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Abstract
The effects of Covid-19 have been felt worldwide and one population that are of increasing concern are university students.
University students have endured unique and drastic changes to their everyday and academic lives. It is important to understand how university students in different parts of the world have been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic and how it has
affected their mental health? A cross-sectional study was conducted during the first wave of Covid-19, in May 2020 with
2,006 university students from the UK, Italy, Germany and Spain. Participants were recruited online and were asked to
complete a series of standardised measures of psychological distress, anxiety, flourishing and wellbeing. Attitudes towards
Covid-19 were measured using a new scale. The factor structure and reliability of this new scale was confirmed using this
European sample. Results indicated that all university students were suffering from poor mental health, considerably below
pre-pandemic norms. There were many geographical differences in the way that university students perceived the Covid19
pandemic, in terms of their fears, anxieties, loneliness and positivity. There were also significant mental health comparisons
between students from the UK, Italy, Germany and Spain. Student beliefs that their government had provided effective
leadership during the Covid-19 pandemic were strongly related to numerous mental health outcomes. A picture of university students’ mental health is provided and discussed. Geographical comparisons are discussed, as are the implications for
practice and future directions.
Keywords Wellbeing · University Students · Covid-19 · Anxiety · Psychological Distress · Flourishing

Introduction
Germany and Italy were among the first European countries
to report confirmed Covid-19 cases at the end of January and
beginning of February 2020. It was not until March 2020
that the World Health Organisation declared Covid-19 to
be a pandemic and by July 2020 there were 3.31 million
Covid-19 cases in Europe (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 2021). Different governments around
Europe are taking a wide range of measures in response
to the Covid-19 outbreak and are divergent in the timing,
duration and extent of their responses. The Covid-19 pandemic is being experienced differently by each country and
the way in which each countries government handles the
pandemic will have a huge influence on the perception and
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experience of the pandemic by individuals of society. The
Covid-19 pandemic is affecting all of Europe and while the
incidence of cases are broadly growing, the number of cases
and subsequent hospitalisations and deaths are varying. Four
countries which have been affected by the Covid-19 outbreak, particularly early on in the pandemic, are Italy, Spain,
Germany and the United Kingdom. Each of these countries
have had a unique experience and governmental reaction to
the pandemic.

Italy
The first case of Covid-19 in Italy was confirmed on the 31st
January, when two Chinese tourists tested positive in Rome.
It was around three weeks later, on the 2 3rd of February, that
the Italian government announced twelve ‘red zones’ and
set out strict containment measures for the most affected
territories (Sanfelici, 2020). It was not until the 8 th of March
that schools and universities were closed. When the World
Health Organisation declared the Covid-19 pandemic, the
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Italian government extended regional lockdowns to the
whole country (Villani et al., 2021) which saw all social
gatherings prohibited, no movement between different
regions and all non-essential businesses closed. However,
by the 11th of March there were already over 12,000 cases
in Italy and over 800 deaths (Ministry of Health 2020b).
In May, some restrictions were relaxed and by the 3rd of
June, people were allowed to move freely between different
regions.

Spain
The first recorded case of Covid-19 in Spain, was on the
31st of January 2020 and the first death was reported on the
13th of February 2020. On the 12th of March, there were just
over 3000 confirmed cases of Covid-19 and 87 deaths in
Spain, centred on Madrid. By the 1 3th of March, there were
confirmed cases in all regions of Spain. In order to suppress the spread of the virus and in line with governmental
regulations, schools and universities were closed for 15 days
between the 16th and 30th of March 2020. It was announced
that Government.
Ministers were among the 3000 people infected. On the
3rd of April, 950 Spanish residents were declared dead from
Covid-19 in a single 24-h period, which was the highest
number in the world recorded in a single day at that time.
Cases began to decline in May and June 2020.

Germany
Germany was the second European country, after France,
to confirm a case of Covid-19, on the 27th of January in
Bavaria. By mid to late February, clusters of the virus
were reported and on the 9 th of March, the first deaths were
announced. Schools and universities were closed on the 1 3th
of March. By the middle of March, the federal government
and universities agreed that face-to-face teaching would
be replaced with digital learning until summer 2021. On
the 15th of March, all borders were closed. On the 22nd of
March, the German government continued by imposing curfews on residents and by prohibiting physical contact with
more than one person from outside their own household. By
April 15th 2020, the first phase of relaxing restrictions was
announced, which continued throughout May 2020.

United Kingdom
In the UK, the first case of coronavirus was reported on the
31st of January 2020 in York.
Over the next few days, cases were confirmed around the
UK and on the 3 rd of March the British government revealed
their Coronavirus Action Plan, stating that widespread
transmission of the virus was highly likely. The first death
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was recorded on the 5th of March and by the 12th of March
supermarkets were forced to limit the purchase of items such
as toilet roll and soap, due to bulk buying. On the 1 6th of
March, the Prime Minister advised against non-essential
travel and a day later the NHS unveiled their plans to postpone non-urgent operations, to free up over 30,000 hospital
beds. By the 20th of March, public venues were closed and
three days later lockdown restrictions were announced that
saw a stay-at-home order in place for at least three weeks.
On the same day, face-to-face teaching on campuses was suspended, in favour of virtual delivery of lectures. Exams were
cancelled and graduation ceremonies postponed. Many universities in the UK were criticized for their abrupt response
to the pandemic, with some forcing international students
to return home with very little notice, many of whom had to
travel to countries with poor healthcare systems.
Lockdown restrictions continued into April and May
2020. On the 5th of May, the UK had the second highest
daily death toll in the world and a contradictory broadcast
was televised, that left the British public confused about
rules and restrictions. On the 25th of May, the Prime Minister’s advisor, Dominic Cummings, was caught breaching
lockdown rules but by June 2020, lockdown was easing
slowly across the country.

