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SUMMARY 
BBackground: The objective of this study was to investigate self-reported changes in mental health and their association with 

various sociodemographic factors and beliefs in conspiracy theories among university and college students in Latvia during the 
second state of emergency caused by COVID-19.  

Subjects and methods: This cross-sectional study was conducted as part of an international research project, where university 
and college students were anonymously asked to complete an online self-report questionnaire. Changes in anxiety and depression 
were assessed using self-rated questions. Statistical analysis involved Pearson's chi-square test and univariate binary logistic 
regression.ression.  

Results: The study comprised 1047 students, with 828 females (79.08% aged 21.71±0.09). Worsening in self-reported anxiety 
was more prevalent among females (69.3%, p<0.001), unemployed respondents (70.0%, p=0.003), individuals who were were not 
working during the lockdown (70.3%, p<0.001), those experiencing deterioration in general health condition (93.0%, p<0.001), and 
those belonging to or having knowledge of someone in a vulnerable group (69.5%, p=0.004). Worsening self-reported depression 
was more prevalent in respondents who did not work during the lockdown (63.9%, p=0.014) and those with deteriorating general 
health conditions (93.0%, p<0.001). Increased odds ratios (OR) for experiencing changes in anxiety and depression were associated 
with beliefs in the following conspiracy theories: ‘Recommended measures are an attempt to restrict human rights’ (OR=1.49, 
p=0.019 and OR=2.40, p<0.001, respectively). Furthermore, increased OR for experiencing changes in depression were associated 
with beliefs in the following conspiracy theories: ‘The COVID-19 vaccine was ready before the virus spread’ (OR=3.11, p=0.007), 
‘COVID-19 has a lower mortality rate" (OR=1.85, p<0.001)’, ‘Recommended measures are an attempt to restrict human rights’ 
(OR=2.40, p<0.001), and ‘The COVID-19 outbreak is the creation of world leaders’ (OR=2.17, p=0.003).  

Conclusions: Self-reported changes in depression and anxiety were associated with certain beliefs in specific conspiracy theories.  

Key words: COVID-19 - conspiracy theories – students – depression - anxiety 

*  *  *  *  *  

INTRODUCTION 

During the year 2020 Coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) had spread across the world leading to an 
outbreak as pandemic that was declared on March 2020 
by the World Health Organization (WHO 2023). In 
Latvia, the Latvian Ministry of Health confirmed the 
first case of COVID-19 disease on 2 March 2020 
(Veselības ministrija 2023). During the first state of 
emergency period infection rates were low (ECDC 
2023). The second wave of COVID-19 disease began in 
September 2020 leading to the second state of 
emergency from 9 November 2020 to 6 April 2021 (MK 
2020). During the research COVID-19 cases per week 
varied from 4338 to 7071 and deaths per week were 
reported from 63 till 189 depending on each week. 
Comparing the second to first pandemic wave in Latvia, 
the COVID-19 cases and deaths had increased 
dramatically (ECDC 2023). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has left an important 
effect on mental health, through a variety of forms and 
intensity of government strict measures of isolation and 
social distancing throughout the world. Statistics show 
evidence in efficacious of these measures by restricting 
pandemic extension, at the same time reflecting possible 
adverse effects on mental health (Fountoulakis et al. 
2020, 2022a,b). The latest research reports the responses 
to the COVID-19 outbreak that cause feelings such as 
fear, worry, anxiety and stress, leading to the fact that 
more than 40% of the population might have increased 
levels of distress, anxiety, or depression (Fullana et al. 
2020, 2021, Fountoulakis et al. 2022c, Vinkers et al. 
2020). A meta-analysis study conducted in the student 
population that included 104 studies reports the 
prevalence of depression 36%, anxiety 27% and stress 
19% was higher among females (Fang et al. 2022). 
University students are considered a vulnerable society 
group therefore being a special interest of mental health 
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Determinants related to health 
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Depression change  

Conspiracy theories 

Change in anxiety according to sociodemographic 
characteristics 

Change in depression according to sociodemographic 
characteristics 

Association of self-reported changes in anxiety and 
beliefs in conspiracy theories 

Association of self-reported changes in depression and 
beliefs in conspiracy theories 
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Table 3. Predictor factors for anxiety change



Julija Vorobjova, Sindija Mairita Pilaga, Madara Mikelsone, Elmars Rancans, Daria Smirnova, Konstantinos N. Fountoulakis & Jelena Vrublevska: 
BELIEFS IN CONSPIRACY THEORIES AND MENTAL HEALTH IN THE STUDENT COMMUNITY OF LATVIA DURING THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK 

Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 271-281 
 



Julija Vorobjova, Sindija Mairita Pilaga, Madara Mikelsone, Elmars Rancans, Daria Smirnova, Konstantinos N. Fountoulakis & Jelena Vrublevska: 
BELIEFS IN CONSPIRACY THEORIES AND MENTAL HEALTH IN THE STUDENT COMMUNITY OF LATVIA DURING THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK 

Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 271-281 
 

Acknowledgements: None.

