Bulletin of the Transilvania University of Brasov
Series VII: Social Sciences * Law * Vol. 14(63) No. 2 — 2021
https://doi.org/10.31926/but.ssl.2021.14.63.2.3

SOCIAL COMPETENCES THAT FOSTER
ADAPTATION DURING
THE POST-PANDEMIC PERIOD

M. VOINEA®  A. SITOIU?

Abstract: For many students and teachers the Covid-19 pandemic was
a transformative learning experience. They were forced to cope with
many changes at different levels of life: personal, professional, social. For
many, the soft skills such as critical thinking, emotional intelligence, time
management, being present, being empathetic or self-regulation were
the main resource for effective adaptation. This is the reason why we
need to adopt a new education vision, focused on developing soft skills
for teachers and students, and finally for society. The aim of the present
research was to analyse the respondents' perception of the soft skills
which help them cope with the Covid-19 pandemic period. A
questionnaire regarding teachers’ skills was used. The research sample
consists of 359 respondents. An important conclusion of the study was
that the respondents’ resilience was determined by the change in the
perspective on the problems that arose during the pandemic.

Key words: pandemic period, adaptation, social skills, resilience,
critical thinking.

1. Introduction

In the digital age, people need to develop a lot of social competences (soft skills) to
cope with the technological challenges. Social competence is one of the key
competencies that ensures lifelong learning, referring to behaviours that allow the
individual to act constructively and effectively from a social and professional point of
view (Lavall & Aldeguer, 2016).

The interest for social competences such as communication (Seeber & Wittmann,
2016; Dagal, 2017), emotional intelligence (Taksic, 2002; Serrat, 2017), wellbeing
(Howell et al., 2016; Ruggeri et al., 2020), positive thinking (Meng et al, 2020; Colvin
et al., 2021) has risen in the last decade. We consider that this increase is a normal
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human reaction to the technological and digitalized life. It isn’t a new idea. From the
representatives of humanistic psychology (Maslow, Rogers), philosophers (Erich
Fromm), sociologists or pedagogues to nowadays researchers (OECD, UNESCO), the
need to develop human characteristic such as morality, equity, responsibility,
creativity, as a solution for social adaptation must be underlined. For instance,
human reaction was explained by Naisbitt in a reference work from the 80’s. After
some time, Harari (2018) says the same thing in other words: we need people with
strong moral values to use computers and robots.

But today, social competences are more than desirable (Weissberg et al., 2015).
Social competences or social emotional learning (SEL) become part of national
curriculum because they are important tools for adaptation to the future society,
these competencies referring to: self-awareness, self-management, empathy,
forward-thinking, cooperation (Zins et al., 2004). In fact, social competences are the
foundation of sustainable society: “one of the most salient features of skill
development is that skills beget skills” (OECD, 2015, p.76). A study based on
adaptation in the field of activity as a result of the changes imposed by the pandemic
demonstrates the need to adopt a flexible attitude (Cole & Kimble, 2021).

For instance, climate change is a complex and transdisciplinary problem which
involves a holistic approach —technological, physical, medical and educational. Social
competences as social responsibility, awareness ecology, collaboration and empathy
for every being and positive thinking (optimism, self-confidence) become important
for everyone.

The evolution of technology must be accompanied by human values such as
empathy (Flecha et al., 2020), cooperation (Spector et al., 2008) human solidarity
(Marino, 2020), responsibility (Jirotka & Stahl, 2020), citizenship (Sainz & Barry,
2020). For this we need to develop positive social skills.

As a result of online education, people who have teaching professions may face
what is called technostress. An adaptation to post-pandemic life involves the
inclusion of technology in the teaching activity to reduce the stress caused by it
(Abilleira et al., 2021). Non-cognitive factors specific to education such as self-
confidence, seriousness, and the ability to become aware of one's own abilities can
lead to easier learning under stress conditions such as those imposed by the
pandemic. At the same time, the use of digital tools in the educational field is
facilitated by cognitive factors such as ease of use (Malureanu et al., 2021). Teachers’
adaptation to the stress caused by the pandemic was also achieved through the
teaching methods used, but also through the maintenance of mental health (Navarro
et al., 2020).

