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Letter to the Editor

Addressing collegiate mental health amid COVID-19 pandemic

A R T I C L E I N F O

Keywords:
COVID-19
Collegiate mental health
Higher education

A B S T R A C T

College students encounter unique challenges leading to poor mental health in the wake of the COVID-19
outbreak. Before the pandemic started, one in five college students experienced one or more diagnosable mental
disorders worldwide. The fact that the COVID-19 pandemic affects collegiate mental health underscores the
urgent need to understand these challenges and concerns in order to inform the development of courses of action
and public health messaging that can better support college students in this crisis. This article provides re-
commendations that prepare higher education institutions and health professionals for addressing collegiate
mental health needs and challenges posed by COVID-19.

Dear Editor,

College students are facing a variety of challenges in the wake of the
COVID-19 outbreak. The pandemic has been escalating and threatening
the welfare of human beings globally, and this public health emergency
generates fear and leads to a spectrum of psychological consequences
(Liu et al., 2020), ranging from distress responses such as anxiety, de-
pression, and substance abuse, to behavioral changes such as difficulty
sleeping and stress eating. Before the pandemic started, one in five
college students have experienced one or more diagnosable mental
disorders worldwide (Auerbach et al., 2016), and the psychological
effects of COVID-19 can increase this number and exacerbate collegiate
mental health issues.

1. The impact of COVID-19 on collegiate mental health

Many universities decided to suspend in-person classes and evacuate
students in responding to the intensifying concerns surrounding COVID-
19. This action can lead to negative psychological consequences among
college students. For example, college students often experience com-
pounded negative emotions during the school “closure” (Van Bortel
et al., 2016). Some students who find the campus homelike and wel-
coming harbor intense feelings such as frustration, anxiety, and be-
trayal. Some may struggle with loneliness and isolation while sheltering
in place because of disconnections from friends and partners. For those
who receive counseling services on campus, they can no longer access
counseling services, which exacerbates their psychological symptoms
and increase some students’ risk for suicide and substance abuse.

College students experience distress contributed by the uncertainty
and abrupt disruption of the semester in addition to the anxiety caused
by school closure. As more universities transitioning to remote learning
after the spring break, some students suffer from poor mental health
due to the disruption of academic routine (Agnew et al., 2019). Many
students have to cease their research projects and internships when
universities evacuated them from campus. Moreover, disruptions of
their research projects and internships jeopardize their program of

study, delay their graduation, and undermine their competitiveness on
the job market, which in turn fuels anxiety among college students.
They may also struggle with the cost of returning home and managing
belongings.

Many college students have lost their on-campus jobs due to the
evacuation, and the pending issue of room and board fees can aggravate
their financial hardship and mental health outcomes. They also have
concerns and fears of infection and transmission of COVID-19 to their
family members when they return home. Given that youth can be
asymptomatic carriers (Pan et al., 2020), students may be worried
about putting their elder family members at increased risk for infection
with severe complications from COVID-19. The fact that the COVID-19
pandemic affects collegiate mental health only underscores the urgent
need to understand these challenges and concerns in order to inform the
development of courses of action and public health messaging that will
support college students during this difficult time.

2. Courses of action

Universities serve an essential role in supporting college students
and accommodating their health, education, and safety needs. During
the pandemic, the courses of action implemented by universities sig-
nificantly affect students’ mental health and wellbeing. It is com-
mendable that many universities have responded promptly to the un-
precedented situation. They flipped the switch and focused on remote
education instead of in-person classes. Although this transition can lead
to acute stress among some students due to the lack of time for ad-
justment, remote learning allows college students to sustain their aca-
demic routine which is found to benefit mental health and psycholo-
gical resilience in the long run (Drake and Whitley, 2014). In addition,
college students may experience less anxiety because remote learning
helps them continue to manage their academic routine on a regular
basis (Wang et al., 2020).

Many universities decided to evacuate students in responding to the
pandemic. Given the population density in university residence halls,
some universities have delayed plans to allow students to visit
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campuses and retrieve their belongings, which helps ease students’
anxiety associated with the fears and concerns of contracting COVID-
19. This decision can also relieve students’ financial hardship by re-
ducing the cost of travel. Further, some universities are considering
refunding money from room and board (i.e., residence hall contracts,
dining hall meal plans) on a prorated basis, which may support students
financially and mitigate distress.

3. Recommendations

Notwithstanding that some universities have responded to the
public health emergency, universities should continue to develop
courses of action and public health messaging to better address col-
legiate mental health issues caused by the disruptions of education and
career trajectory. First, in addition to remote education, student ad-
vising should continue and transition to telecommunication (e.g.,
phone call, online meeting) in order to provide academic support for
students. Faculty and staff should consider offering virtual office hours
to students, and they need to work together to maintain the connection
and help students process and address academic concerns caused by the
disruption of the semester. Second, for students whose internships or
research projects were affected by the pandemic, internship site su-
pervisors and research advisors should actively engage in helping stu-
dents seek alternative plans, enabling them to work from home to
maximize internship and research experiences. Third, universities
should work on innovative methods to support students to move re-
search projects and capstones forward so that students can fulfil gra-
duation requirements; meanwhile, university career centers should
switch to virtue services, continuing to facilitate career development for
college students.