Conflict of interest: None to declare.

Contribution of individual authors: 

 

1. Ahmed W, Vidal-Alaball J, Downing J, Seguí FL: COVID-
19 and the 5G conspiracy theory: social network analysis 
of Twitter data. Journal of Medical Internet Research 
2020; 22:e19458 

2. Allington D, Duffy B, Wessely S, Dhavan N, Rubin J: 
Health-protective behaviour. social media usage and 
conspiracy belief during the COVID-19 public health 
emergency. Psychological Medicine 2021; 51:1763-1769 

3. Bierwiaczonek K, Gundersen AB, Kunst JR: The role of 
conspiracy beliefs for COVID-19 health responses: A meta-
analysis. Current Opinion in Psychology 2022; 101346 

4. De Coninck D, Frissen T, Matthijs K, d’Haenens L, Lits 
G, Champagne-Poirier O, et al.: Beliefs in Conspiracy 
Theories and Misinformation About COVID-19: Compa-
rative Perspectives on the Role of Anxiety. Depression and 
Exposure to and Trust in Information Sources. Frontiers 
in Psychology 2021; 12 

5. Eshel Y, Kimhi S, Marciano H, Adini B: Conspiracy claims 
and secret intentions as predictors of psychological coping 
and vaccine uptake during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Journal of Psychiatric Research 2022; 151:311-318 

6. European Centre for Disease Prevention and control: 
Data on 14-day notification rate of new COVID-19 cases 
and deaths. Available online: https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/ 
en/publications-data/data-national-14-day-notification-
rate-covid-19 (accessed on 19 Jan 2023) 

7. Fang Y, Ji B, Liu Y, Zhang J, Liu Q, Ge Y et al: The 
prevalence of psychological stress in student populations 
during the COVID-19 epidemic: A systematic review and 
meta-analysis. Scientific Reports 2022; 12:1-20 

8. Fountoulakis KN, Breda J, Arletou MP, Charalampakis 
AI, Karypidou MG, Kotorli KS et al.: Adherence to 
facemask use in public places during the autumn-winter 
2020 COVID-19 lockdown in Greece: observational data. 
Ann Gen Psychiatry 2022a; 21:9 



Julija Vorobjova, Sindija Mairita Pilaga, Madara Mikelsone, Elmars Rancans, Daria Smirnova, Konstantinos N. Fountoulakis & Jelena Vrublevska: 
BELIEFS IN CONSPIRACY THEORIES AND MENTAL HEALTH IN THE STUDENT COMMUNITY OF LATVIA DURING THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK 

Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 271-281 
 

9. Fountoulakis KN, Fountoulakis NK, Koupidis SA, 
Prezerakos PE: Factors determining different death rates 
because of the COVID-19 outbreak among countries. 
Journal of Public Health 2020; 42:681-687 

10. Fountoulakis KN, Karakatsoulis GN, Abraham S, Adorjan 
K, Ahmed HU, Alarcon RD, et al.: The effect of different 
degrees of lockdown and self-identified gender on anxiety. 
depression and suicidality during the COVID-19 
pandemic: Data from the international COMET-G study. 
Psychiatry Res 2022b; 315:114702 

11. Fountoulakis KN, Karakatsoulis G, Abraham S, Adorjan 
K, Ahmed HU, Alarcón RD, et al.: Results of the COVID-
19 mental health international for the general population 
(COMET-G) study. European Neuropsychopharmacology 
2022c; 54:21-40 

12. Fountoulakis KN, Karakatsoulis G, Abraham S, Adorjan 
K, Ahmed HU, Alarcon RD, et al.: Results of the COVID-
19 mental health international for the general population 
(COMET-G) study. Eur Neuropsychopharmacol 2022d; 
54:21-40 

13. Fullana MA, Hidalgo-Mazzei D, Vieta E, Radua J: Coping 
behaviors associated with decreased anxiety and 
depressive symptoms during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
lockdown. J Affect Disord 2020; 275:80-81 

