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Abstract 

COVID-19 has wreaked havoc on people’s lives all over the world. This study explored the 

effects of lockdown induced by COVID-19 restrictions on teenage friendships. The focus was 

mostly to elicit people’s views of what exactly they experienced during lockdown and what 

impact that had on their bonds of friendship. A qualitative approach was adopted to explore 

and elicit in-depth individual experiences during the lockdown that had effects on personal 

friendships. Only three participants identified by way of snowballing took part in the study 

and a semi-structured interview online was used. The findings from the study indicated both 

negative and positive implications. While the participants missed an opportunity to have face 

to face physical meeting, hugs, pats on their backs and handshakes, they were able to connect 

through various social media handles like WhatsApp video calls, Instagram and conference 

calls. They also had special bonding time through religion as they engaged in bible study 

groups, which strengthened their relationships. Future studies should explore the implications 

of COVID-19 lockdowns on sibling relationships. 
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Introduction 

Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) which is caused by infection from severe acute 

respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), was first identified in Wuhan 

City, Hubei Province, China, in December 2019  (WHO, 2020). Several countries of the 

world have been affected by this deadly virus ( Dzinamarira, Mukwenha,  Eghtessadi,  

Cuadros,  Mhlanga  & Musuka, 2019).  
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The outbreak of COVID-19 led government authorities in Zimbabwe to introduce an 

initial three-week lockdown on March 31, 2020. This was an attempt to curb the spread 

of virus. Unnecessary movements were curtailed, and ‘unessential’ businesses were 

shut down.  Schools and tertiary institutions were also forced to close on March 24th. 

Around the same time, other countries such as Rwanda, Madagascar, Algeria and 

Benin also went under strict lockdown (Africa Research Bulletin, 2020). Several levels 

of lockdowns preceded in Zimbabwe as positive cases continued to rise. This has had 

a serious impact on people of all age groups. 

The COVID-19 induced lockdown has affected various relationships across the globe, 

especially teenagers who value face to face friendships much more than any other 

form interactions. In relation to friendships, a world renowned psychologist Robin 

Dunbar  (Sunday Times, 2021), pointed out that, due to COVID-19, most people missed 

out laughs, hugs, rub on the hand, singing, dancing, sharing a meal to mention a few 

forms of contact. All these are shared by friends and they trigger the release of 

endorphins, a happy hormone which has an effect of morphine, to relieve pain in a 

non-addictive way. They lighten our mood, make us feel good, and they give us a 

sense that all is well in the world. Dr Dunbar further expressed that, “Friendships can 

deteriorate very quickly if you don't invest in them – it probably only takes about three 

months” (Young, 2020). New ways have been adopted in order to keep the close ties. 

Video calls and messaging have been used, though this is not as effective as chatting 

face to face.  Seeing the white of other people’ eyes from time to time seems to be 

crucial to the way we maintain friendships (Bergland, 2016). 

Friendships are “relationships that involve two very critical dimensions – 

interdependence and voluntary participation" (Diggs-White as cited by Hoyt  & 

Edmonds, 2018). They often arise from a shared interest or hobby, and people are 

typically drawn together because they are in the same stage of life, like teenagers, new 

parents or retirees. People of similar backgrounds and cultures also tend to come 

together by bonding over shared lifelong experiences. Although most of these 
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relationships take time to get really deep, occasionally friendship is more like a 

lightning strike.  

Research has shown that people with good friends often feel happier, less stressed and 

more like they belong than those without. Having a strong network of buddies also 

increases self-confidence, as they provide much-needed emotional support during 

trying times like illness, loss of a loved one or divorce (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2019) 

According to Degges-White (as cited by Hoyt & Edmonds, 2018), there are four core 

types of friendship, namely acquaintance, friend, close friend and best friend. Degges-

White explains, "The level of friendship deepens as the level of reciprocity and mutual 

respect and affection grow". Acquaintances are easy enough to categorise. They are 

the people who are not complete strangers, who you run into regularly at a place like 

the coffee shop or work cafeteria, fuel service station, grocer shop but you do not really 

know. Generally, they are people we know well enough to make small talk with on a 

regular basis, but not really people we would invite to a dinner party or call on if we 

needed assistance. 

