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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the relationship between e-learning adoption in a developing
country, Palestine, that had very little experience with it, and the impact of anxiety
rates, insomnia, physical pain, and social factors on both student and staff levels. The
final analysis included 1116 participants (103 staff and 1013 students). 45.7% of the
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total sample had moderately severe insomnia, who are predominantly females. 40.6%
of the total sample showed signs of severe anxiety, but students showed higher anx-
iety levels compared to staff, reaching 71.8%. In terms of physical pain, both students
and staff scored similarly, indicating a high effect (2.49+0.56), but the effect was
more significant among female students (p-value = 0.000), and higher Body Mass
Index levels (p-value = 0.01). However, the effect of e-learning on social impact was
not consistent. The findings of this study can contribute to the literature by highlight-
ing the need for various policies, beyond the pedagogical perspective, to support the
effective adoption of e-learning.
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Introduction

The world was confronted with the largest global pandemic in nearly a century in December 2019 as a
result of the COVID-19 outbreak, which impacted the health, economic, cultural, scientific, and social
aspects of life. On the 30th of January 2021, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared it an inter-
national concern, and then a global pandemic on the 11th of March of the same year (WHO, 2021), trig-
gering a series of extensive measures by many countries around the world to control the virus's spread.
Some of these measures included mandatory total lockdowns, social distancing, the closure of all levels
of academic institutions, and the transition to electronic learning. These measures had an impact on
people’s normal daily activities, which many were unprepared for, resulting in higher levels of anxiety,
burnout, and sleeping disorders (Kwan, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). In addition, many universities encoun-
tered several challenges in treating such a high level of disorders (Alterri et al., 2020).

On one hand, the pandemic crisis has encouraged innovation in the education sector, with innovative
approaches seen to support the continuity of education and training. Rapid responses from govern-
ments and partners around the world in support of the continuity of the education process, including
the Global Education Coalition called for by UNESCO (2021), have resulted in the development of solu-
tions ranging from using television channels to home educational packages and solutions based on dis-
tance learning. t.

On the other hand, the COVID-19 pandemic has revealed disparities in many countries’ educational
systems, including Palestine. Where education is no longer available to all in a fair and equal manner,
students from less privileged groups struggled to continue learning from a distance due to lower family
income, high internet connection costs and access, lack of devices to access online learning resources,
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and a lack of study spaces within their homes (Alsoud & Harasis, 2021). Furthermore, it has been noted
that some countries lack official programs, particularly for learners with learning disabilities and those
with special needs (UNESCO, 2021). Whereas distance e-learning has become a major concern for the
elements of the educational process, beginning with teachers and students, passing through parents,
and ending with educational institution administrations.

Although e-learning provides a unique opportunity to continue learning in a relatively flexible way
and prevent it from being completely disrupted or stopped, many challenges are identified when
adopted, especially in regard to the physical and mental well-being of both students and staff.
According to a study published in the United States (Barkley et al., 2020), the lack of physical activity
caused by e-learning may result in muscle weakness and decreased efficiency, as well as muscle spasms,
particularly in the neck. Aside from the body weight changes caused by lack of movement and possibly
a change in eating habits and patterns, it also causes some postural problems, vision problems, and dis-
rupted sleep, as well as some social influences, such as a desire for loneliness and a lack of communica-
tion and social interaction with both family and peers (Banerjee & Rai, 2020).

Lim (2020) and Zhai and Du (2020) have emphasized the high level of tension caused by e-learning
among students, as well as the effects on students’ psychological health, such as sadness, frustration,
and anger, which increased students’ anxiety among other feelings. In addition, Marelli et al. (2021)
showed that levels of sleep quality have significantly worsened. Moreover, Mulrooney and Kelly (2020)
revealed that the COVID-19 lockdown reduced the feeling of belonging among students and teachers.

Based on the above background, this study aims to investigate the effect of using e-learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic on university students and staff in regards to anxiety levels, sleep-related issues,
as well as physical and social indicators. .

The stress and coping theory could be one of the frameworks of this research as it focuses on how
people manage the adverse effects of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). This theory emphasizes the
importance of coping in the development of poor health (Milas et al.,, 2021). Ali et al. (2021) indicated
that stress and coping theory aims at the prevention and reduction of fear and anxiety. Additionally,
Karos et al. (2018) argued that physical pain is modulated by psychosocial factors, such as fears and the
social context.

To sum up, the present study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1. How does physical pain impact e-learning adoption?
RQ2. How do social factors impact e-learning adoption?
RQ3. How does anxiety impact e-learning adoption?

RQ4. How does insomnia impact e-learning adoption?