The education has an important role in human life, but even education must be
restructured, given that the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a widespread digital
transformation, with traditional education taking the form of digital-based distance
education (livary et al., 2020). A new model of ecological education model (Robinson
& Aronica, 2015) based on four principles: health, ecology, correctness, and care can
help students to develop a new mindset for a sustainable life.
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1.1. Social competences as a tool for adaptation

A lot of recent research underline that social emotional competences are important
(Schoon, 2021; Alzahrani et al., 2019; Housman, 2017), but we need a right balanced
set of cognitive, social and emotional skills in order to succeed in future life/society.

One of the most required cognitive competences is critical thinking. Critical thinking
determines problem-solving skills in an effective way (Snyder & Snyder, 2008).
Critical thinking skills are mental processes, strategies, and representations that an
individual uses to solve problems, make decisions and learn new concepts
(Sternberg, 1986; Lai, 2011), which can be structured from the cognitive point of view
from simple to complex (Wolcott et al., 2002).

OECD (2015) in a study sustain the role of social and emotional skills in education
(SEL allow students to persist through education), in people’s well-being and in
improving behaviours and lifestyles. Conscientiousness, sociability, and emotional
stability are among the key SES that matter across selected countries and cultures.

OECD, in Education 2030 project, has identified the following "Transformative
Competencies":

¢ Creating new value,

¢ Reconciling tensions and dilemmas,

¢ Taking responsibility (OECD, 2018, p.5).

Social and emotional skills are individual characteristics that are rooted in
biological predispositions and environmental factors. These skills are manifested in
the form of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours, which in turn take the form of formal
and informal learning experiences, influencing the results of the individual
throughout life (John & DeFruyt, 2015; Murano et al., 2020). Maintaining healthy
relationships, the ability to cope with daily challenges, maintaining overall health and
well-being are conditioned by social and emotional skills (West et al., 2016, 2020;
Green et al., 2021).

Self-confidence consists in the positive attitude that an individual has towards
himself, as well as in his ability to achieve the proposed objectives (Andriani &
Listiadi, 2021), this becoming an essential aspect of the learning process (Listiadi et
al., 2021).

2. Materials and Methods

The aim of this study was to analyse the participant’'s perceptions regarding the
social competences which they used to cope pandemic period. This study used the
indirect survey method, with its specific tool, the questionnaire.

This study addressed the following research questions:

Q1: Which are the social competences that helped participants cope during the
pandemic period?

Q2: Does different categories of professionals in education experienced different
the changes imposed by the pandemic?
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Q3: What is the respondents' perspective on the changes that will occur in specific
fields of activity such as the labour market, education, leisure?

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 359 participants (48 of which were males). In terms of the
age range of the participants, the most representative range is 20-30 years for 146
respondents, representing 41% of the total sample, followed by the range of 30-40
years for 106 respondents. The 40-50 age range includes 71 respondents, and the
age exceeding 50 years is represented by 36 respondents. In terms of the educational
level of the participants, 80% have higher education (286 participants), while 20% of
participants have high school education (71) and 1% of the total sample has
gymnasium studies (2). From the perspective of the status of respondents, the
predominant category belongs to the teaching professions, 43% of respondents (154
participants) working in the education system, while 32% of the total sample have
non-teaching professions (113 participants). Along with the teaching and non-
teaching professions, a third category of respondents was represented by students,
25%, meaning 90 respondents from the total sample. Of the 359 participants, 223
have parental status, , with a percent of 59% (132 participants) having only one child,
followed by those respondents who have two children, representing 32% of the total
sample.

Participants were recruited online, through social channels and virtual
communication groups specific to teachers, parents, students, by accessing a link
generated by the Google Forms application, which facilitated the data collection.
Also, several participants are students in the study programs offered by the
Transilvania University of Brasov (bachelor's, master's, continuing education).
Subsequently, the data were processed using the Jamovi statistical program. The
participants were informed about the confidentiality of the data, respectively their
coding and processing in a scientific context, having the possibility to withdraw from
the research at any time.

