is over? What would you not like to forget? for the
last research question.

Moreover, we focused part of the investigation on
a specific subset of this study’s sample3¢ composed
of only women in science professions, such as
researchers and technologists, press officers, human
resources consultants, and diversity officers with
disciplines ranging from the Social Sciences and
Humanities to STEM  (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) in research centres,
agencies and higher education institutions. The
reasons for this choice lie in the proven impact of
the pandemic, as highlighted in the introduction, the
subsample size (56% of the total sample), and the
background proximity to the authors (peer group).
The results of this study are significant because Italy
was the second country hit by the virus after China
and the first in Europe to experiment with limitations
a lockdown, with public health and political
decisions that have been controversial3’. Beyond
the intrinsic value of these testimonies, they are
publicly available34; therefore, further analysis can
be performed on a unique sample in terms of time,
space, and professions; the text analysis proved to
be a valuable tool to grasp meanings in narratives
massively.

The sample

From mid-March to the beginning of June 2020,
during the first phase of the emergency in ltaly, 96
responses were received. The text analysis focused
on the answers in ltalian (86 in total) to form a
cohesive and syntactically comparable linguistic
corpus without a translation since this was likely to
distort the terms used in the answers. 84% of the
responses came from women, 78% from people
over 50, and only four questionnaires from people
permanently or temporarily abroad. The
anonymous contributions in the sample are limited in
(7 out of 86). The most frequent
professionals who contributed included academics
(a few retired), journalists and writers. The largest
group of respondents comprises middle-aged,
highly educated Italian
universities and research centres who are sending
their testimonies from Central Italy. During the
period, this group of people shared the same

number

women working in

lifestyle organisation, e.g., the lockdown duration,
working conditions, behaviours and needs, part of
them related to their professions and gender. In
particular, home working has been experienced
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following the decrees mandating the Universities,
schools, and office closures.

The analyses

Text mining techniques were applied to identify
systematic patterns among the responses to the
various questions. In particular, our analysis focuses
on the relationships between word components,
focusing on pairs of adjacent words (bi-grams). The
primary language adopted in the questionnaire is
ltalion, so the text analysis included exclusively
ltalian words. We decided not to translate the
graphs generated by the analysis into another
language (i.e., English) to avoid losing the linguistic
and semantic characteristics of the language used;
therefore, the interpretation of graphs is here
provided in English, with terms in Italian shown in
brackets. On the contrary, excerpts from narratives
commented on in the following sections appear
between quotation marks and are translated into
English to make reading easier.

Additionally, an analysis of emotions was carried
out regarding one core question to analyse the
peculiarity of the period and feelings arising from
experiencing such an emergency as a global
pandemic. We identified two balanced groups of
three emotions each, based on the fundamental
emotions defined by the psychology underlying
classic emotion detection3® and interweaving them
with the “COVID-19 emotions” 39-41, each referring
to a positive and to a negative context. Using
Laser38, a popular system for the semantic
representation of the period with vectors or
sentence embeddings3?, we identified the presence
or absence of such emotions in every response.

Main testimonies
The first two questions analysed - Q3 How have your
working time and work habits changed?¢ and Q4

A Sociological Case Report of the COVID-19 Pandemic from Professionals in Italy

What has changed in your daily habits? In leisure,
socialisation, personal and home care, nutrition? -
allow us to capture life changes experienced
before and during the lockdown. As shown by the
bi-grams relating to Q3 (Fig.1), at the centre of the
change in times and habits are the work (lavoro)
and the home (casa), those two aspects that have
undergone radical changes following confinement,
and to which the topics most discussed by the
interviewees are linked: the change (cambiare) in
habits (abitudine), the teleworking (telematico)
methods (modalita), the desire to be able (potere)
to return (tornare) to work in the “classic” way, the
home seen as a space isolating (stare), as an office
(ufficio), as a place that can allow concentration
(concentrare). The primary working modality is the
home working - called “smartworking” in Italy,
unannouncedly introduced along with the lockdown.
It seems to create a strong link between the working
dimension and the home in terms of physical space
— “Now my work is done in smartworking within my
bedroom equipped as an office, for certainly more
than 8 hours” (Anonymous A) - and in terms of
conflict. Some respondents say that not much has
changed compared to the previous situation. At the
same time, several point out that they have to take
turns with their partner to manage all their daily
commitments: “| take shifts with my husband so that
we both work in smartworking. The time spent
working is less continuous” (Anonymous B). Time turns
out to be fluid, oscillating between being dilated
and slow as well as occupied: if, on the one hand,
being confined at home produces a sort of loss of
the “sense of time and the days passing”, on the other
hand, “work helps because there is any way an
agenda (and therefore a calendar) of meetings to
attend to, deadlines to cope with, emails to answer or
send” (S. L.).
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Figure 1. Network plot of the bigrams among the answers to Question 3 (abs freq >= 3).