COVID-19-engineered e-learning and learner anxiety

Technology anxiety is one of the daunting challenges to overcome in teaching and learning (Algabbani
et al, 2021). A specific example of technology anxiety is computer anxiety (the fear of using a com-
puter), which was recorded among university students during the COVID-19 pandemic (Trotter &
Qureshi, 2023; Weerathunga et al.,, 2021). E-learning implies the application of technology for educa-
tional purposes. The e-learning practices and satisfaction during the pandemic had an interplay with sev-
eral factors, such as learner anxiety (Yekefallah et al., 2021). The emergent transition to exclusive e-
learning approaches significantly had a negative impact on the well-being of students, such as anxiety
disorders and depression (Fawaz & Samaha, 2021; Hawley et al, 2021). Students’ anxiety levels were
worsened by the sudden conversion of all face-to-face teaching to e-learning as well as the uncertainties
brought by COVID-19 (Moy & Ng, 2021).

Several studies have reported how COVID-19-engineered e-learning triggered and worsened the anx-
iety levels of students. For instance, it was found that variations and academic activity delay had a posi-
tive correlation with anxiety symptoms in higher education students during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Raccanello et al,, 2022). Thus, the e-learning prompted by COVID-19 is regarded as anxiety-provoking
among teaching staff and students (Othman & Mahmood, 2021). It was identified that the academic and
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financial burdens, which were a spillover effect of COVID-19-related e-learning, made college students
anxious (Lee, 2020). The study of Kapasia et al. (2020) revealed that 42% of students suffered from anx-
iety, stress, and depression due to COVID-19-related e-learning. Cao et al. (2020) found that out of 7143
students, 24.9% suffered from anxiety as a result of the challenges associated with the pandemic-born
e-learning.

A study conducted in Spain discovered that the anxiety of students as a result of COVID-19-related e-
learning was intensified during the fourth week compared to the first week (Garcia-Gonzélez et al.,
2021). Hasan and Bao (2020) reported that students exhibited a higher level of psychological anxiety as
a result of ‘e-learning crack up’. The anxiety was linked to the repercussions of ineffective study plans
and professional development. The anxiety of students was positively correlated to the fear of academic
year loss and triggered by the lack of interpersonal communication with their peers and teachers.
Multiple stressors were identified to contribute to increased anxiety and depressive symptoms among
students during COVID-19-related e-learning, such as the lack of concentration during class hours (Son
et al.,, 2020). Specifically, in their study, Son et al. revealed that 138 (71%) students out of 195 experi-
enced severe stress and anxiety, with 16 (8%) stating that they experienced mild to moderate suicidal
thoughts. In Bangladesh, a study reported that about 82.5% of undergraduate students experienced
mild to extreme anxiety, while 14.08% experienced extreme anxiety during the e-learning triggered by
COVID-19 (Hoque et al., 2021).

Demographic factors, such as a student’s gender, family size, academic year, residential area, accom-
modation, etc., were all underscored as affecting the students’ level of anxiety (Hoque et al., 2021). Age,
level of education, and ethnicity were also found to be determinants of students’ levels of stress (Moy &
Ng, 2021). In the study by Garcia-Gonzalez et al. (2021), being a female and in the final year of a degree
program was found to be a predictor of anxiety among nursing students.

COVID-19-engineered e-learning and learner sleeping disorder

Exposure to unfamiliar learning environments can result in insomnia or sleeping disorders (Fatima et al.,
2023). Also, one of the general technostress symptoms is insomnia (Govender & Mpungose, 2022). The
shift to e-learning requires excessive internet use, which may disturb the sleeping pattern of university
students during the pandemic (Abiddine et al., 2022). Prolonged screen time has been found to be asso-
ciated with insomnia and bedtime procrastination among university students during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Hammoudi et al., 2021). The use of social media, such as WhatsApp, for e-learning also has the
power to result in addiction and result in sleeping disorders among students (Enyama et al., 2021).
Additionally, the lack of readiness to participate in forced-e-learning caused students to develop depres-
sive symptoms, which can lead to low sleep quality (Jafar et al., 2023). Insomnia has been identified as
one of the psychological impacts of online lectures during quarantine due to COVID-19 (De Michele,
2020; Kulikowski et al., 2022). Alam (2022) also identified insomnia as a mental health challenge brought
by e-learning during the pandemic. Particularly, university students in Brunei experienced altered sleep-
ing patterns.

