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Implications of COVID-19 Pandemic on the Mental Health

of Students in North India
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ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing lockdown have had a major influence on the mental health of people of all
segments throughout the world. Students have developed psychological disorders such as depression, anxiety and stress as a result of the
abrupt replacement of classroom teaching by e-learning. The purpose of this study was to determine the negative psychological impacts
among students in North India during the COVID-19 pandemic. M ethods: We conducted a questionnaire-based study with 200 students from
rural Haryana, India, from May to July 2020 to assess the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on their mental health. Information on social
impacts, financial status, social stigma faced by COVID-19 positive individuals and other additional information with respect to COVID-19
were collected. Results: The prevalence of mild to extremely severe symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress among students were
found to be 21.5%, 53% and 73.5% respectively. Financial hardship has been faced by the parents of the study participants, with 53% of
students reporting an impact on their parents’ income. Majority of COVID-19 positive students faced discrimination or social stigma.
Conclusion: Mental health issues caused by the COVID-19 pandemic needs to be addressed and observe the incidence of such issues, identify
risk factors and provide mental healthcare facility to the most vulnerable group.
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I ntroduction

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has affected 500,186,525 people
with 6,190,349 deaths as of 13" April 2022 globally [1]. It hashad a
tremendous impact on al strata of the global population causing
unanticipated health, economic, educational, social and psychological
implicationssinceitsinception. COVID-19lockdown hasbeen enforced
by the governments of severa nations, including India, as one of the
implemented strategiesto combat the pandemic scenario [2]. Sinceits
nationwide imposition from March 24, 2020 in India during the first
wave of COVID-19, there has been implication of social isolation,
restrictionsin travelling and outdoor activities, temporary closure of
workplaces, businesses, educational institutions and other
entertainment sectors [3]. Furthermore, socia distancing measures,
obligatory quarantine, stoppage of productiveactivity, loss of income,
and dread of the future al have an impact on physical and mental
heslth of human population. Social isolation has anegativeimpact on
themental health and well-being of peopleof al ages, especially those
wholiveaoneor in poor hedlth, or thosewholiveinrented housing[3-
6]. Peoplehave expanded their use of e ectronic media, such astelevision,
radio, telephones, and mobile phones, as a source of newsin order to
keep up with the newest COVID-19 updates. Following COVID-19
news too closely increases everyone's anxiety since the news is
typically upsetting and generates fear of infection.

During the pandemic, people experience fear and stress of being
infected leading to depression, stress, and anxiety [7]. In addition,
duetothe closure of educational institutions, introduction of online
classes and confinement at home with solitude, affect the mental as
well as physical health of students [2]. Although the current
pandemic has given negative impact on mental health of students
living in both developed as well as developing countries[2, 8, 9],
the situation worsens in devel oping countries including India due
to the sudden lifestyle changes as well as lack of appropriate
electronic gazettes and internet facility leading to devel opment of
irritability, stress, anxiety and depression. On the other hand,
frequent internet uses other than for online classes has been reported
to be associated with self-mutilation and suicidal behaviour in
adolescents with psychological risk factors [2, 10]. As a result,
findings of research studiesarerequired in order to design evidence-
based paliciesthat would reduce the negative psychol ogical effects
of the pandemic. Thus, the present study was carried out to
determine the negative psychological impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic among students in North India.

Materials and Methods
The cross-sectional study was conducted among students of rural

Haryana, India during May 2020 to July 2020. Those who were
willing to participatein the study wereinformed about the purpose
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of the study and written consent was obtained prior to the data
collection and complete confidentiality of the data collected was
maintained. A pre-designed questionnairein both English and Hindi
(hard copy) according to the preference of the participants was
used to collect dataincluding socio-demographic information and
information on impact of the pandemic-negative psychological
effects, social impacts, financial status, social stigma experienced
by COVID-19 positiveindividuals and other additional information
with respect to COVID-19 infection. In addition, the questionnaire
also included the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale - 21 Items
(DASS-21), acollection of three self-report measures that assess
depression, anxiety, and stress among the study participants [11].
The questionnaire was undesignated in order to ensure
confidentiality of the data collected from the study participants.