Of importance is that university counseling centers should set up
options to continue to provide college students with counseling services
at a distance (i.e., telemental health counseling) within the constraints
of the pandemic outbreak. Telemental health has been found effective
in treating anxiety and depressive symptoms (Brenes et al., 2015), and
implementing telemental health will facilitate the delivery of coun-
seling services to address students’ pressing mental health concerns
(Dorsey and Topol, 2020). University counseling centers can also pro-
vide options for students to join online support groups that enable them
to share common concerns and receive social support (Rollman et al.,
2018). Further, university counseling centers and other departments
should rally to develop and pass public health messaging onto students,
sharing coping resources, and encouraging them to take action to
protect their mental health.

4. Conclusion

COVID-19 and its accompanying effects will continue impacting
collegiate mental health and wellbeing profoundly; meanwhile, mental
health serves a crucial role in combating the epidemic. It is thus im-
perative for universities to build awareness of students’ mental health
needs and concerns, and to empower their students to seek help and
support during this biological disaster. College students should tailor
coping strategies to meet their specific needs and promote their psy-
chological resilience. Considerable efforts made by universities should
be dedicated to helping students thrive in this crisis. With the experi-
ence attained supporting students in this pandemic, universities will be
well positioned to help college students stay well in mind, body, and

spirit during other challenging times.

Role of the funding source

There is no funding source.
The corresponding author had full access to all the data in the study

and had final responsibility for the decision to submit for publication.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Yusen Zhai: Conceptualization, Writing - original draft, Writing -
review & editing. Xue Du: Writing - review & editing.

Declaration of Competing Interest

We declare no competing interests.

References

Agnew, M., Poole, H., Khan, A., 2019. Fall break fallout: exploring student perceptions of
the impact of an autumn break on stress. Student Success. https://doi.org/10.5204/
ssj.v10i3.1412.

Auerbach, R.P., Alonso, J., Axinn, W.G., Cuijpers, P., Ebert, D.D., Green, J.G., Hwang, I.,
Kessler, R.C., Liu, H., Mortier, P., Nock, M.K., Pinder-Amaker, S., Sampson, N.A.,
Aguilar-Gaxiola, S., Al-Hamzawi, A., Andrade, L.H., Benjet, C., Caldas-De-Almeida,
J.M., Demyttenaere, K., Florescu, S., De Girolamo, G., Gureje, O., Haro, J.M., Karam,
E.G., Kiejna, A., Kovess-Masfety, V., Lee, S., McGrath, J.J., O'Neill, S., Pennell, B.E.,
Scott, K., Ten Have, M., Torres, Y., Zaslavsky, A.M., Zarkov, Z., Bruffaerts, R., 2016.
Mental disorders among college students in the World Health Organization world
mental health surveys. Psychol. Med. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0033291716001665.

Brenes, G.A., Danhauer, S.C., Lyles, M.F., Hogan, P.E., Miller, M.E., 2015. Telephone-
delivered cognitive behavioral therapy and telephone-delivered nondirective sup-
portive therapy for rural older adults with generalized anxiety disorder: a rando-
mized clinical trial. JAMA Psychiatry. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.
2015.1154.

Dorsey, E.R., Topol, E.J., 2020. Telemedicine 2020 and the next decade. Lancet. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30424-4.

Drake, R.E., Whitley, R., 2014. Recovery and severe mental illness: description and
analysis. Can. J. Psychiatry. https://doi.org/10.1177/070674371405900502.

Liu, N., Zhang, F., Wei, C., Jia, Y., Shang, Z., Sun, L., Wu, L., Sun, Z., Zhou, Y., Wang, Y.,
Liu, W., 2020. Prevalence and predictors of PTSS during COVID-19 outbreak in China
hardest-hit areas: gender differences matter. Psychiatry Res. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.psychres.2020.112921.

Pan, X., Chen, D., Xia, Y., Wu, X., Li, T., Ou, X., Zhou, L., Liu, J., 2020. Asymptomatic
cases in a family cluster with SARS-CoV-2 infection. Lancet Infect. Dis. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30114-6.

Rollman, B.L., Belnap, B.H., Abebe, K.Z., Spring, M.B., Rotondi, A.J., Rothenberger, S.D.,
Karp, J.F., 2018. Effectiveness of online collaborative care for treating mood and
anxiety disorders in primary care: a randomized clinical trial. JAMA Psychiatry.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2017.3379.

Van Bortel, T., Basnayake, A., Wurie, F., Jambai, M., Koroma, A.S., Muana, A.T., Hann, K.,
Eaton, J., Martin, S., Nellums, L.B., 2016. Psychosocial effects of an Ebola outbreak at
individual, community and international levels. Bull. World Health Organ. https://
doi.org/10.2471/blt.15.158543.

Wang, C., Cheng, Z., Yue, X.-.G., McAleer, M., 2020. Risk management of COVID-19 by
universities in China. J. Risk Financ. Manag. https://doi.org/10.3390/
jrfm13020036.

Yusen Zhaia,⁎, Xue Dub
a Department of Educational Psychology, Counseling, and Special Education,

The Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA, USA
bDepartment of Food Science, The Pennsylvania State University, University

Park, PA, USA
E-mail address: zhai@psu.edu (Y. Zhai).

⁎ Corresponding author.

Letter to the Editor Psychiatry Research 288 (2020) 113003

2

https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i3.1412
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i3.1412
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716001665
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291716001665
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2015.1154
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2015.1154
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30424-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30424-4
https://doi.org/10.1177/070674371405900502
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112921
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112921
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30114-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30114-6
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2017.3379
https://doi.org/10.2471/blt.15.158543
https://doi.org/10.2471/blt.15.158543
https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm13020036
https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm13020036
mailto:zhai@psu.edu