A study that looked at the consequences of the pure online learning during the COVID-19 quarantine
found that 31.1% of students suffered from insomnia (Mosleh et al., 2022). Ramane et al. (2021) also
found that the online-based instruction has led to sleeplessness among students. The forced e-learning
as a result of COVID-19 brought changes to academic schedules, and as a result, students stayed up late
and woke up at in different times, while others became insomniacs. University students in Bangladesh
suffered from insomnia due to unsatisfactory e-learning and future insecurity regarding academic and
career trajectories (Hossain et al., 2021). A negative impact of insomnia generated by the forced-e-learn-
ing was due to the lack of concentration and meaningful interaction between teacher and students dur-
ing classroom instruction (Kulikowski et al., 2022) and poor physical and mental health (Alam, 2022).
According to Abiddine et al. (2022), the insomnia that university students suffered from during online
instructions plays an integral role in their subjective well-being. As a result, Alyoubi et al. (2021) called
for psychological interventions, such as cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), to promote sleep among
university students. Apart from students, teachers also suffered from insomnia during the first weeks of
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e-learning. Thus, insomnia, as a symptom of technostress, was experienced by both teachers and stu-
dents. Notwithstanding, some participants in De Michele’s (2020), study opined that the benefit of e-
learning during the pandemic is that they had additional time to sleep.

Socio-demographic factors, such as gender and age, were found to be related to mental health and
resilience which dictates the sleeping quality of undergraduates (Alyoubi et al., 2021). Alyoubi et al. fur-
ther add that students who enrolled in the final year were more likely to experience short sleep dura-
tions (<6 h per night). In the study by Hammoudi et al. (2021), among female students, the duration of
smartphone use, physical activity levels, BMI, and insomnia were all found to be significantly higher than
male students.

COVID-19-engineered e-learning and learner physical health

Past studies have revealed that technology use has a devastating effect on physical health (Ramane et al,,
2021; Zheng et al, 2016). For example, problematic social media use negatively affects physical health
among students (Abiddine et al., 2022). Zheng et al. (2016) also discovered that the frequency of internet
use caused physical pain, such as decreased vision, dry eyes, and cervical pain. E-learning during the pan-
demic made use of the internet, social media, and digital tools for education delivery (Enyama et al., 2021)
and as a result, brought physical discomfort to students (Gumasing & Castro, 2023). The pandemic-born e-
learning exposed learners to physical pain (Ramane et al, 2021). According to Ramane et al. (2021), the
use of digital technologies, such as mobile phones, desktop computers, and laptops, has a harmful effect
on the physical health of learners (e.g., eyesight). They found that the severe physical harm electronic devi-
ces had on learners included headache, backache, neck pain, and shoulder pain.

Govender and Mpungose (2022) add that physical technostress symptoms associated with COVID-19
e-learning include headache, backache, and general body pains. When enumerating health issues
brought about by e-learning during the pandemic, Alam (2022) mentioned physical health symptoms,
such as eye strain and backaches. Thus, staring continuously at the computer for about 6 h caused some
learners to experience dry eyes and carpal tunnel syndrome and also resulted in Zoom fatigue. The two
symptoms were linked with prolonged participation in e-learning. Key findings from the study by
Paradina and Prasetyo (2023) indicated that learners experienced physical pain (musculoskeletal disorder)
in their lower back, upper back, and hips/buttocks because they had to sit for long hours (between 7-8
and 9-10h) when participating in online classes. Exploring the ergonomic perceptions and practices of
students in e-learning during COVID-19, Bakry et al. (2022) highlighted that 80.7% of desktop-users in
their study applied good ergonomic practices to avoid musculoskeletal disorders, such as persistent pain
in the joints, muscles, and soft body parts, while 50.5% of laptop-without-desk users and tablet/smart-
phone users engaged in bad ergonomic practices.

In another study, e-learning during the pandemic resulted in students experiencing moderate fatigue
(Mosleh et al,, 2022). In the same study, it was mentioned that new assessment methods brought about
by e-learning affected the physical health of over a quarter (27.8%) of the students. The study by
Alyoubi et al. (2021) revealed that 115 students (20% of the participants) suffered from physical health
conditions. Jafar et al. (2023) found that a group of students who experienced e-learning during the
pandemic suffered from physical health disorders, such as lethargy, obesity, eye fatigue, blurred vision,
and headaches.