The analysis of the text in Q4 reveals the sub-
sequences in Fig.2. The home (casa) remains the
change core even in daily habits not strictly related
to work. People have had to give up seeing and
directly caring (cura) for their often-elderly
beloveds (caro), as testified by M.C.A.: “I have
experienced difficulties in caring for my elderly
parents: | do their shopping and take care of urgent
paperwork, but | remain at a distance to avoid the

risks of infection”, by using social platforms to keep
(tenere) relationships (contatto) with them. Social
media, especially those allowing video calls
(chiamata), have become the critical tool of the new
sociality (socialitd), allowing people to keep in touch
and see (vedere) friends (amico) as well as relatives
(parente) even for people not used to using social
media in this way.
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Figure 2. Network plot of the bigrams among the answers to Question 4 (abs freq >= 3).

All participants found a way of coexisting with the
Coronavirus and everything it has entailed on a
personal and social level. However, many of the
contributions about daily habits are composed of
positive aspects and challenging and struggling
sides. Therefore, to get a general picture of the
respondents’ perception of this set of answers, an
emotion analysis (Fig.3) was carried out. By
assessing the distance of each sentence per
response over each emotion vector and considering
the smaller the distance, the greater the adherence
to that emotion, the presence of each emotion for
each sentence could be assessed dichotomously
(presence/absence). Considering the first two
emotions with the smallest distance but still
significant (values above 0.5), eventually, the
number of responses showing each emotion was
calculated.

Concerning the change in daily habits, 82.6% of the
respondents show acceptance towards the
lockdown, while 80.2% feel restlessness. However,
negative feelings of restlessness, fear, and sadness
prevail within the sample.

Despite the severe limitations in place, a more
positive attitude towards the lockdown appears in

the subgroup of women researchers than in the
whole sample. Indeed, optimism is identified in
87.5% of the answers, often associated with hope
and the desire for improvement concerning the
current situation. In comparison, acceptance of
logistical and social constraints appears in 75% of
the answers, related to the ability to understand the
severity of conditions and to the rediscovery of
home as a pleasant place
peacefulness and tranquillity. If at the same time,
an emotion of sadness appears in 52.1% of the
answers (against 47.7 in the overall sample), the
sub-sample of female scientists shows a lower level
of restlessness and fear, at 58.3% and 27.1%,
respectively, than among all the respondents
(80.2% and 46.5). According to Galasso et al.,
“women are more likely to see COVID-19 as a
severe health problem, to agree with restraining
public policy measures adopted in response to i,
and to comply with them. Gender differences in
attitudes and behaviour are substantial in all
countries” 40(r1), maybe with a most pronounced trust
in science among higher-educated people4’ like
members of this sample.

to experience
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Figure 3. Emotions analysis: percentage of each emotion occurrence within the overall sample and the female

scientists’ sample to Question 4.