Now, in relation to teenagers, research findings  clearly explain that teens with more 

friends had fewer symptoms of depression. In addition, teens with a friendship 

network felt a sense of belonging. As a result, those teens had more positive feelings 

about their relationships with other people in society. 

Having friends is an important predictor of happiness and life satisfaction (Dermir, 

Orthel-Clark, Ozedemir, & Ozedemir, 2015). There is ample research that teenagers 

with healthy friendships enjoy several mental health benefits. These benefits include 

feeling more confident and more motivated in their lives. Teenagers with healthy 

friendships also experience less symptoms of depression and generally experience 

more positive feelings (Carmichael, Reis, & Duberstein, 2015). According to Rogers, 

Thao Ha and Sydney (2021), results from their study on teenage friendships indicated 
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that talking over the phone was not very effective, some felt like they were no longer 

loved by their friends while others wanted to really “hang out and chill together”. 

In Zimbabwe, COVID-19 has affected populations by denying them access to their 

close circles (Muzariri, 2021). This also affected teenage friendships in the same way. 

Teenagers who were used to seeing each other more often were now forced to follow 

social distancing and therefore avoid physical contact. 

Methodology 

Qualitative research approach 

The research adopted a qualitative research approach. This approach is a formal and 

objective systematic process of data collection which enabled the researcher to 

analyse, explore the rich data and identify the underlying inherent relationships. The 

design allowed the researcher to gather an individual’s lived experiences as reality is 

subjective. Its phenomenological characteristic enhanced the collection of hard to find, 

rich information about the deeper feelings of participants with regards to the effects 

of COVID-19 on their friendships. The government’s ban of social gatherings, closing 

of schools and imposition of curfew seriously impacted on the teenagers who were 

forced to avoid physical contacts.  

The study adopted online interviews (WhatsApp platform) using semi-structured 

interview guide. The researcher chose to use interview guide questionnaire because:  

i) Interviewer could prepare questions beforehand to help guide the conversation 

and engage respondents on topic. 

ii) It allowed for open-ended responses from participants for more in-depth 

information. 

iii)  Enabled the interviewer to explore participant thoughts, feelings and beliefs about 

a particular topic.  

iv) Provided space to delve deeply into personal and sometimes sensitive issues. 
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v) Encouraged two-way communication 

The participants had not agreed to use of emails as they believed that emails were too 

formal and difficult to discard information compared to WhatsApp where they would 

delete immediately after completing the questionnaire. The data was easier to gather 

as chatting was made easier due to availability of participants who were home always 

due to lockdown. Access to WhatsApp was not a challenge because they all had Wi-

Fi in their homes. 

The research adopted purposive sampling which identified a student on lockdown, 

from Borrowdale and known to be involved with a group of close friends. This 

method of subjective sampling was convenient to the researcher as it allowed her to 

pick an individual who satisfied her judgement on individuals who qualified to 

participate. Only three participants were identified, two males and one female. In this 

study, three participants were ideal for the researcher to be able to conduct in depth 

interviews, organize data and review it so as to come up with codes which gave 

outstanding themes. 

Ethical issues 

The ethical principles were closely observed. The participation of interviewees was 

voluntary. No one was compelled to participate, and they were free to stop 

participating whenever they would feel like. They all consented to participation on a 

WhatsApp platform for one good reason, that information could be deleted anytime 

they so wished.  Consent forms were sent to individual inboxes and they signed them.  

The three of them were not minors but eighteen years and above and there was no 

need for their parents or guardians to be involved. 

No harm was done to participants, they were respected and given autonomy. The 

issue of confidentiality was ensured to participants by not identifying participants by 
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way of names, but they were identified by gender and age.  Data was protected by 

labelling the file on the computer in a way that only the researcher would know. 