Physical pain prompted by COVID-19-forced e-learning also varied among learners in terms of demo-
graphic factors. For example, in the study by Mosleh et al. (2022), male students experienced signifi-
cantly lower fatigue when compared to their female counterparts. In the study by Hammoudi et al.
(2021), which concluded that the COVID-19 pandemic that triggered abrupt e-learning had a deleterious
effect on learners’ physical health, the proportion of female students who exhibited physical inactivity
and increased BMI due to frequent screen time was found to be higher than males. Age and educational
level were also found to be associated with the level of musculoskeletal disorder in students during the
COVID-19-inspired e-learning (Paradina & Prasetyo, 2023).
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COVID-19-engineered e-learning and learner socialization

E-learning can provide a stimulating virtual classroom (Fawaz & Samaha, 2021), an accessible, personal-
ized, and flexible platform for students (Kabir et al., 2021), and offer them opportunities for self-assess-
ment methods through digital technologies but there is a minimal level of interaction and feedback
(Yekefallah et al.,, 2021). Kabir et al. (2021) mentioned that e-learning has several obstacles, such as less
non-verbal interaction or communication problems that deter comprehensive learning practices. Jafar
et al. (2023) declared that e-learning deprives learners of interactions and consequently causes them to
experience social isolation. Learners do not get a private space to interact with peers during e-learning
and hence may affect social interaction and cause boredom (Baber, 2022). E-learning that transpired
during the COVID-19 era decreased the social dimensions of work (Kulikowski et al., 2022), resulted in
social isolation and psychological pressures (Hossain et al., 2021; Youssef & Richer, 2022) and the lack
of social interactions between students and their peers and students and their teachers (Adarkwah,
2021).

Kamysbayeva et al. (2021) stated that limited social interactions with peers and teachers as one of
the key challenges that students experienced with e-learning during COVID-19. There were teachers who
uploaded their slides to learning management software and offered no additional interactivity, while
others had live-streaming sessions that created room for interactive queries (Ebner et al., 2020). Findings
from De Michele’s (2020) study showed that students declared that social interaction was more difficult
during online lectures. Haider and Al-Salman (2020) identified the prolonged use of digital tools, such as
mobile phones, iPads, and laptops during the COVID-19 pandemic as a probable cause of the social iso-
lation students experienced. The main dissatisfaction among students in the use of e-learning systems
during the pandemic was found to include a lack of socialization with colleagues and limited student-
student interaction (lonescu et al., 2020).

One identified negative outcome of the lack of direct interaction with teachers is academic stress
(Hassan et al., 2021). The lack of social interactions in e-learning also causes students to develop less
motivation and develop feelings of loneliness and social isolation (Jafar et al., 2023). Alam (2022)
revealed that one of the negative effects of e-learning during the pandemic was that students at Brunei
University were isolated for long hours in their rooms and experienced a lack of motivation to attend
online classes, low moods, anxiety, loneliness, and decreased appetite.

Nonetheless, e-learning can make interactive learning a possibility and facilitate social interactions
through instructors initiating chat sessions, sending e-mails, and posting online discussions as was wit-
nessed in a higher education institution in the Philippines (Irie et al., 2021). Baber (2022) also found that
learners did not perceive social interactions as important in e-learning during COVID-19 because they
were happy to continue studying online, saving time and staying safe at home. In gender-segregated
cultures, such as Saudi Arabia, women favor the asynchronous method of e-learning which limits direct
human interaction with teachers and/or students (Alyahya et al., 2022).

Methods
Study design and participants

The data was collected between April and May of 2021 at An Najah National University (ANNU), which is
one of the major universities in terms of number of students enrolled. ANNU is located in the northern
part of the West Bank-Palestine. The participants of this study used e-learning platforms and systems,
such as Zoom and Moodle for more than 18 months. The purposes of using the e-learning platforms
and systems were teaching, learning, training, evaluation, and assessment. The research used a cross-
sectional survey approach. Students and academic staff from all faculties were invited to participate in
the present study. An access link to the study survey was sent via the official university portal, alongside
with an explanation of the study’s purpose. There were no exclusion criteria.

A stratified random sample based on gender, role, and faculty was recruited in this study. The sample
consisted of 1116 total respondents who agreed to participate in the study, with 1012 being students
and 104 being academic staff. Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test for normality was used to investigate the
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normal distribution of physical pain and social impact over the variables of gender and the role (staff
and students). All the statistical significance values were set at a p-value of >0.05.

Instruments

This study used an anonymous and structured online self-reporting survey created with Google Forms.
This was to ensure more privacy and, as a result, a greater willingness to engage in the research.
Participants acknowledge their consent to take part in this study by completing the survey and clicking
the submit button, which was stated at the beginning of the survey.

There were five main sections of the survey, including (1) Demographic and socioeconomic data (i.e.,
gender, age, place of living, number of people living in the household, level of education, and type of
technology used in e-learning during the lockdown); (2) Using the GAD-7 screening tool to identify gen-
eralized anxiety (Spitzer et al., 2006); (3) Questions about sleep quality using the Insomnia Severity Index
(ISI) (ONS, 2022); (4) Questions about physical pain and weight changes; and (5) Questions about social
factors like solitude and the desire to communicate with others.

