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Student mental health

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health has been widely
publicised[1], and experienced first-hand by a huge proportion of the UK
population. This decline in mental health has been linked to a range of
factors, including isolation, financial pressures, health fears, and
concerns for friends and families.
Recent surveys have focused on the experiences of students in
particular, who have had their studies hugely disrupted, as well as
facing high levels of uncertainty around their futures. Growing
economic concerns and increasing unemployment levels[2] have left many
students fearful of their post-graduation job prospects.
A survey from the National Union of Students[3] found that 52% of
students believed their mental health had deteriorated since the
COVID-19 outbreak, with only 29% of these students seeking support.
A survey by mental health charity Mind[4] found even more shocking
results – with 73% of students reporting that their mental health had
declined during the subsequent lockdown.

[5]
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At a time when mental health concerns are arguably at an all-time
high, we were interested in finding out students’ perceptions of the
pastoral care they have received during the COVID-19 pandemic, as
well as the impact the pandemic has had on their mental health. We
therefore conducted a survey with 1,055 UK-based students in late
2020 to explore these issues.

Minding the majority

In line with findings from Mind[4], we found that almost three-quarters
of students felt their mental health had been negatively impacted during
the COVID-19 pandemic. 19% of students believed their mental health
had not changed, whilst 6% believed it had been positively impacted.

72% of students
reported a decline in
mental health during
the pandemic

Some differences were found based on student demographics. Female
respondents were more likely to report a decline (76%) than male
respondents (62%). Note that 80% of non-binary respondents reported a
decline, although this is based on a small sample, therefore these results
are not statistically robust.
LGBT+ respondents were slightly more likely to suggest they had
experienced a negative impact on their mental health (77%), compared to
students who identified as heterosexual (73%).
We found no differences in the impact on mental health dependent on
study level (i.e. undergraduate or postgraduate) or by student age.
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A perceived lack of support

Students were asked about their perceptions of the support they had
received from their university during the pandemic. Only 41% agreed
that they had been provided with enough pastoral care during the
pandemic, with 30% disagreeing.

30% of students felt they
had not been provided
with enough pastoral care
by their university

Furthermore, less than half of respondents (47%) agreed that they trust
their university’s decisions related to COVID-19 to be best for their
physical and mental health. This breach in trust is worrying, as it is likely
vital to a continued positive relationship with the university after the
pandemic – both as a student, and post-graduation as a member of the
alumni community (see Shift Learning's alumni engagement research report
to find out more about the importance of trust).

A lack of contact

Open responses from the survey suggested a number of factors
exacerbating feelings of isolation and a lack of support. This included
communication issues, related to short- and long-term changes,
particularly around exams, which had heightened anxiety.
“Lack of timely communication, uncertainty, lack of
adequate planning.”
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Other comments were connected to a lack of social opportunities,
including loneliness following the disruption to face-to-face teaching, and
perceptions that online support had not been ramped up. The cancellation
of society meetings without online alternatives was detrimental to some
students, who felt these socials were a lifeline.
Some students felt there was a lack of consideration and understanding
from academic teams. These comments indicated a desire for more
assessment extension opportunities, to account for the added pressures
during this unsettling period.
“Little support and guidance regarding academic work and
mental health. Students are not entitled to extensions
unless they have had COVID-19. That means that whilst
many students will have self-isolated due to living with
somebody with a positive test, they do not fall under that
category. The university also fails to acknowledge that not
having access to Wi-Fi is a problem, nobody contacted us to
even ask if we had access to Wi-Fi. It’s almost assumed that
Wi-Fi is a given, when in fact it is a luxury. Very little support
from the university on a whole.”

Some respondents were vocal about a perceived lack of mental health
support services, which indicated a lack of awareness of available
support, or a short supply of services at a time when demand is high.
"They talk a lot about welfare but most of the welfare
services are either unavailable or facing huge delays. They
are just saying that they understand the difficulties we’re
facing but not actually doing much about it.”

We have further explored student views on university COVID-19
responses in our 'Speaking up' white paper.
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What lessons can be learnt?

Universities have faced huge challenges in responding to the impact
of COVID-19, made more difficult by a lack of clear or prompt
government guidance. This has led to confusion throughout the
sector, and uncertainty around the best strategies to put in place.
Over the months, universities have had more time to put services
in place to support students, as well as to ease the move to online
learning and assessments.
It is clear that a lack of certainty has contributed to student anxiety,
therefore regular communication is essential to ensure students
feel supported and not forgotten. Encouraging online socialising
amongst students, as well as facilitating the continued activity of
student societies, will help to counter feelings of loneliness.
While many mental health support services were in place before the
COVID-19 pandemic, students may not be aware of this provision,
or demand may outstrip availability. This should be a priority area for
resourcing, and funding should also be provided to mental health
charities where possible.
It is also clear that COVID-19 has disproportionately impacted
marginalised groups in the UK[6]. As universities focus on widening
participation amongst students of colour, as well as LGBT+ and
disabled students, additional care should be provided for these
groups to ensure they are adequately supported.
If you are interested in conducting research into sustainability,
including mental health and the impact of COVID-19, or want to speak
to one of our experts, please email Senior Research Manager
elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk or call 0207 253 8959.
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About Shift Insight

Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research
consultancy – originally focused solely on education, but then
expanding into the complementary areas of Membership and
Sustainability, alongside Learning.
Shift Sustainability are experts in market research, consultation and
materiality assessments, enabling us to identify and address global and
local challenges. In this age of shifting mindsets and competing priorities,
where success comes to those who listen and adapt, we give
organisations the evidence and insight they need to make a real impact.
To find out more about us, including our other public-facing
research reports, please visit our website: shift-sustainability.co.uk.

Professional ethics
We are long-term members of both the Market Research Society and
European Society for Opinion and Market Research. We are also
registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office and inform them of
any personal information held. Our researchers fully abide by:
The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR
The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research
The MRS Code of Conduct.
In addition, we are proud to be a Certified B Corporation™ –
one of only a few agencies to have gained this recognition.
B Corps are for-profit companies that use the power of
business to build a more inclusive and sustainable economy.
They meet the highest verified standards of social and
environmental performance, transparency, and accountability.
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