Research questions 

1) What are the commonest ways of associating with friends? 

2) How has COVID-19 restricted lockdown affected your friendships? 

3) What do you recommend for friends to remain close during lockdown? 

Findings 

The study followed a step by step process of coding and analysing data into themes. 

Common data identified from the three participants were clustered to form thematic 

ideas as explained by Gibbs (2007). This section highlights the findings from the 

interviews with participants and generally reflects what they experienced during the 

first three-week lockdown period in March 2020. It also expound the implication and 

results. Four main themes that emerged illustrate both negative and positive impact 

of the lockdown.  

1) loneliness  

2) emotionally distance from both friends and family 

3) too much dependence on social media 

4) bonding with family, and getting closer to God 

1)  Loneliness 

Findings from this study indicated that teenagers were experiencing loneliness. One 

participant was the only child in her family, and she struggled to cope with lockdown 

restrictions as she was used to going out, meeting her friends and hang out, or always 

being close to them at school. 
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I have become more distant from my friends of the opposite sex as well as girls 

since we no longer spend much time together as we used to do at school. My mum 

rarely allows me to go out and hang with my friends as she is scared I might 

contract the virus. Female, 18 

As boys we would chill on Saturday evenings, laugh and share a meal. I feel lost 

and bored spending my days in the house when I really know my friends are just 

in the neighbourhood. Male, 19,1 

This evidence clearly indicates that the participants felt grounded, and being confined 

in the homes had been the worst experience they ever faced. They were used to going 

out for movies, luncheons, braai parties and sports. That gave them ample time to 

share with their friends all those things that were either bothering them or that would 

have made their day. 

Right now, I have no one to share my daily experience with in person. There are 

times when your parents or sibling bore you to the nerve and you feel like sharing 

with your “buddies” in person then she or he can give you a warm hug, pat you 

on the back and tell you it will be ok, but that person is nowhere to be found. Male 

19, 1 

With my friends, there are times when we would rush into each other’s rooms at 

school and play a game or watch a movie. Being in the company of people who 

understand you and accommodate you without judging or yelling at you is one 

thing I miss about my friends. At home, I rarely come out of my room because my 

family always talk about house chores, and that irritates me a lot. 

2) Emotionally distance from both friends and family 

The participants had this common observation from their lockdown experience that, 

being a teenager is a bit difficult when there is a significant generational gap with 

one’s parents. Participants  believed parents failed to appreciate the importance of 

spending quality time with friends as they regarded this as prioritising friends over 

family, hence neglecting family. This caused emotional distress to the participants 

who, due to patriarchal systems in some of their families, could not explain properly 

what friendship meant to them and what value they bestowed on it. 

As much as I enjoyed spending so much time with my mum, I realised that our 

relationship was so boring because half the time she would be grilling me with 

questions some of which I was not comfortable to respond to. She would want to 
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see me seated doing my personal stuff, and she would start giving me some work 

to do. This used to make me angry. Female, 18 

Being the last born in a family of eight would make me enjoy my life at school. 

This is because all family members regard me as a child. Now with lockdown, I 

was confined, and none would ever allow me to go out and have time with my 

friends. My parents, being hypertensive and diabetic as well, made them 

vulnerable to COVID infections, so they were protected like babies. To ensure 

there were no risks, everyone was supposed to stay home unless an emergency 

occurred. Our groceries were shopped online, and deliveries were made home 

every week. I felt emotionally drained and I would lock myself up and cry. I used 

to wonder why they would never feel for me as child that I need some time to see 

my friends as they were the ones that brought most laughter and smiles in my life. 