All instruments were adopted and validated (Sawaya et al., 2016; Suleiman & Yates, 2011). The GAD-7
is a seven-point scale that assesses how frequently a person has had an anxiety symptom in the last
two weeks (Spitzer et al., 2006). It then assigns a degree to each, ranging from 0 to 4, based on how fre-
quently they occur, with 0 indicating ‘never’ and 4 indicating ‘almost every day’. Cut-off points were
chosen to categorize each answer as minimum anxiety (0-4), mild anxiety (5-9), moderate anxiety (10-
14), and severe anxiety (15-21). The validity coefficients of GAD-7 scale ranged between 0.31 and 0.78.
All the correlation coefficients were significant.

Similarly, the ISl is a 7-scale screening instrument that is used to evaluate several sleep-related con-
cerns, such as difficulty sleeping, sleep pattern satisfaction, sleep problem interference with everyday
functioning, and sleep problem noticeability to others. The participants were asked to rate their level of
sleeplessness on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 0 to 4, with higher scores indicating more severe
insomnia. Respondents were classified as having no clinically significant insomnia (0-7), subthreshold
insomnia (8-14), moderate severity (15-21), or severe insomnia (22-28). The ISI was shown to have a
0.74 internal consistency, 0.87 sensitivity, and 0.75 specificity (Vegar & Hussain, 2017), while the
validity coefficients of ISl scale ranged between 0.42 and 0.81. All the correlation coefficients were
significant.

The portion on physical pain elements was divided into six paragraphs, each of which featured ques-
tions about pain in various bodily areas. ‘Headache, neck and shoulder pain, tired eyes, and overall phys-
ical exhaustion, while social Impact included five paragraphs that questioned the tendency to loneliness
and the desire to communicate with others, such as family, friends, and colleagues, and whether or not
they have time for any type of communication at all. Both portions were rated on a three-point Likert
scale, and the scores for each paragraph were summed up to determine the mean and standard devi-
ation (Table 1). The responses were then divided into three categories based on the severity of the prob-
lem, with scores ranging from 1 to 1.66 indicating a low effect, 1.67-2.33 indicating no change, and
2.43-3 indicating a high effect. The reason behind using three categories is to focus the analysis on
broader trends and satisfy assumptions of statistical tests (Koo & Yang, 2025).

Statistical analysis

The data was analyzed and checked for normal distribution using the Statistical Package for Social
Science (SPSS) software version 21.0. Descriptive analysis was used for categorical data as frequencies
and percentages, while continuous data was analyzed using mean and standard deviation. The associ-
ation between physical and social elements in relation to gender, student/staff, BMI (The BMI is calcu-
lated by dividing the weight in kilograms by the height in meters squared), anxiety, and insomnia were
investigated using the Pearson correlation coefficient. For all tests performed in this study, statistical sig-
nificance was set at a p-value of <0.05.
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Table 1. Insomnia rates by gender and staff and students.

Categories %N
Insomnia (N=1116) NCSI Female 8.5 (64)
Male 13.1 (48)
Student 9 (91)
Staff 20.4 (21)
Subthreshold Female 26.7 (200)
Male 31.3 (115)
Student 28 (184)
Staff 30.1 (31)
Moderate severity Female 46.9 (351)
Male 43.3 (159)
Student 46.1 (467)
Staff 41.7 (43)
Severe Female 17.9 (134)
Male 12.3 (45)
Student 16.9 (141)
Staff 7.8 (8)

NCSI: no clinically significant insomnia.

Table 2. Basic characteristics participants; staff and students.

Staff Students

Gender % (N) Female 33 (34) 70.6 (715)
Male 67 (69) 29.4 (298)
Age mean (SD) 42.71 (11.11) 20.10 (2.69)
Place of living % (N) City 54.4 (56) 48.1 (487)
Village 40.8 (42) 49.6 (502)

Refugee camp 49 (5) 2.4 (24)

Body mass index (BMI) Underweight 49 (5) 7.2 (73)
Normal 49.5 (51) 55.8 (565)

Overweight 27.2 (28) 26.7 (270)

Obesity 18.5 (19) 9.4 (95)

Type of technology used % (N) Mobile 14.6 (15) 38 (385)
Laptop 82.5 (85) 59.3 (601)

Other 29 (3) 2.7 (27)

Ethical approval

The study was conducted in accordance with the regulations and ethics followed at ANNU and in com-
pliance with the Declaration of Helsinki. The study received ethical approval from the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of ANNU.

Results

A thousand and hundred and sixteen participants were included in the analysis, of which 103 were staff
and 1013 were students. The mean age of students and staff was 20.10+2.96 and 42.71+£11.11, respect-
ively. 70% of students were females, compared to 33% of staff. More than 95% of all participants live in
cities or villages, and only 2.6% of them live in refugee camps.

