% Maastricht University

Justin time

Citation for published version (APA):

Varol, T. (2023). Just in time: Applying behavioral science to create a safe university environment in times
of the covid-19 pandemic. [Doctoral Thesis, Maastricht University]. Maastricht University.
https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20230629tv

Document status and date:
Published: 01/01/2023

DOI:
10.26481/dis.20230629tv

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Please check the document version of this publication:

« A submitted manuscript is the version of the article upon submission and before peer-review. There can
be important differences between the submitted version and the official published version of record.
People interested in the research are advised to contact the author for the final version of the publication,
or visit the DOI to the publisher's website.

« The final author version and the galley proof are versions of the publication after peer review.

« The final published version features the final layout of the paper including the volume, issue and page
numbers.

Link to publication

General rights

Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright
owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these
rights.

« Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
« You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
« You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.

If the publication is distributed under the terms of Article 25fa of the Dutch Copyright Act, indicated by the “Taverne” license above,
please follow below link for the End User Agreement:
www.umlib.nl/taverne-license

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us at:

repository@maastrichtuniversity.nl
providing details and we will investigate your claim.

Download date: 09 Apr. 2024


https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20230629tv
https://doi.org/10.26481/dis.20230629tv
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/en/publications/937e5201-c9c9-4d4b-9205-3bd0b076a671

Summary

In December 2019, the first official COVID-19 case was identified in China. Only a few
months later, in February 2020, the Netherlands announced its first COVID-19 case. The
worldwide spread of the virus was unprecedentedly fast and led the World Health
Organization to declare COVID-19 a pandemic in March 2020. Shortly after, the Dutch
government introduced the first nationwide lockdown that caused the closures of non-
essential stores, cafes, restaurants, schools, and universities. To prevent any delays in
education, universities delivered education entirely online until the end of the academic year
2019-2020. Due to the decrease in the number of cases and hospitalizations, the Dutch
government relaxed the measures in the summer of 2020. Maastricht University (the
Netherlands) decided to offer a hybrid education in the academic year 2020-2021. This
decision also brought the responsibility of creating a safe environment for students and
employees. In addition to various teams ensuring safety, the University Board requested
support from our team during their decision-making processes in combatting the COVID-19
pandemic in the university. This dissertation demonstrates how a team of experts in
behavior change, health and applied social psychology, health promotion and education, and
epidemiology supported the University Board in response to a global health crisis. It
describes the studies that have been conducted and interventions that have been
developed.

Chapter 1 presents an introduction to the problem and context, the approach that
had been taken, and the studies and interventions that are described in this dissertation. In
the first year of the pandemic, without the availability of vaccines and medical treatments,
the focus was on preventive behaviors, such as distancing, testing, and isolation. While
offering a hybrid education, in addition to the infrastructural changes, Maastricht University
enforced certain COVID-19 guidelines within the university. These guidelines were in line
with the Dutch government’s advice and intended to increase the safety of students by
minimizing the spread of the virus as much as possible. However, the success of achieving
this goal was also dependent on students’ adherence to those guidelines. Hence, we
conducted Studies 1 and 2 (Chapters 2 and 3) to gain an understanding of the factors that
determine students’ adherence to guidelines. In Chapter 2, we present a study that was
aimed to assess students’ adherence to COVID-19 guidelines of the university and identify
factors that facilitated or hindered adherence. We conducted on-site and online focus group
interviews with students on the topics of general COVID-19 guidelines of the university, and
more specifically, keeping distance, staying at home and getting tested when having
symptoms, and wearing facemasks. Moreover, we conducted online interviews with
stewards and security officials to gather more information about students’ (non) adherence
behaviors. Stewards and security officials were employed by the university to provide
surveillance, in this case preventing crowds while students are leaving the classrooms. The
findings of this study demonstrated that the interviewed students were willing to adhere to
the guidelines of the university. Certain facilitators, such as the infrastructure of the
buildings and staff, and barriers, such as difficulties with telling other students to follow
guidelines, were mentioned as determinants of their adherence behavior. Interviews with
stewards/security were in line with the findings from the interviews with students, that
students were willing to follow the guidelines but struggled to do so in certain situations,



such as a decrease in the distancing before and after the lectures. This qualitative study
provided information on determinants of students’ adherence to guidelines.