As the survey took place during the first months of
the pandemic, Q11 - What will change afterwards?
What would you like to take with you from this
experience when it is over? What would you not like
to forget? concerns expectations towards the future
(Fig.4). At that time, the shock of the pandemic and
the subsequent casualties appeared to have led
respondents to state that they would like to (volere)
forget (dimenticare) what had happened in order to
(potere) return (tornare) to pre-pandemic normality

(normalitd). At the same time, however, this difficult

(brutto) period (periodo) brought along an
awareness (consapevolezza) of our fragility
(fragilita) as a society: the lesson (lezione)

emphasised by the virus (virus) concerns the
importance of bonds and affection such as seeing
(vedere) friends (amico), the importance of our rights
(diritto) and our freedom (liberta), as well as
highlighting the central role of scientific (scientifico)
research (ricerca) and public (pubblica) health
system (sanitq).
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Figure 4. Network plot of the bigrams among the answers to Question 11 (abs freq >= 2)

Discussion

The image emerging from the analysis of the
questionnaires relates to the beginning of the
pandemic in Italy, spent mainly in complete
lockdown (? March to 18 May 2020) or just ended.
During the months of home confinement, all
movement outside the home was prohibited except
for those essential, i.e., shopping or for health
reasons; the armed forces controlled public spaces;
all work and social activities were suspended, but
those essential (health services and supermarkets).
According to Q3 How your working time and work
habits have changed? the house has become a
contradictory space. The introduction of emergent
homeworking as the primary way of working has
revolutionised people’s everyday life, both
positively and negatively. Indeed, the overlapping
work space with private space has given people a
“sense of time and the days that go by” (S.L.) but
also created conflict situations. The interviewees’
narratives report both the initial perception of
novelty - “everyone thinks that the fact that you are
at home [means that] in the “meantime” you can also
do this or that, so time fills up every day” (F.F.) -
and the daily difficulties - “The first week we
navigated by sight, but it didn’t work, we were tired
and a bit nervous. So, we made a plan: to establish

a quarantine routine” (B.L.K.). This situation, just
mentioned by the respondents, is subsequently
confirmed by several studies highlighting how the
pandemic has aggravated the gender gap in paid
and unpaid work242-44,  This kind of result
corroborates our initial research question confirming
that women suffered from multiple expectations
and were asked to fulfil at the same time different
commitments without any break between private
and working life, and without any help they
generally had, their career suffered from being
hampered by this situation.

At the same time, the Q4 What has changed in your
daily habitsé In leisure, socialisation, personal and
home care, nutrition? allowed for a more intimate
look at people’s everyday lives. On the one hand,
the lockdown allowed people to rediscover and
cultivate personal interests that “normal” life had
stifled. Food played a central role in daily
habits4546, carving out some time for cooking,
especially for those used to having lunch outside the
home due to work requirements, and tying in with
the desire to eat healthily, as confirmed in a
longitudinal study about food consumption during
and after the first COVID-19 lockdown in ltaly47:
“Thanks to what they bring me and what | have
crammed (before COVID-19) in the pantry and
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freezer, | cook remarkable dishes: little quantity but
good quality” (L.M.). Additionally, time for reading
and watching films plays a central role in the
economy of the day484%. On the other hand, the
(lack of) care for people and beloveds is the aspect
that has been the most suffered, only partly
mitigated by the use of social platforms to maintain
relations with them. Social networks and video calls
have become the key tool of the new sociality in
COVID-19 times, partly limiting the experience of
potential severely impacting
psychological well-being30-52,

At the time of the questionnaire, the images of the
many casualties due to COVID-19 were still highly
vivid, especially in Northern Italy33. This collective
shock and fear strongly conditioned the
respondents’ narratives, bringing out polarised
feelings and emotions. The emotions analysis
highlighted an attitude aimed primarily at
accepting the rules imposed and the deprivation of
many individual freedoms, together with feelings of
a negative nature such as restlessness, sadness and
fear. This indication is in line with what has emerged
in the literature studying feelings and emotions
following local lockdowns34-5¢. On the other hand,
the subgroup of women scientists shows, above all,
greater optimism towards the future and less
anxiety about the pandemic situation than the
overall sample: in fact, it seems that the training and
tools possessed lead respondents to have greater
confidence in science and its role in overcoming the
pandemic4157,