Table 2 demonstrates the distribution of participants in both categories (staff and students) according
to their weight category. 18.5% of staff were with obesity compared to 9.4% of students, and more than
half of the sample had normal weight. Approximately, half of the sample of both staff and students had
gained weight during the period of e-learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, participants
were asked to indicate the type of technology used during e-learning. The majority of staff (compared
to 59.3% of students) used laptops, while 38% of students used mobile phones instead.

Insomnia and anxiety

As discussed in the methodology section, participants’ questionnaire scores were categorized into four
as shown in Table 3. Accordingly, 45.7% of the total sample were suffering from moderately severe
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insomnia after one year of e-learning during Covid-19 pandemic, in comparison to 28.2% of subthres-
hold insomnia. 17.9% of the sample females were grouped as having severe insomnia, in contrast to
12.3% among males.

Similarly, regarding anxiety levels, 40.6% of the 1116 participants were considered to have severe anx-
iety over the period of e-learning (Table 3). The results indicated that there were major differences in
relation to anxiety levels between staff and students, where 71.8% of students’ scores indicated moder-
ate and severe anxiety compared to only 36.9% among staff participants.

Physical pain and social impact

The average mean of the six paragraphs of the physical pain assessment indicated that the effect of e-
learning on both staff and students seems to be high (2.49+0.56). The highest mean was for the para-
graph of ‘feeling lazy and not wanting to move’ (2.62+0.74), where the lowest mean and the ‘No
change’ effect was for the paragraph of ‘headache feeling’ (2.28 £0.91) (Table 4).

Regarding the effect of e-learning on social impact of staff and students, the average mean of the 5
paragraphs showed a ‘No change’ effect (2.11+0.46). The paragraph of ‘Desire for loneliness and soli-
tude’ had the highest mean compared to the lowest mean for the paragraph of ‘Desire to communicate
with colleagues’ (2.31+0.84) and (1.98 +0.75), respectively.

Table 5 depicts the impact of gender on the magnitude of the effects of a year of remote learning
on the physical pain of students and staff. Females were shown to be much more affected by the phys-
ical pain of e-learning than males (p-value = 0.001). A similar effect was shown between students and
staff, as the effect was higher on students (p-value = 0.001). However, occupation and gender did not
have any effect on the social impact on participants.

Table 3. Anxiety rates by gender and staff and students.

Categories %N
Anxiety (N=1116) Minimal Female 7.6 (57)
Male 17.2 (63)
Student 9.2 (93)
Staff 26.2 (27)
Mild Female 18.2 (136)
Male 25.6 (94)
Student 19 (192)
Staff 36.9 (38)
Moderate Female 28.2 (211)
Male 27.8 (102)
Student 29.1 (295)
Staff 17.5 (18)
Severe Female 46.1 (345)
Male 32.6 (108)
Student 42.7 (433)
Staff 19.4 (20)

Table 4. Perceived effect of e-learning on physical pain and its social impact.

Component Mean (SD) Level
Physical pain Headache feeling 2.28 (0.91) No change
Neck and shoulders pain 2.48 (0.83) High
Lower back pain 2.38 (0.84) High
Tired eyes 2.60 (0.76) High
Feeling lazy and not wanting to move 2.62 (0.74) High
Feeling of physical exhaustion 2.56 (0.77) High
Social impact Desire for loneliness and solitude 2.31 (0.84) No change
Desire to communicate with family 1.96 (0.87) No change
Desire to communicate with friends 2.14 (0.88) No change
Desire to communicate with colleagues 1.98 (0.85) No change
Don’t have time for any type of communication 2.18 (0.80) No change
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Table 5. Physical pain, social impact, anxiety, and insomnia by gender and staff and students.

Mean (SD) Effect level p-Value
Physical pain Female 2.50 (0.45) High 0.001
Male 2.27 (0.56) No Change
Student 2.46 (0.48) High 0.001
Staff 2.15 (0.60) No change
Social impact Female 2.12 (0.44) No change 0.672
Male 2.11 (0.48) No change
Student 2.12 (0.45) No change 0.177
Staff 2.06 (0.48) No change
Anxiety Female 13.26 (5.47) High 0.001
Male 10.80 (6.04) No change
Student 12.85 (5.62) High 0.001
Staff 8.55 (5.84) No change
Insomnia Female 15.95 (5.89) High 0.001
Male 14.72 (6.26) No change
Student 15.76 (5.91) High 0.001
Staff 13.48 (6.85) No change

Discussion

This study reported the impact of COVID-19-related e-learning experience on university staff and stu-
dents’ social life, physical pain, anxiety rates, and insomnia, using a cross-sectional survey at the largest
Palestinian university based in Nablus. The study’s findings in each of these domains are summarised
and discussed sequentially, putting them in the context of the broader literature and drawing implica-
tions for policy and practice.