Male,19,2 

Somehow, I am just finding it cool to occupy myself in various other ways other 

than chasing my old friends. Recently, I started a blog on YouTube and that has 

kept me busy. I love cooking, I love food, so I have been posting my videos about 

my new recipes and the comments I have been getting are overwhelming, I started 

enjoying it more and, yes, I speak with my friends from time to time, but this is 

just good for me. Male 19,1 

3) Too much dependence on social media 

The study findings reveal that the participants resorted to social media handles in-

order to keep in touch with their friends. Before lockdown, they had never bothered 

to indulge in communicating on platforms like WhatsApp video calls, conference calls 

and others as they physically met. This group of participants were friends who, during 

weekends or holidays, would meet at one of the prestigious villages in Borrowdale 

and enjoy themselves having ice cream, watching a movie, shopping together or going 

to the gym. The COVID restrictions shut down the malls and all other public facilities. 

There was nowhere to go, and loitering was also disallowed. The only source of 

entertainment was the social media and this caused some kind of dependency as they 

could not lay their eyes off the screen. This had different effects on their relationships 

as some were carried away and forgot about their friends. Others were chatty and this 

also disturbed the routines of others. Others found this as a worthwhile opportunity 

that brought them together as they could see each other though from a distance.  
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At school, I rarely used my phone for communication. It was only during 

weekends when I would want to speak with my siblings and parents. Lockdown 

taught me new coping skills; when I longed to see my friends, I would video call 

them so as to revive in me the idea of physical meeting. The only thing I missed 

was the touch. Naturally, when you are talking to someone, laughter would be 

accompanied by a handshake, or a pat on someone’ shoulder. This was normal 

with me every time I spoke with my friends, and I miss that. Just because I had no 

one to really talk to and laugh with at home, I ended up spending most of my time 

with my friends on WhatsApp and Instagram. This soothed me and it became part 

of me to a point of having been kind of obsessed with using my phone. My parents 

said I was addicted (laughing emoji) but no! They did not understand what I was 

going through. Male 19,2 

Though I could not get to meet my friends as frequent as I would have wanted, 

social media enabled me, to a greater extent, to stay happy and emotionally 

balanced. I have all the time to chat, laugh and see my friends from a distance 

anytime I want because I have Wi-Fi and I have all the time to enjoy their 

company. Actually, lockdown has assisted me realise who my real buddies are; 

the extent of their commitment to our relationship has been tried and tested. My 

family think I am isolating myself but not really, am just trying to entertain myself 

avoiding boredom.  Male 19,1 

This experience is new to everyone. My parents are overwhelmed having us all 

around. Their definition of restriction is totally different from mine in that they 

think I must be grounded home to reduce risk of infection, yet they go out to work 

daily. I don’t understand this because we are all restricted from too many 

interactions. Now, when I choose to lock myself up and chill with my friends 

virtually, they think I have a big problem, and cannot do without social media. 

They are even thinking of very weird things that I am not doing, which is creating 

a rift between us, and causing me to get deeply involved with different social 

media handles. Female, 18 

4) Getting closer to God 

It was interesting to find out that all the three participants were devoted Christians 

who were raised and nurtured by Christian schools. This study findings indicated 

that, though they yearned for physical meeting with their friends, being home and 

learning virtually helped them to develop strong bonds as friends through bible study 

and sharing devotions. This facilitated their spiritual growth as they rediscovered who 

they are as friends in Christ. 
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It is such a beautiful thing to learn the word of God together with your friends. I 

have seen some friends changing for the better even the way they speak and relate 

due to praying for each other and studying the word together. Male, 19,1 

My mother is a serious Christian who loves God. Since my childhood, she would 

read me the bible and teach me how to pray. When l left for boarding school, she 

would keep sending me prayer items and we would do it together during 

holidays. At school we go to church but, because of school programs, we never 

had ample time to sit and discuss as friends. I am finding it exciting during this 

lockdown to have plenty of time to share the word of God together. I have also 

been able to help some of my friends to develop a culture of praying and reading 

the word. Lockdown has benefitted us in a way because we believe that we are 

accumulating our treasure in heaven. This has impacted our friendship from 

another angle and has taken us to another level. Female, 18 

Discussion 

The outbreak of COVID-19 and the resultant lockdown restrictions were unexpected 

phenomena in recent times. People of all ages have been affected differently in various 

aspects of their lives. Some teenagers felt hit hard as they experienced various 

restriction in their lives. To some, COVID-19 and these restrictions caused new life 

discoveries whilst to others these negatively affected their relationships.  