The Impact of Covid‑19 on University
Students
The rapid spread of the coronavirus pandemic, since the
first outbreak in Wuhan, China in December 2019, has had
a profound effect on university students across the globe
(Aristovnik et al., 2020). Already a population who are
susceptible to poor mental health (Kross et al., 2013), university students have encountered additional challenges and
adversities caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. These have
included imminent threats to their personal health, financial
strain and uncertainty, risk of unemployment or redundancy,
social distancing measures and isolation, loneliness and limited access to basic necessities, such as food and medicine
(Wright et al., 2020). In the wider general population, there
have been continuous reports of increased depression, anxiety, loneliness, sleeping difficulties, self-harm and suicidal
ideation (Fancourt et al., 2020). On top of this, university
students have suffered from radical disruption to their learning. Higher education institutions were forced to close, in
order to help suppress the spread of the virus. A prolonged
closure of face-to-face teaching at universities due to stricter
social distancing guidelines, demanded a transition towards
a virtual approach to teaching. In fact, over 1.5 billion students were now learning from home (UNESCO, 2020). Educational changes during the pandemic have been associated
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with a lack of motivation, frustration, boredom and anxiety
(Aristovnik et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020).
A number of students have started sharing their frustrations and stress due to a lack of social contact that has
caused elevated levels of anxiety and depression (Huckins
et al., 2020). Many have also expressed worry about being
far from home, with a large proportion of young adults moving away from home for the first time to attend university.
The closure of university campuses has also left students in
a moral dilemma, about whether to return home and potentially compromise the health of their loved ones (Zhai & Du,
2020). International students, many of whom have moved
to a new country to study at university, typically experience
greater isolation, loneliness and reduced overall wellbeing (Burns et al., 2020), further amplified by the Covid-19
pandemic, that prevents them from acclimatising to their
new environment. Students living away from home have to
encounter the physical, social, financial and psychological
struggles caused by Covid-19, without the usual comforts of
their social support circles. Not only have university students
experienced drastic changes to their everyday life and education, but there is also huge uncertainty about how the pandemic will impact the labour market (Marinoni et al., 2020).
Indeed, students are concerned about the repercussions of
Covid-19 on their future career prospects (Aristovnik et al.,
2020; Browning et al., 2021).
Previous studies on global health epidemics, suggest
that long-term psychological issues are inevitable, causing
major impact to all aspects of societies over a long period of
time (Wright et al., 2020;). It is therefore not surprising that
research has increasingly highlighted the detrimental impact
that the Covid-19 pandemic has had on the mental health of
university students around the world (Browning et al., 2021;
Cao et al., 2020; Fancourt et al., 2020) all reporting negative implications including fear, anxiety, stress, loneliness,
substance use, binge drinking, weight gain, depression and
suicidal ideation. In fact, research has demonstrated that the
prevalence of anxiety, depression and other common mental
health problems, have been considerably higher in European
university students, compared to the general population (Villani et al., 2021). For the most part, empirical research has
demonstrated a significant decline in mental health across
the university student population (Browning et al., 2021;
Villani et al., 2021). Such that, university students are at
great risk of poor mental health during the Covid-19 pandemic and beyond. Recent calls have been announced for
research to better understand student wellbeing (Burns et al.,
2020) and Covid-19 has exacerbated this. Protecting the
mental health of university students is of top priority and so
the development and delivery of appropriate mental health
support services is vital (Zhai & Du, 2020), to help guide
and support students through these challenging times and in
the future after the pandemic. There are currently insufficient

efforts to acknowledge and understand the mental health
ramifications of the pandemic on university students. A
delayed response could have long-term consequences for
students beyond the pandemic (Browning et al., 2021). For
educating institutions to support their students efficiently,
more needs to be known about the risk factors, and physical,
psychological and educational impacts. Research into this
is timely and will provide important knowledge that will be
beneficial to understand and address key issues during and
after the pandemic, to support students in higher education.
After all, the Covid-19 pandemic will result in far reaching
and long-standing implications for the education and wellbeing of university students (Browning et al., 2021), and
will produce major structural changes to higher education
(Aristovnik et al., 2020).
Conversely, one study carried out in Germany using a
large sample of university students reported no significant
differences in general health, stress, and depression between
2019, before the pandemic, and 2020, during the pandemic,
(Voltmer et al., 2021). Previous experience of mental illness
(Voltmer et al., 2021), along with the presence of cultural
factors could promote different mental health effects in students throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. For instance, one
study found that the anxiety and depression of university
students during the pandemic was most reliant on previous mental health problems as opposed to Covid-19 related
factors (Voltmer et al., 2021). Cultural beliefs and values
also represent a vital factor towards mental illness. Indeed,
a student’s cultural background and belief’s influence their
perspective of mental illness and dictates the way in which
they describe their own mental health (Satcher, 2001). Factors that are imperative to preventing mental illness such as
familial support, help seeking behaviours and availability
of mental health resources are also dependent on culture
(Satcher, 2001).