14. Fullana MA, Littarelli SA: Covid-19, anxiety and anxiety-
related disorders. European Neuropsychopharmacology 
2021; 51:87 

15. Iob E, Frank P, Steptoe A, Fancourt D: Levels of Severity 
of Depressive Symptoms Among At-Risk Groups in the UK 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic. JAMA Network Open 
2020; 3:e2026064-e2026064 

16. Kaparounaki CK, Patsali ME, Mousa D-PV, Papadopou-
lou EV, Papadopoulou KK, Fountoulakis KN: University 
students’ mental health amidst the COVID-19 quarantine 
in Greece. Psychiatry research 2020; 290:113111 

17. Leibovitz T, Shamblaw AL, Rumas R, Best MW: COVID-
19 conspiracy beliefs: Relations with anxiety. quality of 
life. and schemas. Personality and Individual Differences 
2021; 175:110704 

18. Lin SL: Generalized anxiety disorder during COVID-19 in 
Canada: gender-specific association of COVID-19 mis-
information exposure. precarious employment. and health 
behavior change. Journal of Affective Disorders 2022; 
302:280-292 

19. Ministru kabineta 2020: gada 6. novembra r kojums Nr. 
655 "Par rk rt j s situ cijas izsludin šanu". Latvijas 
V stnesis. 216A. 06.11.2020. Available online: Ministru 

kabineta 2020. gada 6. novembra r kojums Nr. 655 "Par 
rk rt j s situ cijas izsludin šanu". Latvijas V stnesis. 

216A. 06.11.2020. https://likumi.lv/ta/id/318517/redakcijas-
datums/2021/03/24 (accessed on 17 Jan 2023) 

20. Patsali ME, Mousa D-PV, Papadopoulou EV, Papado-
poulou KK, Kaparounaki CK, Diakogiannis I: University 
students’ changes in mental health status and deter-
minants of behavior during the COVID-19 lockdown in 
Greece. Psychiatry research 2020; 292:113298 

21. Reuters: COVID-19 Global Tracker by Country. Available 
online: https://www.reuters.com/graphics/world-coronavirus- 
tracker-and-maps/countries-and-territories/latvia/ (accessed 
on 01 Feb 2023) 

22. Salali GD, Uysal MS: COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy is 
associated with beliefs on the origin of the novel 
coronavirus in the UK and Turkey. Psychological 
medicine 2022; 52:3750-3752 

23. Van Mulukom V, Pummerer LJ, Alper S, Bai H, avojová 
V, Farias J, et al.: Antecedents and consequences of 
COVID-19 conspiracy beliefs: A systematic review. Social 
Science & Medicine 2022; 114912 

24. Vesel bas ministrija: Atbild gie dienesti veic diagnostic t  
koronav rusa pacienta kontaktpersonu apzin šanu. Avail-
able online: https://www.vm.gov.lv/lv/jaunums/atbildigie-
dienesti-veic-diagnosticeta-koronavirusa-pacienta-
kontaktpersonu-apzinasanu (accessed on 17 Jan 2023) 

25. Vrublevska J, Sibalova A, Aleskere I, Rezgale B, Smirnova 
D, Fountoulakis KN, et al.: Factors related to depression. 
distress. and self-reported changes in anxiety. depression. 
and suicidal thoughts during the COVID-19 state of 
emergency in Latvia. Nordic Journal of Psychiatry 2021; 
75:614-623 

26. Vinkers CH, van Amelsvoort T, Bisson JI, Branchi I, Cryan 
JF, Domschke K, et al.: Stress resilience during the corona-
virus pandemic. European Neuropsychopharmacology 
2020; 35:12-16 

27. WHO: Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic. Avail-
able online: https://www.who.int/europe/emergencies/ 
situations/covid-19 (accessed on 17 Jan 2023) 

28. Wang Y, Kala MP, Jafar TH: Factors associated with psy-
chological distress during the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic on the predominantly general popu-
lation: A systematic review and meta-analysis. PLoS One 
2020; 15:e0244630. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0244630 

29. Xu T, Wang H: High prevalence of anxiety, depression and 
stress among remote learning students during the COVID-
19 pandemic: Evidence from a meta-analysis. 2023 

 

Correspondence: 
Julija Vorobjova, MD 
Riga Stradins University, Department of Psychiatry and Narcology 
Tvaika street 2, 1005.Riga, Latvia 
E-mail: juulija.vorobjova@gmail.com 