2.2. Measures

The data were collected between February and April 2021, the questionnaire,
accompanied by informed consent, was self-applied, the respondents accessing the
link on the Google Forms platform. The completion of the questionnaire lasted on
average 7 minutes and the demographic data collected were: occupation,
educational level, age, parental status of respondents (whether or not they have the
role of parent), respectively the number of children. Incomplete questionnaires were
removed so as not to affect data fidelity.

The questionnaire included 11 items. For 8 items the Likert scale was used, the
intervals ranging from 1 (very easy) to 5 (very difficult), respectively from 1 (to a very
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small extent) to 5 (to a very large extent), and for 3 items a Nominal scale was used.
The questionnaire consisted of two sections. The first section was dedicated to all
respondents, while the second section focused only on those respondents who had a
parental status.

The 8 items on the Likert scale focused on: respondents' opinion about the changes
produced by the pandemic, the adaptation to the pandemic, the opinion on the
changes produced in different areas of activity such as the labour market, education,
leisure. In the section dedicated to parents, the items on the Likert scale referred to
the skills that the parent acquired during the pandemic, the parent's concerns about
the child's future in a post-pandemic period, the benefits of the pandemic from the
parent's perspective, the perspective on the role of parent in the pandemic period, as
well as the adaptation of parental principles as a result of the pandemic. Some of the
items on the Likert scale were divided into several items, respecting the values of the
scale.

The items on the Nominal scale focused on: skills that facilitated adaptation during
the pandemic, the evolution of society in the future, skills needed to be educated /
developed for the challenges of the future.

The questionnaire also included a series of sociodemographic data that covered:
gender, age range, educational level, occupation, number of children, respectively
age of children, the last two aspects being specific to respondents with parental
status.

All the answers obtained were analysed from a quantitative perspective.

2.3. Statistical Analyses

All statistical operations were performed using the Jamovi program. The answers
were coded, and frequency analysis, distributions, correlations, multiple linear
regressions were computed.

3. Results

In order to identify the social competencies that facilitated the adaptation to the
pandemic, a frequency analysis was performed on the main social competencies
included in the questionnaire: 1 - Self-confidence; 2 — Time management abilities;
3 - Effective communication; 4 - The ability to solve problems, to find the most
creative solutions to a series of problems; 5 - Optimism; 6 - Regulation of emotions;
7 - Hobbies; 8 - Ability to see the problem from several perspectives. The results
show that 20% of the respondents consider that adaptation to the pandemic was due
to the ability to solve problems, followed by the ability to see problems from several
perspectives, a skill appreciated by 18% of respondents (66). Another skill considered
useful for adapting to the changes caused by the pandemic was the respondents'
optimism, with 15% of respondents (53) opting for this skill (Table 1).
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Frequency of social competences Table 1
Competencies Frequency % of Total Cumulative %

1.Self-confidence 44 12% 12%
2.Time management 46 13% 25%
3. Effective communication 13 4% 29%
4.Problem - solving 72 20% 49 %
5.0ptimism 53 15% 64 %
6.Emotion regulation 21 6 % 69 %
7.Hobbies 44 12% 82%
8.Divergent thinking 66 18 % 100 %

The participants stated that the pandemic produced a series of changes, 99
participants (28%) considering that the changes occurred to a very large extent
(option 5), while 85 respondents (24%) estimated that the changes occurred to a
large extent (option 4) (Figure 1). It was found that the respondents who deeply felt
the changes during the pandemic were mostly teaching professionals.
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Item 1

Fig. 1. Frequency of perception of personal changes in participants’ lives on the
pandemic (1 = changes occurred to a very small extent; 5 = changes occurred to a
very large extent)

The adaptation to the changes caused by the pandemic was perceived as being
easy by respondents working in education, 121 of them assessing the adaptation as
being “very easy” (option 1), “easy” (option 2), or “moderate” (option 3) (Figure 2).
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Fig. 1. Frequency of participant's perception of the difficulty of adaptation to the
changes imposed by the pandemic (1 = adaptation was very easy; 5 = adaptation was
very difficult)

Regarding the perception of future changes in three different life domains, the
labour market, education, and leisure, it was found that 299 respondents believe that
there will be significant changes in the labour market after the pandemic, 277
respondents estimate that there will be changes in the field of education, while 218
respondents believe that there will be changes from the perspective of free time (1 -
to a very small extent, 5 - to a very large extent) (Table 2). It was also noted that the
perceived changes in the three areas of activity were expected primarily by
respondents working in the education system, followed by respondents working in
different domains and by students.