In Chapter 3, an online cross-sectional survey (Oct—Nov 2020) is presented, which
aimed to further explore behavioral determinants (and underlying beliefs) of university
students’ adherence to COVID-19 guidelines, including keeping 1.5 m distance, avoiding
crowds, getting tested, and isolating, and select the most relevant ones as input for future
interventions. Attitude, perceived norm, self-efficacy, and several beliefs, such as risk
perception beliefs (e.g., “l am not afraid because | am young”), attitudinal beliefs (e.g., “I feel
responsible for telling people to adhere to guidelines”), self-efficacy beliefs (e.g., “COVID-19-
prevention guidelines are difficult to adhere”) were selected as the targets of a brief
intervention, a Christmas/New Year message to students, to provide them support for
having a safe festive break.

After December 2020, several COVID-19 vaccines became available, and with that,
the new challenge was to achieve high vaccination uptake to open up society again. The
Dutch government first started vaccinating the vulnerable populations, elderly people, and
healthcare professionals. The next groups were invited by their age in a descending order.
Therefore, university students were close to the bottom of the priority list. To support
students in their vaccination decision, we aimed to develop an intervention (Chapters 4 and
5). We first aimed to gather information on students’ vaccination intention and its
determinants. Hence, in Chapter 4, we describe an online cross-sectional survey with
Maastricht University students in March 2021 to explore university students’ COVID-19
vaccination intention and select the most relevant determinants/beliefs. The findings
demonstrated that 80% of students intended to vaccinate against COVID-19, and the most
relevant determinants, that were associated with vaccination intention and had room for
improvement, were concerns about safety and side effects of the vaccine, and trust in
government, quality control, and the pharmaceutical industry. Other relevant
determinants/beliefs were risk perception, attitude, perceived norm, and self-efficacy
beliefs. Based on the findings of this study and following the Intervention Mapping
framework, we developed an online intervention that went online once students were
eligible to vaccinate and aimed to support students in their vaccination decisions. Chapter 5
provides information on the development and implementation of the vaccination
intervention and lessons learned from the speedy process.

In June 2021, leaving one academic year behind in tackling the COVID-19 pandemic,
COVID-19 vaccines were available and accessible. However, this did not guarantee the end of
the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, universities were still required to prepare for the new
academic year (2021-2022) under the new circumstances, i.e., improvements in vaccination
coverage and the pandemic course, but also uncertainties due to the new variants. With all
that in mind, universities were willing to invite students and personnel to campus in
September 2021. To make a smooth transition ‘from online to on-site’, it was deemed
important to explore personnel’s beliefs about returning to campus and their perceptions of
a safe working environment. Hence, in Chapter 6, we present an online survey among
Maastricht University personnel in June 2021 to investigate personnel’s beliefs about a safe
return to campus in the new academic year. Based on the findings of this study, about 95%
of personnel were already vaccinated or willing to do so. Over half of the respondents (58%)
found the university a safe place to return to work in the new academic year (2021-2022).



The group who felt relatively more unsafe indicated that it is too risky to return to campus in
September 2021, and they were worried about getting infected. The group who felt safe, on
the other hand, indicated that it is certainly possible to return to campus, and they trust
others’ adherence to the guidelines. In addition, the findings demonstrated that most
personnel preferred a transition period to get accustomed to the new work environment
after working one year at home. The findings of this study were translated into practical
recommendations to support the University Board in their preparation to organize research
and teaching in the academic year 2021-2022. In addition to the recommendations, a brief
intervention, a webinar discussing the Board’s plans for safe return and making a link with
the findings of this study, was developed, and implemented.

In Chapter 7, the main findings of the studies in this dissertation are summarized. The
methodological, practical, and future considerations are discussed, such as 1) the need for
speeding up the planning process of interventions to provide a timely response, 2) the need
for monitoring of behaviors and their determinants, 3) the urgency of implementation over
evaluation in times of crisis, 4) the involvement of stakeholders in planning, and 5) adoption
of open science principles.



