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AB S T R AC T
Introduction: Nearing two years into the current pandemic, COVID-19 is

recognized worldwide for its devastating physical effects, with mandatory re-
strictions implemented to prevent the transmission of SARS-CoV-2. However,
the world is only beginning to understand the pandemic’s mental and social side
effects. As such, current research on consequential mental health from COVID-
19 is still novel, and there is much more to be learned concerning the long-term
psychological effects and damage from the pandemic.

Discussion: The combination of online learning and social isolation due
to COVID-19 has affected post-secondary students across North America as it
relates to their overall well-being and mental health. Researchers have aimed to
examine the psychological impact on students’ mental health, primarily through
cross-sectional studies and self-reported surveys.

Conclusion: Studies have determined that COVID-19 has increased men-
tal health symptoms such as depression, anxiety, PTSD, as well as increased feel-
ings of isolation, loneliness, and fatigue. Furthermore, drinking and substance
use, poor sleeping patterns, and screen time have risen as a result of the ongoing
pandemic.

Relevance: These findings call for post-secondary institutions, health care
providers, and governments to prioritize themental health of future generations
while providing support and intervention programs. Future research should fo-
cus on further investigating COVID-19’s long-term effects on the mental health
of post-secondary students and exploring prevention methods.

K E YWORD S
COVID-19, Mental health, Quarantine, Universities, Students

1 | INTRODUCTION

The ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic has given rise
to a new norm of societal living, consisting of a lifestyle
predominately based on working, studying, and living
from home. Governmental restrictions such as quaran-

tine, lockdown, and curfew have forced individuals to
stay home in an effort to prevent the spread of SARS-
CoV-2. Globally, the public has adapted to the physical
effects of the virus by wearing masks, practicing social
distancing, and performing handwashing/sanitization.
However, society has greatly overlooked the mental
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and social effects of COVID-19. To date, researchers
have conducted minimal in-depth studies on individu-
als’ mental health as a side effect of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. In particular, the young adult population has
been obligated to transform their learning and living
methods over the past year. As a result, the well-being
and mental health of higher education students have
been severely compromised. In recent months, numer-
ous studies of the pandemic’s psychological impact on
university and college students have been undertaken.
Thus far, the research reveals that the COVID-19 public
health crisis has greatly heightened mental health risk
factors, including social isolation, unemployment, inse-
curity, and instability. (1) Also, feelings such as loss
of freedom, separation from loved ones, uncertainty,
and boredom have significantly contributed to the de-
cline in youth mental health. (2) Furthermore, some
studies show increased stress, anxiety, and depression
symptoms in post-secondary participants. (1) Despite
the newly found research regarding the declining men-
tal health of higher education students due to COVID-
19, much work remains to be done. Particularly, pre-
venting stigmatization, raising awareness, and determin-
ing the pandemic’s long-term effects on students are
of utmost importance. In this review, topics including
but not limited to motivation loss, isolation, depression,
anxiety, drinking, substance use, screen time, sleep pat-
terns, self-harm, and suicide will be addressed in the
context of post-secondary students’ mental health dur-
ing COVID-19. The findings from this review will help
to motivate future research on COVID-19’s long-term
mental and social impacts and encourage institutional
action by higher education leaders to preserve the well-
being of students.

2 | METHODS

This review conducted database searches on youthmen-
tal health during COVID-19, through Google Scholar,
PubMed, QJM, and APA PsycInfo. Inclusion criteria
included North American studies conducted between
January 2020 - July 2021 that were published in En-

glish. Additionally, equal emphasis was placed on
peer-reviewed articles, psychiatry research, and credi-
ble news articles that were relevant to student mental
health. Exclusion criteria included studies conducted
prior to COVID-19, with an exception being studies
comparing the state of mental health before and dur-
ing the pandemic. The databases were searched using
variations of the following terms (and their synonyms):
“COVID-19” OR “coronavirus” OR “pandemic” / “young
adult” OR “adolescent” OR “youth” OR “teenager” / “stu-
dent” OR “post-secondary” OR “university” OR “college”
/ “lockdown” OR “quarantine” OR “curfew” / “mental
health” OR “psychological impact” / “social isolation” OR
“loneliness” / “depression” OR “anxiety” OR “PTSD” OR
“stress” / “North America” OR “Canada” OR “U.S.” Re-
sults included a combination of peer-reviewed journals
and abstracts. More than 100 studies were surveyed,
with the final review limited to 12 studies highlighting
the in-depth findings of student mental health during
the pandemic. The final review included 31 publications,
of which 12 were peer-reviewed journals, 5 were psy-
chiatry research pieces, 5 were university published ar-
ticles, 5 were relevant statistical sources, and 4 were im-
portant opinion news articles.