Insomnia

In the present study, 45.7% of the sample reported symptoms consistent with moderately severe insom-
nia after 1year, with 12.4% reporting severe insomnia. This finding was not surprising as insomnia has
been reported as one of the most common neuro-psychological consequences from COVID-19, as found
by a study published by Lancet Psychiatry (Taquet et al., 2021). The prevalence found in our study is
similar to a study conducted in neighboring Jordan, which also found the majority of the sample report-
ing sleep problems (60%) and half reporting short sleep duration (Al-Ajlouni et al., 2020).

Symptoms consistent with severe insomnia in this study were higher among females and students
compared to males and staff. These findings are consistent with a study in Italy which found that
increases in bedtime hour, sleep latency, and wake-up time, as well as worsening quality of sleep and
insomnia symptoms, were more common in students and in females (Marelli et al., 2021).

These findings are important and have links to other health issues. Insomnia and changes in sleep-
wake cycle are driven by anxiety and depressive symptoms, the prevalence of which also increased dur-
ing the pandemic (Saad et al.,, 2021). The specific issues facing students include significant changes in
lifestyle and daily activities, such as class schedule, physical activity, and social contact. There has also
been a significant, near-universal shift to the use of electronic equipment, which can also accentuate
sleep problems, and consequently affect academic performance and learning (Cao et al, 2020; Saad
et al,, 2021).

Anxiety

This study found a high prevalence of anxiety among the sample, with 40.6% reporting severe anxiety,
compared to 10.8% with minimal anxiety. These results could be attributed to several factors including
the lack of in-person socializing in e-learning , leading to exacerbated feelings of loneliness, a catalyst
for anxiety (Liu & Lin, 2024). Moreover, spending several hours in front of a screen could lead to digital
fatigue (Devi & Singh, 2023). The constant exposure to screens may cause stress, eye strain, and other
physical pain, contributing to a high level of anxiety. The obtained results are in line with the global lit-
erature published. A detailed study from France found that confinement to residences in particular was
detrimental to students’ health during the pandemic (Husky et al., 2020). Similar findings were published
in studies from China, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Iran, where all reported significant increases in the
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prevalence of anxiety among students during the pandemic. This included students from different disci-
plines and cultural backgrounds (Ardan et al., 2020; Baloran, 2020; Cao et al., 2020; Nakhostin-Ansari
et al., 2020).

Rates of anxiety were higher among students (71.8%) compared to staff (36.9%). This may be
explained by the fact that students before the pandemic already had high rates of anxiety (Chau et al,,
2019; Mao et al.,, 2019). On top of the pre-existing rates of anxiety, the pandemic may have placed a dis-
proportionate level of psychological distress compared to staff (Maia & Dias, 2020). Staff felt more
stressed and anxious in the COVID-19 era due to an increase in workload, making their role more
ambiguous, and altering their work style because of the need for updated knowledge and skills to meet
the new educational demands (Zheng et al, 2022). Moreover, anxiety among students is resulted by
insufficient sleep (Yasmin et al., 2020).

The significant rates of anxiety may not be surprising considering the mechanism and known risk fac-
tors for anxiety since the COVID-19 pandemic presents an obvious challenge to health and wellbeing,
and the mitigations taken against it lead to social isolation. Therefore, although measures to reduce viral
transmission are important for the health of the population, any negative consequences for groups or
individuals should also be considered in planning and implementing policies.

Physical pain

In this study, a majority of participants reported physical pain in each of the pain symptoms investigated
(headache, neck pain, lower back pain, tired eyes, physical exhaustion), which was significantly associ-
ated with increased BMI. This could be because online learning usually involves long hours of sitting in
front of a screen, which could lead to physical inactivity (Poon & Tang, 2024) and irregular eating pat-
terns (Pung et al., 2021), causing physical pain. The rates of reported pain are comparable to the find-
ings of other studies. In a study conducted in India, 54% of participants reported eye strain, and around
40% reported neck pain, back pain, and headache (Singh et al., 2021). A study in Saudi Arabia found
that 45.2% of the participants faced physical or emotional disturbances during the e-learning process,
including eye strain, back pain, and headache (Gajendran, 2020). A Palestinian study conducted among
the same population as this study reported that 43.1% of participants had pain in the neck, back, or
shoulder that was not present before the commencement of e-learning (Yaseen & Salah, 2021). It is
important to underline that lower back pain is considered to be the most reported musculoskeletal pain
among different populations and age groups during the COVID-19 quarantine period (Christofaro et al.,
2022; Sagat et al., 2020). It is noteworthy to mentionthat there are different methodologies used across
different studies. For example, while our study offered a 3-point scale (no pain, little pain, much pain),
many other studies used a binary option (yes, no).