The perception just described also transpires in the
narratives about the future and the development of
the pandemic. The respondents’ desire to forget the
dark moment is mixed with a desire to remember,
to keep what has been learned in this experience,
aim to overcome it and return to the so-called
normality. Moments experienced both individually
and as a community seem to have produced, in the
sample studied, a greater awareness of our
fragilities as a society: “I don’t want to forget the

loneliness and

sense of People, of solidarity, of understanding of
problems, that this event brought to civil society”
(V.D.P.); but also “I would like to bring with me the
awareness of our fragility” (So.M.) and “I would like
to forget all the painful news and dramatic images of
this bad period” (Si.M.); “The awareness that
everyone's behaviour counts within our society” (P.C.).
The importance of individual behaviour from a
collective perspective is linked to scientific research
and the ecological transition that was only

A Sociological Case Report of the COVID-19 Pandemic from Professionals in Italy

beginning to be discussed at the time. The pandemic
“was a unique opportunity to give social importance
to scientific research and make people perceive it as
a useful tool”, and it brought a “great novelty: [...]
the use of science by the central government to make
complex and responsible decisions [...] experts’
groups supporting institutions is a new practice that
must absolutely remain. [...] It is, therefore, necessary
to fight to impose — for the near future - different
ways to create decision-making groups” (S.F.). For
example, the lockdown unequivocally showed the
effects of reduced traffic, cleaner air and health
effects58-61, As one respondent notes, “The satellite
data show us an incredible decrease in pollutant
emissions, a good lesson in combating the greenhouse
effect” (P.C.) and, in other contexts, the decrease in
anthropogenic noise®2¢3, detected, for example,
even by seismic networks 4465, “We cannot go back
to the so-called normality because the problem lies
precisely in this normality, like a bug in an apple: the
chain of errors linked by a predatory development
model endangering the planet for recent decades.
[...] There is not a previous situation to return to, but
a future to invent together. [...] We, therefore, need
a qualitative leap in our collective consciousness to
radically transform both economy and society
towards a more ecological model” (G.F.).

The fact that the sample was not constructed
according to criteria of statistical
representativeness, and therefore the information
gathered cannot be considered extendable to the
population under study, can be considered a
limitation of the study. Despite this, the observed
results corroborated the evolution and impact in
economic-social terms of the pandemic in Italy,
proving that the syntactic structures and sentiments
underlying the narratives can be considered
illustrative of the period experienced.

Conclusions
Through
professionals, the work aimed to highlight feelings
and perspectives experienced in Iltaly during
COVID-19 in the Spring of 2020, one of the most
dramatic historical episodes. The research aimed at
acquiring new knowledge on how and how much the
pandemic impacted a specific target. i.e.,, women
professionals, assuming that they were suffering
from the effect of COVID-19 as everyone in their
daily life but particularly hit as women and as part
of a community that until that period considered
meeting colleagues and exchanging results an
essential part of their jobs. Therefore, this specific,

written  testimonies  from several
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even if restricted, group of people was chosen as
the target of our study.

The COVID-19 epidemic has changed employees’
everyday lives, including jobs, family routines, and
society. The text analysis and the original language
of several answers confirmed our assumptions.
Lockdown generated confusion because abruptly
implemented; work and public venues clashed with
private ones; daily tasks became challenging; new
communication methods only partially offset
isolation and social estrangement. There was a
strong tendency toward restlessness, fear, and
sadness. Being alone made liberties once thought
fundamental and essential, like travelling, getting
out, and moving to foster relationships, even from a
physical and tactile perspective, more apparent.
Women professionals appear to be severely hit by
the situation that hindered them from ruling their
professional life as requested by their jobs. This
condition has been largely proved in literature. The
negative impact of the pandemic on work includes
the inability to travel to conferences or other
important events, interruptions to experiments or
fieldwork, teaching duties, course attendance, and
publishing delaysé6¢7, with potential significant
short- and longer-term effects on careers. Different

A Sociological Case Report of the COVID-19 Pandemic from Professionals in Italy

fields are affected differently, with variations
among bench sciences and less equipment-intensive
fields®8,  Women professionals have been
impacted®® regardless of the discipline, from
physicians’® to astronomers”! and earth scientists”2,
The pandemic made it clear how important it is to
make science-driven decisions and make sanitary
measures available to everyone. Finally, comments
highlighted the need to protect the environment
from the materialistic culture that rules western
cultures.
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