3 | DISCUSSION

3.1 | AWorld of Change

The start of the pandemic uprooted post-secondary stu-
dents across North America from their socially fulfilling
school environments, and the vast majority were sent
home to finish their semester using an entirely new plat-
form: Zoom. (3) On top of the uncertainty surrounding
the rising spread of COVID-19, students were expected
to make a major transition in terms of how they learned
and managed routine daily tasks. Carlos Fuentes, a jour-
nalist for The Beacon Newspaper at the University of
Portland, writes, “Zoom class backgrounds have become
a collage of different houses, varying time zones and a
range of outside stressors that go unseen on camera.”
(3) The years 2020-2021 will be remembered in history
not only for a global pandemic, but also for other over-



Sillcox 3

whelming societal and environmental issues that were
brought to the forefront, including climate disasters, sys-
temic racism, and a tumultuous state of political affairs
in the U.S. During an extended period of isolation, in ad-
dition to profound social, political, and economic unrest,
recent studies have recognized young adults as themost
vulnerable group for depression and anxiety during the
pandemic. (4)Moreover, mental health professionals are
becoming “increasingly alarmed about the deteriorating
mental state of young people, who they say have been
among the most badly affected by a world with a fore-
shortened sense of the future” due to the COVID-19
pandemic. (5)

3.2 | Fatigue and Loss of Motivation

Online learning and its unforeseen consequences were
not an easy adjustment for most higher-level education
students, in turn producing a loss of motivation and in-
spiration while increasing overall fatigue. (3) Studies
show that in-person school environments are crucial for
promoting academicmotivation and social development.
(6) As a Huffington Post article from February 2021 de-
tails, “From a spottyWi-Fi connection, to broken links, a
distracting work environment and poor communication
from professors — virtual education comes with a major
learning curve.” (7) Audio delays and low-resolution calls
require extended attention. (8,9) Without the support
and engagement of in-person learning, students strug-
gle to make it through their online classes and become
susceptible to ‘Zoom Fatigue.’ (8,9) For most students,
video calls expend more energy and require more fo-
cus than face-to-face interactions as non-verbal cues,
tone/pitch of voice, and body language are more chal-
lenging to process online. (9,10) “Our minds are to-
gether when our bodies feel we’re not. That dissonance,
which causes people to have conflicting feelings, is ex-
hausting. You cannot relax into the conversation natu-
rally,” says Gianpiero Petriglieri, an associate professor
at Insead University. (10)

3.3 | Isolation and Loneliness

Moreover, the sudden transition to online learning trig-
gered a strong sense of disconnect for students across
North America. The support systems of university and
college students largely vanished beginning in the spring
of 2020 on account of COVID-19’s isolation require-
ments. (4) A question posed by many schools and uni-
versities was how to “nurture social connection in the
virtual, inherently disconnected environment of the pan-
demic?” (4) Students often experience feelings of lone-
liness and isolation without their friends for extended
periods; therefore, friends serve as mental health pro-
tective factors. (3) The University of Oxford conducted
a virtual longitudinal study, titled Achieving Resilience
During COVID-19 (ARC), with findings highlighting that
young people are lonelier in lockdown than their parents.
(11) Likewise, in a self-response survey of 2,500 U.S.
college students, 80% of participants said they would
be more educationally successful if living with friends
rather than at home. (3) As a Tulane University paper
on loneliness and isolation in COVID-19 states, “Social
support plays a key role in well-being, yet one of the
major preventative efforts for reducing the spread of
COVID-19 involves social distancing.” (12) Even though
social support is a known coping mechanism in times of
crisis, its benefits are limited during the pandemic due
to social distancing and other governmental restrictions
implemented. (12) Additionally, “isolation has also dis-
rupted the usual teenage transition, when young peo-
ple move from belonging to their family to belonging to
their peers,” Dr. Vermeiren, a psychiatrist at Leiden Uni-
versity Medical Center, explains. (5) This developmen-
tal concern causes feelings of emptiness and loneliness,
consequently leading students into a state of despair. (5)