The Present Study
Previous research has provided contrasting geographical differences in the way that university students are feeling the
effects of the Covid-19 pandemic (Aristovnik et al., 2020).
It is important to understand how university students in different parts of the world have been affected by the Covid-19
pandemic and how it has altered their mental health. Diverse
student populations make understanding cultural differences
a prominent and important matter. Only a small number of
research papers have investigated a sample of students from
more than one higher education institution (Aristovnik et al.,
2020). The current study aimed to highlight what life was
like for university students in four different European countries during the first wave of Covid-19. Further, this study
aimed to provide a picture of the current state of mental
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health during the Covid-19 pandemic among university students from the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain. These four
countries were carefully selected and were chosen based
on the incidence of Covid-19 cases early in the outbreak,
numbers of hospitalisations and deaths and also differences in how each countries government was dealing with
the outbreak. For instance, the growth of Covid-19 cases
was similar in Germany than the other European countries
but Germany was reporting less severe impacts. This study
also aimed to make comparisons of how university students
from the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain perceived different
aspects of the Covid-19 pandemic, including fears, loneliness, positive outlook and government responses.
There are three main research questions for this study:
(1) How do perceptions of Covid-19 compare between
university students from the UK, Germany, Italy and
Spain?
(2) How do mental health outcomes compare between
university students from the UK, Germany, Italy and
Spain?
(3) How do perceptions of government responses during
the Covid-19 pandemic compare between European
university students?
Due to the unprecedented nature of Covid-19 and the
impact of the outbreak is unparalleled in modern civilisation, it was difficult to predict or hypothesise the outcomes
of the study. This research is exploratory in nature and aims
to look at how the mental health of university students from
these four European countries have been impacted by the
Covid-19 pandemic.

Method
Design
This was a cross-sectional study using several standardized
measures. This study was conducted using Prolific, an online
platform designed to recruit participants whereby they are
financially rewarded for taking part in research.

Participants
Participants were 2,006 university students, both male
(n = 704) and female (n = 1,289). The majority of participants were between the ages of 18 and 23 (76.2%), with
an average age of 23 (M = 22.89). Participants were mostly
studying in the UK (n = 1,578), but the sample also included
university students from Italy (n = 258), Germany (n = 111)
and Spain (n = 58). See Table 1 for a full breakdown of
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Table 1  Demographic characteristics of the participant sample
Demographic Characteristic
Gender

Age

Country of Study

Male
Female
Prefer not to say
18–19
20–21
22–23
24–30
31–40
41 +
UK (UK)
Italy
Germany
Spain

No. of
participants

Percentage
of sample
(%)

704
1289
13
415
738
376
310
113
54
1578
259
111
58

35.1
64.3
.6
20.7
36.8
18.7
15.5
5.6
2.7
78.7
12.9
5.5
2.9

participant demographics. These four countries were
selected due to their early involvement in the outbreak of
Covid-19 in Europe and the varied government responses to
the pandemic. The use of Prolific as a recruitment platform
allows you to screen for eligible participants using custom
pre-screening criteria. Participants were deemed eligible to
take part in the study if they were a university students who
were living in either of the selected European countries.

Materials
Attitudes Towards COVID‑19 (ATC‑19)
This 23-item scale, which measures attitudes towards Covid19, was developed by the authors. All items were generated using a deductive method of item generation. Items
were based on the questions frequently asked of medical
professionals in the NHS and previous research into the
psychological effects of SARS (Wong et al., 2005). Items
generated by the authors were subjected to review by the
expert opinion of psychology professors and researchers,
frequently used as an accepted analysis of content validity
(Ladhari, 2010). Although, a combination of deductive and
inductive methods of item generation are preferred (DeVellis, 2003), the unprecedented and rapid advance of Covid19, rendered it impossible to adopt an inductive method of
item generation. Participants rated their responses along a
10-point rating scale, which includes positively and negatively worded items. Exploratory Factor Analysis using a
British sample (n = 1,281) of university students (Authors
et al. 2020) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis using a European sample of university students (n = 2,006), confirmed
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the factor structure of the scale. The ATC-19 encompasses
three factors: Fears and Anxieties about Covid-19, Positivity
during Covid-19 and Loneliness during Covid-19 (Authors
et al. 2020). Internal reliability analysis using a sample of
British university students (n = 1,281) demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha estimate of 0.75 (Authors et al. 2020) while this
study presented a Cronbach’s alpha estimate of 0.67 using a
European sample of university students (n = 2,006).

Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation (CORE‑10)
CORE-10 is a 10-item measure of psychological distress,
adapted from the original 34 item CORE-OM (Barkham
et al., 2013). This scale is rated on a five-point frequency
of occurrence basis, from “not at all” to “most or all of the
time,” in response to items such as “I have felt panic or terror” and “I have had difficulty getting to sleep or staying
asleep”. The reliability and validity of this scale is well
tested and widely confirmed, including test–retest reliability, internal consistency reliability and convergent validity
(Barkham et al., 2013), as the scale is commonly used in
community services and Improving Access to Psychological
Therapy (APT) services. Internal reliability of the CORE-10
using the current sample of European students was 0.84.

PERMA‑Profiler
The PERMA-Profiler is a 23-item measure of flourishing, developed by Butler and Kern (2016). Total PERMA
score consists of five PERMA subscales: positive emotions,
engagement, relationships, meaning and accomplishments,
each being measured by three items. This scale also measures physical health, negative emotion, loneliness and overall happiness. This scale is scored on a 10-point rating scale.
For example, one item asks “How much of the time do you
feel you are making progress towards accomplishing your
goals?” with anchors of 0 (“Never”) and 10 (“Always”). This
scale has been extensively validated and tested cross-culturally and has consistently shown good internal and crosstime reliability, and good content, convergent and divergent
validity (Butler & Kern, 2016). For the overall flourishing
score, the internal reliability from this study on Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.86.