Among our study participants, students (2.46) reported a higher level of pain compared to staff
(mean 2.15) while a study in Nepal found that more staff (59.6%) reported pain than students (50.5%)
(Subedi et al., 2020). While there are methodological differences, this may still be an important finding
as using evidence from other studies on smartphone use may explain the differences in our sample.
38% of the students in our sample used smartphones which have been associated with additional stress
and pain in the hands, neck, and shoulders (Sharan et al., 2014). 75% of a sample of students in Saudi
Arabia agreed that smartphone use for distance learning caused body fatigue (Mustafa, 2020). Therefore,
it is plausible that the additional use of smartphones for e-learning among our student sample may
have put them at increased risk of pain. These effects of pain may be modified by some factors. There is
an association between the duration of computer usage for e-learning and pain duration (Yaseen &
Salah, 2021). The user’s posture and weight of devices also affect the potential for pain (Birimoglu &
Begen, 2022).

Social impact

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many students globally experienced social isolation and a general loss
of motivation (Rahm et al., 2021). This was contrary to the finding of our study, which did not find sig-
nificant negative social effects on students or staff. This may be explained by strong familial ties,
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especially in a cultural context where multi-generational households are common, which may reduce
social isolation. A similar finding was made in Saudi Arabia, which shares some cultural similarities with
the context we studied, where students reported enjoying spending time with their families and that
their family relationships were strong throughout the COVID-19 pandemic (Alghamdi, 2021).

Conclusions, implications, and limitations

The findings of this study highlight the critical psychological and physical health impacts of the COVID-
19 pandemic on students and staff. Insomnia and anxiety were prevalent, with higher rates observed
among students, especially in females, which aligns with global trends during the pandemic. The transi-
tion to online learning contributed to these issues, exacerbating stress, sleep disturbances, and physical
pain, particularly due to long screen time and sedentary behavior. Despite the challenges, the study also
found that cultural factors may have mitigated multiple negative social impacts of the pandemic, as
students and staff reported social isolation and loneliness. These findings underscore the need for
well-designed interventions to address mental health and physical well-being in educational settings,
especially as e-learning continues to be a part of academic life post COVID-19.

Implications

This research is important as e-learning has become a fixed feature of academic life and learning.
Although the rapid transition was forced by the COVID-19 pandemic, there are many useful aspects to
learn from and apply in general. In addition, the widespread changes are likely to have direct and indir-
ect social, physical, and mental health effects, which makes it important to appreciate the potential
negative consequences of these effects. Although these potential effects were highlighted by Radu et al.
(2020), there are still vital policy steps to be considered to support the organization of mitigation meas-
ures. These can include ensuring that students have easy and consistent access to appropriate devices
and facilities to support their learning, as well as the necessary social support and physical and mental
health services to address any problems that may arise. Mental and physical health are two important
components that researchers should put more focus on to enhance the adoption of e-learning beyond
the pedagogical component. Therefore, more school/university regulations and policies should be estab-
lished in this regard. For instance, specifythe maximum number of consecutive hours that an online
course session should be scheduled for ; outline the needed approaches to make e-learning more
humanized and increase social presence; implement precautions that should be taken in e-learning to
protect students’ mental health and reduce anxiety.

Strengths and limitations

Our study was unique in its scope. First, it is a very large scale study, which took a holistic analysis of
many factors, including mental health, sleep, gender effect, and the type of technology used all in light
of e-learning process which are sometimes neglected in other literature. In addition, the present study
covered staff as participants in addition to students, a group which is often neglected in such studies.
Second, it offers an important contribution due to the research . While many other countries, have long
used e-learning, this was a completely novel experience in the Palestinian context. Therefore, the scale
at which it had to be implemented, with no prior experience, presents potentially significant consequen-
ces for students and staff. Although the student sample was predominantly female (70.6%), this is con-
sistent with the make-up of the student body at the university, of which 65% are female (ANNU, 2022).

A key limitation of this study is the cross-sectional design. This potentially introduces recall bias which
could have been mitigated by a longitudinal design with an initial survey taken at the start of the pan-
demic. The data on physical pain and social factors were based on self-reporting only, not using vali-
dated or objective measures. Although there is value in self-reporting, it limits our ability to quantify
these effects or to compare them precisely with findings from other studies.
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