Table 2
Frequency of perceived changes in the labour market, education, and leisure
Occupation
Changes in the labour market will occur ... | Students (N) Teac.hlng Non-te.achlng
professions (N) | professions (N)
1 = to a very small extent 1 0 1
2 =to a small extent 2 2 7
3 =to a moderate extent 8 23 14
4 =to a large extent 38 63 47
5 =to a very large extent 41 66 44
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Occupation
Changes in education will occur ... Students (N) Teac.hlng Non-te.achlng
professions (N) | professions (N)
1 =to a very small extent 1 1 3
2 =to a small extent 1 12 12
3 =to a moderate extent 13 24 13
4 =to a large extent 32 65 42
5 =to a very large extent 43 52 43
Occupation
Changes in leisure will occur ... Students (N) pro-::::i?:sg(N) p':::fr: :;2::?5)
1 =to a very small extent 3 3 4
2 =to a small extent 8 12 10
3 =to a moderate extent 24 47 28
4 =to a large extent 31 49 40
5 =to a very large extent 24 43 31

Regarding the skills that the respondents consider necessary to be trained/
developed to face the future challenges imposed by the pandemic, 37% of the
participants chose critical thinking as a critical skill that needs to be developed. The
second most important skill that needs to be developed was considered
self-determination (19% of participants choosing this option) (Table 3).

Perception of skills that need to be developed for a better adaptation  Table 3

Skills to be developed Frequency %

Self-determination 70 19%
Self-confidence 64 18 %
Optimism 24 7%
Effective communication 13 4%
Critical thinking 134 37%
Time management 12 3%
Working efficiently in activities that take place at the same time 42 12%

4. Conclusions and Discussion

The main aim of this research was to highlight how respondents from three
different occupational domains, students, teachers, and non-teachers, perceive
adaptation to the changes introduces by the pandemic in their personal lives. The
specific aim of this study was to identify respondents' perspectives on the
competences they consider necessary in the future to meet the challenges imposed
by the post-pandemic period, as well as perspectives on the changes that would take
place in areas such as labour market, education, leisure. The data were collected
during the period when the pandemic determined people to establish a new way of
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life, a period conducive to expressing opinions about the changes felt in the
pandemic period.

The results showed that the respondents’ perspective on the changes was a key
element in resilience and adaptation to the pandemic, independently of their
occupation. At the same time, participants reported that the pandemic introduced to
a large or very large extent changes in their personal life; there was a strong trend in
this direction in the case of respondents working in education. A possible cause of
this trend may be the reconsideration of the way in which the teaching activities
were carried out, this taking place in an online or hybrid system.

It was also found respondents working in education self-reported higher levels of
adaptation to the pandemics. A possible explanation for this phenomenon may be
the fact that teachers faced the need to develop adaptive abilities starting with the
beginning of their teaching career, an adaptation which facilitated the changes
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. From the point of view of adaptation, it was
observed that the respondents having non-teaching occupations also experienced an
increased ability for adaptation, being followed by the students.

Different activity domains such as labour market, education, and leisure were also
perceived as being strongly affected by changes imposed by the pandemic. This
suggests an objective and pragmatic attitude, maybe even constructive on how
future activities specific to the areas of activity mentioned above will be carried out.

In conclusion, the COVID-19 pandemic caused multiple changes in personal and
professional life, our research addressing the perception of changes in the personal
life. The changes required prompt action by the people, therefore problem-solving
skills, approaching new perspectives on problems or optimism, facilitated resilience
during the pandemic.
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