Generalised Anxiety Disorder Scale (GAD‑7)
The GAD-7 is a 7-item measure of generalised anxiety that
is often used as a screening tool within clinical settings.
This scale is rated on a four-point frequency of occurrence
basis, from “not at all” to “nearly every day,” on items such
as “becoming easily annoyed or irritable”. The GAD-7 has
been shown to have good internal reliability as well as good
factorial and construct validity (Tiirikainen et al., 2019).

Cronbach’s Alpha of the GAD-7 using the present data was
0.89.

Office for National Statistics Subjective Wellbeing
Scale (ONS‑4)
This is a short, 4-item measure of subjective wellbeing,
adapted from the ONS Annual Population Survey (ONS,
2018). Four items focus on life satisfaction, worthwhile life,
happiness, and anxiety. For example, one item focused on
life worth asks “Overall, to what extent do you feel that
the things you do in your life are worthwhile?” The ONS-4
items are scored in the form of a rating scale from 0 (“Not
at all”) to 10 (“Completely”). These four well-being questions have been used by the government for a wide range of
surveys and have been part of the Annual Population Survey
since April 2011 and is shown to be a reliable and valid
measure of well-being.

Procedure
First, participants were asked to read some information
about the online study and were asked to confirm their
written informed consent if they were willing to take part.
Participants were made aware that their participation in the
research is voluntary. Participants were asked to provide
demographic details and were then asked to complete a
series of questionnaires. These were the Attitudes towards
COVID-19, CORE-10, PERMA-Profiler, GAD-7 and ONS4. Participants were thanked for their time and were paid
£1.50 for 12 min of their time, equating to an hourly rate
of £7.50. The survey was open for 2 days, (12th. to 1 4th.
of May 2020), until the survey had received its target of
2,006 responses. At this time, all four European countries
were experiencing either regional or nation-wide lockdown
restrictions.

Data Analysis
This study aimed to make comparisons of how university
students from the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain perceived
different aspects of the Covid-19 pandemic. Also, this study
aimed to investigate the psychological effects of the Covid19 pandemic on university students from four different
European countries. Data were analysed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (IBM SPSS, version 25). To
test the factor structure of the ATC-19 scale using a European sample of university students, a Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) was carried out. Then, a series of one-way
non-parametric ANOVAs (Kruskal–Wallis Test) were conducted to determine any geographical differences in attitudes

13

Current Psychology

towards Covid-19. Pairwise comparisons using Dunn’s test
were calculated to more accurately determine any significant differences between individual countries. Then, to test
whether mental health outcomes were different for university
students from the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain, a series of
one-way between-subjects ANOVA tests were conducted.
Finally, a Pearson’s bivariate correlation was carried out to
determine whether the extent to which students felt their
government was providing effective leadership in relation to
Covid-19 was related to numerous mental health outcomes.

Results
To determine whether the research data were normally distributed, the Kolmogorov–Smirnov normality test was used.
Gender was non-normally distributed, with skewness of
0.488 (SE = 0.055) and kurtosis of -1.33 (SE = 0.109). The
age of participants was normally distributed, with skewness
of 0.727 (SE = 0.055) and kurtosis of -0.112 (SE = 0.109).
RQ1—How do Attitudes Towards COVID‑19 Compare
Between University Students from the UK, Germany, Italy
and Spain? Confirmatory Factor Analysis on the sample of
European university students confirmed that the Attitudes
towards Covid-19 Scale has three sub-scales: Fears and
Anxieties about the Covid-19 pandemic, Positivity during
the Covid-19 pandemic and Loneliness during the Covid19 pandemic. Levene’s test for equality of variances was
non-significant for each factor and so equal variances were
assumed. Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics for European university students’ responses to each factor.
Analysis was carried out to test whether attitudes towards
Covid-19 (Fears and Anxieties about Covid-19, Positivity
during Covid-19 and Loneliness during Covid-19) were different for university students from the UK, Germany, Italy
and Spain. As the data did not meet the assumption of homogeneity of variance, a series of one-way non-parametric
ANOVAs (Kruskal–Wallis Test) were conducted.
Firstly, a Kruskal–Wallis Test revealed significant differences in Fears and Anxieties about Covid-19 scores between
the four samples of students, H(3) = 45.161, p < 0.001, demonstrating a weak effect using Epsilon-square (ε2) of 0.02. A
post-hoc test using Dunn’s test with Bonferroni correction
indicated that British students’ Fear and Anxieties scores
were observed to be significantly higher than German
(p =  < 0.001) and Italian (p < 0.001) students.
Second, a Kruskal–Wallis Test revealed significant
differences in Positivity during Covid-19 scores between
students, H(3) = 14.042, p = 0.003, ε2 = 0.01, indicating
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Table 2  Comparing attitudes towards Covid-19 for university students from the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain
Covid-19 Factor

Country of Study Mean SD

Fears and anxieties about Covid19

UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total

Positivity during Covid-19

Loneliness during Covid-19

35.32
30.12
31.17
33.14
34.43
13.95
12.13
12.77
13.52
13.68
16.53
14.42
15.78
12.45
16.20