The results from this study highlight the general experiences of teenagers in their 

friendships during lockdown. Friends play a significant role in promoting one’s 

overall health. Adults with strong social support have a reduced risk of many 

significant health problems, including depression, high blood pressure and an 

unhealthy body mass index (BMI) (Mayo Clinic Staff, 2019). None from the study 

reported of health issues which suggest that their coping skills were healthy as they 

were emotionally and physically fit. 

The COVID-19 induced lockdowns have affected various relationships across the 

globe, especially of teenagers who value face to face friendships much more than 

anything. Friendships take time to develop and being in confined environments 

affected people in their development of companionship and also the quality of 

relationships. Friendships can “deteriorate very quickly if you don't invest in them – 
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it probably only takes about three months” (Young, 2020). It emerged in this research 

that new ways have been adopted in order to keep close ties. Video calls and 

messaging are used though they are considered to be “not as effective as chatting face 

to face. Seeing the white of their eyes from time to time seems to be crucial to the way 

we maintain friendships” (Bergland, 2016). 

Mayo Clinic Staff (2019) submits that friendship builds happiness in individuals, 

reducing stress and depression. This happens through sharing fears, worries, 

disappointments and victories as well. From video calls, the participants would 

observe true countenance from their friends’ faces and cheer them up, encourage them 

and help them navigate through their social problems. Same would happen with 

victories, friends would share their stories and celebrate together.  

The lockdown restrictions that resulted from COVID-19 opened the eyes of parents 

who did not put themselves into their teens’ shoes. American Academy of Paediatrics 

(2020) reports that children need to be given more time to virtually hang up with their 

friends through the phone, video or social media but they ought to check on their 

private settings to avoid their private information from going viral. It was however 

noted from the study that too much use of gadgets and exposure to social media had 

a negative effect on the individuals. Some withdrew from their families and spent too 

much time with friends. This had a potential of widening the gap between parents 

and children thereby increasing conflicts and misbehaviour. 

Conclusion 

This study contends that teenagers experienced both negative and positive effects of 

restricted lockdown on their friendships. They have been able though, to adopt 

positive coping skills in-order to keep themselves closely tied with their friends. What 

also emerged from this study was personal development in a spiritual dimension, 

where they had time to introspect and reflect on who they were without the influence 

of others but helping each other achieve through virtual bible study. The parents 
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outstretched and loosened boundaries which initially were strongly tied which 

improved both participants’ friendships as well as that of the participants and their 

parents. The support by parents of availing WIFI facilities and data bundle was an 

indirect but very important factor that enabled the friendships to grow stronger. 

According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

(2020), loneliness has been the major risk factor to high depression and anxiety levels 

which are markers of poor mental health. This implies that, if parents had no resources 

or had denied access, then all these relationships could have died down or seriously 

distanced causing poor mental health of their teenage offspring. 

Recommendations 

Taking into cognisance the findings from the study, the following recommendations 

are made: 

• In order for the teenagers to enjoy their friendships virtually, they need to 

distribute their time accordingly, that is, family time, household chores and 

personal time. 

• Teenagers ought to avoid being rude to parents but explain intentions and 

preferences in an amicable way to maintain a healthy relationship with family 

members. 

• Parents should consider that everyone needs some freedom, going out of gates 

to avoid suffocation, children need guidance on public conduct during the 

pandemic to reduce risk of infections. 

• While is it generally acceptable that teenagers value their friends much more 

than any relationship, it is recommended that the government and policy 

makers may consider the effects of lockdown on children so that they respect 

their rights and meet their needs as well in their policy making. 
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Explorative research will help advance knowledge in teachers and policy makers 

on how to help teenagers when such circumstances as the pandemic arise.  
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