3.4 | Depression, Anxiety, and PTSD

Faced with numerous restrictions, uncertainty, and a
roller coaster of emotions, university and college stu-
dents’ mental health has declined, as evidenced by in-
creased rates of depression, anxiety, and PTSD symp-
toms. (13,14) Researchers from McGill University and
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the University of Toronto proclaim that “the psycho-
logical impacts will be as significant as the physical
health impacts from COVID-19, particularly for vulnera-
ble populations.” (13) Throughout several self-reported
cross-sectionalmental health studies, the prevailing con-
sensus is that post-secondary participants’ levels of
worry, grief, depression, anxiety, and PTSD have in-
creased during COVID-19. (13,14) According to Statis-
tics Canada, younger Canadian participants exhibited
more pronounced moderate to severe symptoms of anx-
iety than older participants throughout the pandemic.
(15) Moreover, February 2021 research from Toronto’s
SickKids Hospital reveals that “greater stress from so-
cial isolation, including both the cancellation of impor-
tant events and the loss of in-person social interactions,
was strongly associated with mental health deteriora-
tion.” (16)

3.5 | Mental Health Prior to Pandemic

Among several studies detailing increasedmental health
and psychological concerns throughout the pandemic,
(17, 18) an exception is a North American longitudinal
study with a sample size of 773 post-secondary stu-
dents – with and without pre-existing mental condi-
tions – examining the differences in mental health re-
sponses from May 2019 (pre-pandemic) and May 2020
(pandemic). (13) Although researchers expected par-
ticipants with pre-existing mental health symptoms to
have heightened psychological distress during the pan-
demic, this hypothesis was disproved. (13) Instead, this
group of participants had similar or better mental health
during the pandemic. (13) Contrarily, the student par-
ticipants with no mental health concerns pre-COVID-
19 developed significant psychological distress during
the pandemic. (13) These results shed light on social
isolation’s impact on individuals previously presenting
with no mental health concerns. However, at this time
there is no affirmative explanation for the unexpected
improved mental health of pre-pandemic mental health
diagnosed participants. (13)

3.6 | Drinking and Substance Use

A cross-sectional anonymous online survey of 1000
youth participants, aged 18-35, studied the correlation
of loneliness during COVID-19 with depression/anxiety
and alcohol/drug use. (19) Researchers found substan-
tial increases in mental health concerns and substance
use due to the pandemic. (19) On top of rising stress
and anxiety levels, young adults tend to follow the ex-
ample set by adults, which is another contributing factor
of substance use during COVID-19. (20) As mentioned
in a Drug Free Kids Canada article, “It is important for
parents to be aware that they may have increased their
own substance use to deal with their stress, and as a con-
sequence, their kids may consider that using substances
is an appropriate way to cope with their uncomfortable
feelings.” (20) As reported by a Nanos Research poll
summary, a quarter of Canadian participants aged 35-
54 increased their drinking patterns during COVID-19
due to stress, boredom, and lack of a regular schedule.
(21) As this participant age group includes many post-
secondary students’ role models, this statistic highlights
the mirror effect of substance use as a coping mecha-
nism on youth during troubling times.

3.7 | Screen Time

Excessive screen time is another negative aspect of the
pandemic on higher education students’ mental health.
From keeping up with and communicating through on-
line learning, social media, news/entertainment, and
loved ones, young adults have spent much longer star-
ing at devices and sitting in front of screens through-
out the lockdown than ever before. (22) According to a
current review of screen time and COVID-19, a survey
recorded that the pandemic caused a 50-70% increase
in internet use, with 50% of that time spent engaging
on social media. (23) Research from an online cross-
sectional study of 932 students in the United Kingdom
shows a correlation between daily screen time and men-
tal health concerns, as measured using the Beck Anxiety
Inventory (BAI) and theBeckDepression Inventory (BDI)
tools, reflecting higher cases of anxiety and depression,
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respectively. (22) This study accounted for potential
confounding factors, and its results are translatable to
North American students. (22) Experts suggest ‘digital
detoxes’ and unplugging for hours or days, which typi-
cally result in increases in productivity, creativity, con-
nections with loved ones, quality sleep, and decreases
in aches/pains. (25) Harvard Pilgrim Health Care claims
that “you can feel the physiological effects almost imme-
diately when initiating a digital detox.” (25)

3.8 | Sleep Patterns

Given that as screen use, particularly before falling
asleep, negatively affects sleep quality, Harvard Health
shows that there is also a strong correlation between
sleep and mental health concerns. (26) Sleep depriva-
tion is known to impact one’s mental health and psy-
chological state. (26) Likewise, individuals with mental
health concerns are more at risk for sleep disorders such
as insomnia. (26) For instance, studies often compare
depression, anxiety, and PTSD with sleep patterns and
sleep disorders. (26). Multiple studies conclude that
most patients who categorized with one or more men-
tal health concerns also experience sleeping problems
or sleeping disorders. (26,27) Generally speaking, sleep
problems increase the risk of developing mental health
symptoms such as depression. (27) As a McGill Univer-
sity sociology student, Erika MacKenzie, explains in her
opinion article speaking on behalf of the student pop-
ulation nationwide, “In conjunction with being drained,
the lack of sleep made me more anxious and depressed,
further inhibitingmy academic performance.” (7)Overall,
“exposure to stimulating content, mobile phone overuse
and phone addiction contribute to hyper arousal in pre-
bedtime period and poor sleep quality,” which cause
excessive daytime sleepiness and contribute to mental
health concerns. (27)