11.63
10.45
10.68
12.44
11.60
5.81
5.92
6.30
7.41
5.96
7.21
8.60
8.31
7.98
7.50

Notes: UK (n = 1,578); Italy (n = 259); Germany (n = 111), Spain
(n = 58); Total (n = 2,006). SD = standard deviation

a weak effect. Dunn’s post hoc test revealed that German
students reported increased positivity during Covid-19
when compared to British students (p = 0.002).
Finally, a Kruskal–Wallis Test found significant differences in Loneliness during Covid-19 scores between each
sample of students, H(3) = 18.972, p < 0.001, ε2 = 0.01.
Post hoc analysis using Dunn’s test indicated that Spanish
students reported significantly reduced levels of loneliness
during Covid-19 when compared to British (p = 0.002) and
Italian students (p = 0.028).
RQ2—How Do Mental Health Outcomes Compare Between
University Students from the UK, Germany, Italy and
Spain? To test whether mental health outcomes were different for university students from the UK, Germany, Italy
and Spain, a series of one-way between-subjects ANOVA
tests were conducted. See Table 3 for descriptive statistics
of standardised measures used. Prior to conducting an analysis of variance, the assumption of normality was evaluated
and determined to be satisfied, as the skewness and kurtosis distributions for all standardised measures were within
the ± 1.96 limit, suggesting the departure from normality
was not extreme (Field, 2013). Levene’s test for equality
of variances was non-significant for psychological distress
(0.892), flourishing (0.869), generalised anxiety (0.158), life
satisfaction (0.161), life worth (0.059), happiness yesterday
(0.304) and anxiety yesterday (0.142), so equal variances
were assumed.
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Table 3  Comparing mental
health outcomes for university
students from the UK, Germany,
Italy and Spain

Measure

Country of Study

Mean

SD

Psychological Distress

UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total
UK
Germany
Italy
Spain
Total

14.06
12.41
15.20
15.22
14.15
101.41
102.69
97.79
98.12
100.92
7.85
6.35
8.19
8.12
7.82
5.79
6.03
5.50
5.62
5.76
6.05
6.27
5.93
5.55
6.04
5.85
5.85
5.64
5.74
5.82
4.60
3.98
4.93
4.72
4.62

7.44
7.04
7.32
7.35
7.42
25.60
23.30
27.10
29.56
25.82
5.29
4.34
5.19
5.50
5.25
2.18
2.19
2.23
2.64
2.20
2.32
2.27
2.47
2.71
2.35
2.40
2.33
2.62
2.66
2.43
2.82
2.81
2.97
3.19
2.86

Flourishing

Generalised Anxiety

Life satisfaction

Life worth

Happiness yesterday

Anxiety yesterday

Pre-pandemic
Normative Mean

4.70

114.30

4.70

7.70

7.90

5.50

2.90

number of responses = UK (1562), Germany (110), Italy (257), Spain (58). SD = standard deviation; Normative Mean Scores were taken from a sample of the general population in the UK before the Covid-19
pandemic

Psychological distress
Findings revealed one significant difference between
Germany and Italy F(3, 1986) = 4.328, p < 0.05, Hedges
g = 0.39, suggesting that Italian students (M = 15.20)
scored considerably higher on psychological distress than
German students (M = 12.41).
When compared to normative data for CORE-10 captured pre-pandemic (see Table 4), university students in all
European countries are suffering from elevated levels of

psychological distress, considerably higher than the norm
(Barkham et al., 2013).

Flourishing
A one-way ANOVA revealed that there were no significant
differences in overall flourishing scores between European
students, F(3, 2002) = 1.743, p = 0.156. However, when
compared to normative data for the PERMA Profiler (see
Table 3), university students in all European countries
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Table 4  Distribution of responses to item on Attitudes towards Covid-19 for European university students regarding government leadership
Item

Country

Mean

SD

To what extent do you feel the government has provided effective leadership in relation to Covid-19?

UK
Germany
Italy
Spain

3.45
6.79
6.16
4.50

2.67
2.04
2.25
2.81

SD = standard deviation

reported significantly reduced levels of flourishing, considerably lower than the norm (Butler & Kern, 2016).

Generalised Anxiety
Findings from a one-way ANOVA reported a significant
difference, F(3, 2002) = 3.324, p < 0.05. Post hoc analysis
indicated that German students (M = 6.35) were significantly
less anxious than British (M = 7.85), indicating a small effect
at g = 0.28, and Italian students (M = 8.12) at p < 0.05, demonstrating a small to medium effect size at g = 0.36. When
compared to pre-pandemic normative data for GAD-7 (see
Table 3), university students in all European countries
reported anxiety levels that markedly exceeded normative
scores (Jordan et al., 2017).

Subjective wellbeing
Four separate one-way ANOVAs were conducted on the
individual items of the ONS4 scale, measuring subjective wellbeing. There were no significant differences
in self-reported scores for life satisfaction, life worth
or happiness felt yesterday. On the other hand, there
was a significant effect for anxiety felt yesterday, F(3,

Fig. 1  Distribution of responses
for effectiveness of government
responses during Covid19 in
European students

