Memorandum 3
Impact of Covid 19 on students
The social distancing measures taken by the authorities in response to Covid 19 have had
major economic and psychological consequences on the population. In particular, students
were subject to major disruption.
Social science research has shown that students constitute a fragile social category, more
prone to anxiety than the rest of the population and thus particularly exposed during major
upheavals such as the Covid 19 epidemic (1). Several studies carried out or in progress
highlight the impact of measures against Covid 19, in particular containment, on the
mental health of students (2). More studies should now focus on the medium- and longterm consequences for students, in particular the consequences of educational changes at
university and the economic and social consequences of the current crisis (3).

Students: a social category particularly prone to mental health
problems and external stressors.
The mental health of students has been the subject of considerable research. As this study
in the World Pandemic Research Network database shows students are more prone to
mental health problems than the general population. In particular, 1 in 4 students have
symptoms of depression and 1 in 10 have suicidal thoughts. Several stress factors have
been put forward to explain this phenomenon: academic competition with their peers, the
need to adjust to new geographical and social environments, uncertainty about the future
or financial insecurity for some of them.
In addition to these elements, research has shown the impact that external events can
have on mental health. The SARS epidemic in 2003, for example, is estimated to have
had a very negative impact on the mental health of the population in Hong Kong. Thus
the coronavirus epidemic and the measures taken by the authorities to respond to it may
constitute an additional stressor on a population already more prone to anxiety than
average and requiring special attention.

Early studies point to a complex link between Covid 19 and student
mental health.
Students have had to adapt to two types of public health measures taken in response
to the Covid 19 epidemic: general measures of social distancing affecting the general
population but also measures specific to the academic sphere. Two studies in the WPRN
database have analysed in detail the impacts of the containment and physical closure of
universities on the mental health of cohorts of students.
A Swiss study compared the psychological state of students during the first two weeks of
confinement and during similar periods prior to the epidemic.
The majority of the students remained socially integrated, but a minority of individuals,
already vulnerable and experiencing social difficulties, found themselves further isolated.
Students perceived negative but also positive changes in the situation. The majority were
more depressed, anxious, stressed and socially isolated. However, some felt free from the
social pressure and stress of competing for academic success. A similar Dutch study found
no change in the mental health of the students in the sample analysed. On the contrary
and surprisingly, the study seems to show a decrease in the feeling of loneliness, which
could be explained by a strengthening of strong (family) bonds and a sense of common
belonging in the face of adversity.
The findings of the study encourage the authorities to implement better support focused
on the most isolated students. Universities are encouraged to develop more study groups,
mentoring and psychological counselling. Preventive measures to monitor students should
also be put in place beforehand during periods when an external stress factor is identified,
as also recommended by a psychiatry study assessing with more hindsight the psychological
impact on Chinese students.
These studies are need to be completed. They focus on the early period of confinement, but
the mental health of the students requires long-term monitoring. Several ongoing studies
in the WPRN database should provide a more global understanding of the phenomenon. In
particular, this large study which will analyse the consequences of Covid 19 on the mental
health of students in 27 countries, this study which focuses on the this study which looks
at the prevalence of mental health disorders in France, and this American study which aims
to evaluate the impact of environmental modifications and Covid 19 on the well-being of
students.

The medium- and long-term consequences for students, including
educational disruption at the university and the economic
consequences of the crisis created by Covid 19 require further study.
Social distancing measures at the university have led to educational disruption. Courses
are taught entirely at a distance, exchange semesters abroad and many internships have
been cancelled. Uncertainty predominated during the period, putting students in difficulty.
An Ifop survey shows that, the effectiveness of the new teaching measures is questioned
by 61% of the students. As these measures seem to become long-term, their effects need
to be analysed in more detail. The French pedagogical «discontinuities» study available on
WPRN aims at highlighting the consequences of the pedagogical modifications caused by
Covid and could provide leads for understanding.
The economic consequences of Covid 19 on students seem to be insufficiently studied
for the moment. The loss of jobs and studentsummer internships, and the difficulties for
the integration of young graduates in a context of recession must be better quantified.
The issue of social inequalities between students created or increased by the Covid 19
epidemic (unequal conditions of remote work, increased financial and cultural inequalities
in educational success) should be studied further. Several studies focus on the analysis of
educational inequalities related to Covid 19, but data are lacking on inequalities between
students.
The theme of intra- and inter-state mobility could also be a relevant subject of study. A
pronounced relocation of places of study close to their geographical origin of students
seems to be expressed in the choices of high school students, suggesting important
consequences for universities.
In short, the confinment measures appear to have had a moderate impact on the mental
health of students, although an already fragile minority of students appears to be
experiencing increased isolation. Current studies focus on the well-being and mental health
of students. Many more studies are needed, some already underway, to analyze in detail
the consequences of educational changes at the university and the economic and social
consequences of the Covid 19 crisis. University authorities are encouraged to follow the
results of these future studies closely, to increase their monitoring of the most vulnerable
students and to set up upstream prevention systems to deal with future external shocks,
whether epidemic or of another nature.
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Appendix
Several studies from the World Pandemic Research Network resource base were used
to produce this note.

Major studies showing the impact of Covid 19 on the mental
health of students.
https://wprn.org/item/435252
Elmer, Timon. «Students under lockdown: Assessing change in students’ social networks
and mental health during the COVID-19 crisis.
This study of Swiss students conducted during the first weeks of confinement in April shows
that the level of stress, anxiety, loneliness and depressive symptoms worsened among the
students. The study emphasizes that more support should have been given to the students
so that they would not be left to deal with the loneliness. It also stresses the need to anticipate
the public health consequences of social distancing measures.
https://wprn.org/item/421052
Fried, Eiko. «Covid19 mental health project».
This study analysed the psychological consequences of the pandemic on 80 Dutch students
during the two weeks following the closure of their university in March. The main findings
show, contrary to expectations, that the level of mental well-being did not change with the
pandemic. The level of loneliness decreased, possibly due to the community spirit created
by the pandemic and the extra time students were given to socialize.

Most promising ongoing studies measuring the impact of Covid
19 on the student population
https://wprn.org/item/410252
Wathelet, Marielle. «Psychiatric consequences of quarantine related to the Covid-19
pandemic on university students»
The purpose of this study is to study the prevalence of mental health disorders among
French students as a result of containment measures.
https://wprn.org/item/435352
Van De Velde, Sarah. «COVID-19 International Student Well-Being Study».
This study will collect a large amount of data from 27 countries to verify
the hypothesis that Covid 19-related measures significantly impact student well-being.
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https://wprn.org/item/416652
Gruber, June. «Affective Mechanisms of Adjustment in First-Year College Students During
the COVID-19 Pandemic».
This ongoing American study surveys 2400 first-year students to evaluate the emotional
consequences of their entry to university by taking into account the context of Covid 19.
https://wprn.org/item/442752
Charles, Nora. «Impact of COVID-19 on mental health and alcohol use of college students».
This study aims to measure the impact of Covid on alcohol consumption and perceived
stress among students based on an online survey of American students.
https://wprn.org/item/419852
Nice, Benjamin. «Educational (Dis)continuity».
This ongoing investigation aims to measure the consequences of educational discontinuity
caused by Covid from kindergarten to university.

Other studies cited
Chinese psychiatric study showing a negative impact of Covid 19 on the mental health of
students.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165178120305400
Study analysing the impact of the SARS epidemic on the perception of wellbeing in Hong
Kong in 2003.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3298267/