3.9 | Self-Harm and Suicide

With severe isolation, loneliness, stress, and negative
emotions due to COVID-19, some post-secondary stu-
dents face alarming consequences, including self-harm

and suicide. (4) Throughout the pandemic, youth sui-
cide has become the second leading cause of death in
individuals aged 15-24. (4) Research from Providence
St. Joseph Health, a non-profit healthcare system in var-
ious U.S. states, expresses that citizens are greatly at risk
of deaths of despair: deaths from drugs, alcohol, and
suicide. (28) As quoted in their ‘Projected Deaths of De-
spair from COVID-19’ abstract, “Deaths of despair have
been on the rise for the last decade, and in the context of
COVID-19, deaths of despair should be seen as the epi-
demic within the pandemic.” (28) Researchers warn of “a
grim picture of the struggle with lockdown isolation — a
‘mental health pandemic’ that should be treated as seri-
ously as containing the coronavirus.” (5) Throughout the
U.S., schools are announcing severe rises in self-harm
and suicides. (4) Notably, “it is worth remembering that
more young people will die from suicide and road traf-
fic accidents than COVID-19 this year.” (11) In essence,
students feel that they have sacrificed more than a year
of their youth to protect their elders, and in the process,
they have experienced devastating side effects. (11)

3.10 | Available Resources

With the accumulation of complex challenges faced by
higher education students, school counsellors should
not be the only resource available; instead, post-
secondary institutions have an ongoing obligation to
monitor their students’ mental health, both before and
after returning to campus. As the return to on-campus
learning becomes a reality for upcoming semesters,
post-secondary institutions must take responsibility for
their student body and prioritize the mental health
of their students. The Mental Health Commission of
Canada reports the following:

Three out of every four mental health problems have
been first diagnosed between the ages of 16 and 24,
when many are in or just out of post-secondary edu-
cation. In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic heightened
many of the issues students were already facing, mak-
ing it even more challenging for institutions to support
them. (29)

It is imperative for higher education leaders to ac-
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knowledge such obligations and to initiate changes on
campus, both remotely and in person. Post-secondary
students should havemultiplemethods and resources at
their disposal to discuss their well-being, mental health,
and other concerns. School counsellors are indispens-
able; however, “they can’t be the only office on cam-
pus responsible for students’ mental health. Adminis-
trators and faculty and staff members all have a role to
play in ensuring that students are not only surviving but
also thriving.” (30) Educational institutions have a duty
to perform as it cannot be expected that such a frag-
ile age group can simply return to campus as if COVID-
19 never happened. Thus, as the real impact of COVID-
19 makes itself apparent, there is an institutional obliga-
tion to monitor and provide ongoing outreach and coun-
selling services for as long as the demand warrants.

4 | CONCLUSION

4.1 | Future Research

The COVID-19 pandemic has touched hundreds of mil-
lions of people physically and taken the lives of over
5 million individuals, (31) yet the resultant mental and
social aspects cannot be ignored. Post-secondary stu-
dents across North America have experienced incredi-
bly damaging effects to their mental health triggered by
social isolation and online learning. This crisis should
not be taken lightly as it becomes a growing concern
the longer the pandemic continues, and the longer stu-
dents are kept away from their normal social lives and
in-person education. Consequently, long-term men-
tal health concerns arise, including depression, anxiety,
PTSD, substance abuse, screen-overuse, and sleep is-
sues. “Education changes the way we perceive the
world and behave in relation to others, and this affects
our brain directly. The consequences for youth devel-
opment in the years to come could be vast, with im-
pacts likely on self-control, social competence and log-
ical deduction amongst other cognitive abilities.” (11)
Higher education institutions are well aware of the men-
tal health damage over the past year. This early research
is fuelling their efforts to get students back to in-person

learning as quickly as possible without circumventing
safety. Nonetheless, there is an urgent need for further
research on COVID-19’s long-term impact on the men-
tal health of post-secondary students. Then, armedwith
facts, prevention and intervention by schools, communi-
ties, and governmentmust be prioritized to preserve the
well-being of our youth.
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