2002) = 2.912, p < 0.05. Such that, German university
students reported feeling significantly less anxious the
previous day (M = 3.98) than Italian students (M = 4.93)
at p < 0.05, g = 0.32 indicating a weak to medium effect
size. According to the ONS Annual Figures captured prepandemic (2019–2020), mean scores for life satisfaction,
life worth and happiness were much lower than normative
scores, while anxiety scores were considerably higher (see
Table 3).
RQ3 – How do European students perceive government
responses during the Covid19 pandemic? An item on the
Attitude towards Covid-19 Scale asked participants about
the effectiveness of government leadership during the
Covid-19 pandemic (see Table 4 for descriptive statistics).
As a higher score indicates a more positive score, it
appears that British students were less inclined to believe
that their own government was providing effective leadership in relation to Covid-19 (M = 3.5), closely followed by
Spain (M = 4.5), Italy (M = 6.2) and then Germany (M = 6.8),
who were more supportive of their government’s leadership.
Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of scores, showing the
frequencies of responses for each sample of students. As
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sample sizes were unequal, percentages of the sample for
each response are shown (see Fig. 1).
A Pearson’s bivariate correlation was carried out to determine whether the extent to which students felt their government was providing effective leadership in relation to
Covid-19 was related to numerous mental health outcomes.
Findings showed that the belief that their government was
providing effective leadership during Covid-19 was positively correlated to flourishing (r = 0.141, p < 0.001) and life
satisfaction (r = 0.139, p < 0.001), while it was negatively
correlated to psychological distress (r = -0.125, p < 0.001)
and anxiety (r = -0.091, p < 0.001). The belief that their government was providing effective leadership was also negatively associated with Fears and Anxieties about Covid-19
(r = -0.111, p < 0.001) and positively correlated to Positivity
during the Covid-19 pandemic (r = 0.109, p < 0.001).

Discussion
Psychological distress
When compared to pre-pandemic normative scores,
the mental health scores for all university students had
declined considerably. Indeed, all university students were
suffering from elevated levels of psychological distress,
considerably higher than the norm. This concurs with
research that suggests university students have experienced increased psychological distress since the outbreak
of Covid-19 (Authors et al. 2021). Further, previous
research indicated that nearly half of working students lost
their jobs temporarily or permanently, over the course of
the Covid-19 pandemic (Barada et al., 2020). This significantly impairs their ability to cover academic and living
costs and is a pivotal risk factor for mental distress. Feeling as though you are losing control over your own health
risk management can produce considerable mental distress
(Mazza et al., 2020). So, a substantial rise in psychological
distress among university students is unsurprising considering the nature of a global health pandemic.

Flourishing
Similarly, university students in all European countries
reported significantly reduced levels of flourishing, considerably lower than the norm (Butler & Kern, 2016), supporting
recent research (Authors et al. 2020). Disruption to everyday
life as we know, along with academic challenges, has potentially compromised the concept of flourishing as students do
not have the ability to fulfil the five pillars of the PERMA
Model: positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning

in life and accomplishment (Seligman, 2011). For instance,
graduation ceremonies were among the public events cancelled, which restricted students celebrating their achievements. A dominant force of meaning in life for students is
their educational and career focus, which has been completely
turned upside down and future implications of the pandemic
on the job market are uncertain. Similarly, healthy and satisfying relationships are integral to meaning and overall wellbeing (Seligman, 2011), many of which have been severely
impacted.

Anxiety
In addition, all university students reported anxiety levels that
markedly exceeded normative scores (Jordan et al., 2017), supporting recent research that has shown increased stress, anxiety
and depression in university students around the world (Aristovnik et al., 2020; Browning et al., 2021). Previous research
has also shown that anxiety and other common mental health
problems, have been higher in university students throughout Europe, when compared to the general population (Villani et al., 2021). On top of the physical, social, emotional
and financial challenges felt by university students, which
will inevitably raise anxiety levels, there are far-reaching concerns about the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic on
the labour market (Marinoni et al., 2020). Damaged career
prospects and a great degree of uncertainty about the future
will inevitably add to heightened levels of anxiety (Browning
et al., 2021).

Wellbeing
Finally, according to the ONS Annual Figures captured
pre-pandemic, all scores for life satisfaction, life worth
and happiness were much lower and anxiety scores were
considerably higher than the norm (ONS Annual Figures,
2019–2020). This coincides with recent research that also
demonstrates deteriorated levels of wellbeing in university
students (Authors et al., 2021). Current findings support
the work of Bradburn (1969), who advocated that wellbeing was the absence of mental health problems (ie. anxiety
and psychological distress), as well as the presence of general wellbeing (Diener et al., 2010). An individual’s mental wellbeing is fundamentally shaped and determined by
what they value the most and what they consider to be most
important to them (McNaught, 2011). Indeed, wellbeing is
an individual and existential experience, however family,
community and societal wellbeing are often thought to be
intrinsically linked to mental health (McNaught, 2011), all
of which have been negatively impacted by the Covid-19
pandemic.
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Cultural comparisons of university students’ mental
health
Psychological distress and anxiety
Findings revealed that Italian students scored considerably
higher on psychological distress than German students.
These findings gain support from research that confirms
a higher prevalence of psychological distress in individuals, who are in close proximity to heavily affected regions
(Villani et al., 2021). Indeed, Italy was the first European
country affected by Covid-19 and at the time of the study,
Italy was experiencing a high incidence of cases and hospitalisations (Ministry of Health 2020b). The rapid spread of
the virus alongside a lack of knowledge about the virus, a
lack of protective equipment and the absence of testing are
all major contributors to distress, anxiety and depression
(Villani et al., 2021).
Higher levels of psychological distress among Italian students could, in part, be explained by the significant levels of
loneliness reported in Italian students, significantly more so
than German students. As Italian students reported significant feelings of loneliness during Covid-19, it is expected
that they will experience greater psychological distress, as
the two are strongly correlated (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010).
After all, loneliness in students is directly related to stress,
anxiety and depression (Richardson et al., 2017).
Moreover, the current research demonstrates that Spanish
students reported significantly reduced levels of loneliness
during Covid-19, when compared to British and Italian students. At the time of this study, Spain was trialling a period
of eased restrictions and people were free to participate in
physical socialisation with family and friends, which helps to
explain lower levels of loneliness amongst Spanish students.
In comparison, the UK government had recently announced
an extension to lockdown, which ordered people to stay at
home. Ceased opportunities for interaction, making friends,
connection and a considerable deviation from the typical
university experience, is likely to cause loneliness (Zhai
& Du, 2020) and will have further mental health ramifications (Richardson et al., 2017). After all, social isolation and
periods of quarantine are significantly related to loneliness
(Mental Health Foundation 2021) and mental health issues
(Barada et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020).
The current research also showed that German students
were significantly less anxious and were also less fearful
and anxious about the Covid-19 pandemic, particularly
compared to British students. Perhaps the snapshot of each
country at the time of data collection, particularly the incidence of Covid-19 cases, hospitalisations, restrictions and
general unpredictability, can help to explain the fear and
anxiety felt by university students. The UK was experiencing a dramatic spike in Covid-19 cases and their government
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had recently carried out a press conference, when the prime
minister announced confusing and contradictory instructions
for the British public, which would most likely have added
to existing levels of fear and anxiety. False information was
being circulated by social media outlets, which amplified
fears and anxieties about Covid-19 (Liu et al., 2020) and has
proved overwhelming for students (Burns et al., 2020). Comparatively, the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK) was set
up in March 2020, to provide German universities with continually updated Covid-19 information and news and how
this would affect studying, teaching and research (German
Rectors Conference 2021). The different approaches from
governments in each country could have major implications
to students’ perception of the pandemic and to their mental
health. Likewise, the way in which individual universities in
each country support their students academically, physically
and mentally will likely have massive implications to their
wellbeing. Perhaps German students reported less severe
mental health impacts compared to those students in other
countries because their universities and government were
quick to provide effective information and support? There is
also evidence that students’ study-related and coping behaviours heavily influence the perception of their physical and
mental wellbeing (Voltmer et al., 2012). There needs to be
further investigation into how the efforts and support initiatives of universities protect mental health and prevent mental
illness in students during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Government responses
Generally, British students reported the worst mental wellbeing. Not only could current findings of immense fear and
anxiety about Covid-19 and high levels of loneliness through
Covid-19 offer some explanation, but students from the UK
were less likely to believe that their government had effectively handled the pandemic. In fact, students from Germany,
Italy and Spain believed that their governments’ leadership
has been more effective than students from the UK. A study
carried out by The Health Foundation (2020), also reported
the British general public believed the government had not
handled the pandemic well and their belief in the government’s ability to do so, had steadily decreased since May
2020. It is important to note that younger people, between
the ages of 18 and 24, were even less likely to believe (30%)
that the government has responded well to the pandemic
(The Health Foundation 2020). This is unsurprising when
taking into consideration the release of vague and contradictory rules and regulations, along with the recent public scandal that saw the Prime Minister’s advisor caught breaking
the newly imposed travel and social distancing restrictions.
Indeed, research suggested that around half of the British
public thought that governmental measures in response to
Covid-19 were simply not enough, with much of the public
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stating that governmental guidance and advice was not clear
(The Health Foundation 2020).
While governments around the world have developed key
measures to suppress the impact of the virus, research has
highlighted a growing sense of mistrust and increasing levels
of dissatisfaction among younger generations, with the way
in which their governments have responded to the pandemic
(Aksoy et al., 2020). Each nation has dealt and responded
to Covid-19 differently with governments enforcing varying iterations of social distancing and quarantine measures.
Indeed, varying governmental responses during Covid-19
were expected to contribute to differing risks and outcomes
(Germani et al., 2020). The current study expands on this by
evidencing that university students’ belief that their government was providing effective leadership during Covid-19,
was correlated with positivity during the Covid-19 pandemic, flourishing and life satisfaction. Similarly, the belief
that their government was providing effective leadership
during Covid-19, was negatively correlated with fears and
anxieties about Covid-19, psychological distress and anxiety.
There is concern about how these eroding feelings of trust
towards political leaders among younger people could cause
long-term implications.
These findings can offer some explanation as to why British university students are experiencing some of the worst
outcomes, such as increased fear and anxiety about Covid19, loneliness during Covid-19, elevated levels of anxiety
and deteriorated wellbeing. Students’ perceptions that their
government has not effectively responded to the pandemic
and a lack of transparency, has sapped public trust (Aksoy
et al., 2020). Also, these findings may also explain why German students are not suffering from the same intense levels
of mental distress? They show the importance of governmental response in suppressing the inevitable mental health
implications on students during a global health pandemic,
such as Covid-19. In fact, there have been recent announcements that Germany is becoming an increasingly popular
destination choice for studying, due to praise for their ongoing Covid-19 response (Quinn, 2020).

Positivity during Covid‑19
German students also reported the greatest level of positivity during Covid-19. At the time of data collection (May
2020), Germany was in the middle of its first phase of
easing restrictions, which would undoubtedly boost feelings of positivity, even if only temporarily. A significantly
more positive outlook on the Covid-19 pandemic could, in
part, be explained by the considerably better mental health
witnessed amongst German university students. German
students were experiencing the least drastic mental health
outcomes, and wellbeing is strongly linked to attitudes
towards life and general outlook on life (Burns et al.,

2020), which paradoxically then enhances wellbeing. Most
likely, there is a cyclic relationship between positive outlook during Covid-19 and wellbeing, whereby each positively influences the other. Maintaining a positive outlook
during challenging times could be incredibly important
for alleviating severe mental distress and encouraging
improved outcomes.
Moreover, recent evidence indicates the importance of
perspective and mind-set towards social distancing and
isolation efforts. Indeed, it was found that people who perceived their efforts to stay home as ‘confinement,’ suffered
more psychologically compared to those who perceived it
as a responsibility or an opportunity (Bozdağ, 2021). Further exploration into how positivity during Covid-19 can
be a protective factor against more serious mental health
issues is a worthwhile pursuit.
It could also be argued that the governmental response
and information and support available to German students
early in the pandemic could be better equipped them and
helped to prevent subsequent fear, worry and anxiety
about the pandemic and further reducing severe mental
health effects. German students fared significantly better
on every single mental health outcome. They also reported
less negative (i.e. fear, anxiety and loneliness) and more
positive perceptions of the Covid-19 pandemic. The exact
reasoning behind this is unknown, but remains worthwhile
for further investigation as German students consistently
scored better on all accounts compared to university students from the UK, Italy and Spain. A number of factors,
internal and external to the students will have impacted
their self-reported mental health, most likely having
interactive effects with each other. For instance, promise in their governments response to the pandemic along
with timely and clear guidance, endorsement of available
resources and effective media use and consumption could
prevent fear, anxiety and worry about the pandemic and
encourage a positive perspective. In turn, these factors are
likely to further help protect students from severe mental
distress and shield them from a vicious cycle whereby each
adds fuel to the downward spiral. It is also likely that cultural factors are at play. Cultural beliefs and values also
represent a vital factor towards mental illness. Indeed, a
student’s cultural background and belief’s influence their
perspective of mental illness and dictates the way in which
they describe their own mental health (Satcher, 2001).
Factors that are imperative to preventing mental illness
such as familial support, value orientations, help seeking
behaviours, media consumptions and availability of mental
health resources are also dependent on culture (Germani
et al., 2020). University students’ cultural backgrounds
can likely help to prevent mental illness, or comparatively
generate mental illness during the Covid-19 pandemic and
beyond.

13

Current Psychology

Limitations
There are limitations to the current study. First of all, it
adopted a cross-sectional design, which prevents causal
interpretations to be drawn which calls for more longitudinal
and qualitative research in this area. Additionally, self-report
measures were used which are often confounded with social
desirability (Phillips & Clancy, 1972). However, standardised measures were used that have had extensive reliability
and validity testing. Participants were recruited online, as
this was deemed more appropriate amidst a global health
pandemic and also enabled greater and quicker access to university students in different European countries. The survey
was published on Prolific in English, which could offer some
explanation as to why there was some sample skew and some
under representation from other European countries. The
study was carried out over 2 days in May 2020 where various stages of the Covid-19 pandemic were progressing in
participating countries. For instance, it was more advanced
in some regions that in others with varying degrees of magnitude, which could affect the findings. Finally, university
students’ perceptions and wellbeing captured in this study
are not simply a reflection of the pandemic and their geographic differences but are likely constituted by other factors
such as politics, economic development, cultural background
and religion (Aristovnik et al., 2020).

Practical implications and future directions
Students at university must now contend with the physical,
mental, social, financial and academic implications, of the
Covid-19 pandemic. Uptake of mental health support services has steadily increased over recent years and Covid-19
has caused growing demand and pressure on support services (Burns et al., 2020). Current findings demonstrate the
dire need for widespread, readily available support measures
that help students to cope with the stress, anxiety and loneliness throughout the pandemic and beyond. Access to health
and wellbeing services is vital and must be expanded and
adapted to meet the evolving physical, emotional and social
needs of university students. A combination of extensive disruptions to previous academic life alongside governmental
actions to suppress the spread of the virus (i.e. lockdowns,
social distancing, travel bans) will undoubtedly cause widespread and long lasting psychological impacts (Cao et al.,
2020). Understanding the long-term impacts of the Covid-19
pandemic on university students is essential.
It remains uncertain how educational changes and challenges are influencing the mental health of university students, although it is likely to be significant risk factor.
Previous research has shown that disruption to education
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can produce a variety of issues related to reduced motivation, loss of independence and detrimental effects on
self-identity and mental health, which all limit the growth
of students (Cao et al., 2020). There is a strong relationship between academic attainment and wellbeing (Authors
et al. 2020), which contributes toward economic, social
and ecological growth in communities. There is also the
realistic expectation, that current and prospective university students will have to transition into a ‘re-imagined’
approach to learning, following the trials and tribulations
throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, which remain ambiguous as to what form this will take? Monitoring how the
Covid-19 pandemic has affected the structure of higher
education, teaching modalities, learning, associated behaviours and future prospects, should be a priority.
Government responses to Covid-19 play a significant role in determining university students’ perceptions
and experiences of the pandemic as well as their mental health. Moreover, the way in which a government
deals with global health emergencies is fundamental to
general health and wellbeing and these findings should
help to inform future strategies and decision-making in
the event of another health pandemic. The Italian government announced new support measures for university
students, to seek extra funding to cover certain financial
implications caused by Covid-19, alongside emergency
financial grants for course-related costs for economically
disadvantaged students. However, it is unclear how much
support measures such as these alleviate mental distress
and promote wellbeing. Also, what about the role of the
university in supporting students? How do the support
measures developed by universities prevent mental distress
and promote mental wellbeing in universities? Longitudinal and qualitative investigation could help to provide a
clear picture as to how such initiatives are advantageous to
the target population and inform future strategies.
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