Satistical Analysis

Data collected for the study was entered into Microsoft excel 2013
spreadsheet. Comparison of categorical datawas analyzed by chi-
square test or represented as proportions while continuous data
was represented as mean + standard deviation. A p-value of <0.05
was considered as statistically significant.

Results
Socio-Demographics

The present study enrolled 200 university students for the
assessment of psychological impacts during the COVID-19
pandemic. The age of the study participants ranged from 19 to 33
years old (mean age 21.32.6 years). Male study participants were
greatly outnumbered by females, with amale:femaleratio of 1:1.8.
Majority of them (n= 178) were undergraduate students, while a
minor percentage (11%, n= 22) were post-graduate students. With
regard to occupation of the parents of the study participants,
approximately two-fifth (37%) of the parents were self-employed,
followed by employment in private sector (34%), one-fifth of
them being employed in government sector (23.5%) and few of
them (5.5%) were either retired from job or engaged in other
occupation.

Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of the study
participants (n= 200).

Frequency (%)/ mean + SD

Characteristics

Age (years) Range 19-28
mean+ SD 21.3£2.6
Male 72 (36)
Sex Female 128 (64)
Male: Female 1:1.8
Educational status ~ Undergraduate 171 (85.5)
Postgraduate 29 (14.5)
Employed in government sector 47(23.5)
Occupation of  Employed in private sector 68 (34)
parents Retired 3(1.5)
Self employed 74 (37)
Others 8(4)

Psychological Impacts during COVID-19 Pandemic

The perceived psychological impacts during the COVID-19
pandemic especially lockdown period was assessed among the
study participants. It was observed that majority of them (78.5%)
had no depressive symptomswhile 14.5% and 6% of them reported
mild and moderate depressive symptoms, respectively.
Approximately half of them had no anxiety whereas 34% reported
mild symptoms of anxiety and 17% experienced moderate
symptoms of anxiety. With regards to stress level experienced by
the study participants during the study period, more than two-
third of them reported mild to moderate symptoms of stress.

Furthermore, asmall number of individuals experienced severe to
extremely severe symptoms of depression, anxiety or stressduring
the COVID-19 pandemic especially lockdown period (Fig. 1).

The majority of study participants expressed anxiety and fear
about contracting COVID-19 and infecting their family members.
Approximately half of the study participants had experienced
loneliness and had negative thoughts or worries about their future,
as indicated in fig. 2, yet none of them had considered suicide
during the epidemic.
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Fig. 1: Depression, anxiety and stress levels (percentage) perceived by the study
participants during the COVID-19 pandemic
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Fig. 2: Psychological impacts (percentage) among the study
participants during COVID-19 pandemic

Financial Crisis during the Lockdown

Financial hardship faced by the parents of the study participants
as a result of COVID-19 pandemic and the implementation of
lockdown was assessed. More than half (53%) of the parents had
either directly or indirectly faced financial crisissuch asloss of job,
deduction in salary due to shortened working hour or work from
home or other factors. Few individuals (n= 5) who were living in
rental houses were worst affected as a result of the COVID-19
lockdown.

Other Negative I mpacts of COVID-19 Pandemic

Asonline classes replaced classroom teaching, students had faced
various problems. Most of the students expressed that they were
unable to follow online classes (67%) thus their studies were
compromised and 15% of them revealed lack of digital mediausage
skills, perceived to be one of the causes of stress and anxiety. Due
to continuous online classes, students also did complaint of
headache (30%), blurred vision (12%) and dryness of eyes (53%).
Majority of them (76%) experienced disturbed sleep pattern during
thelockdown. Significant increasein thelength of use of electronic
items was reported among the study participants compared with
pre-lockdown days thus affecting their sleep pattern too. With
regard to the COVID-19 positivity status of the study participants
aswell astheir household members, six individuals had been tested
COVID-19 positive and 19 of them revealed COVID-19 positive
among their household members. Two individuals had reported
death due to COVID-19 among their household members.
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Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic has affected the mankind in a horrific
way. Since the disease is caused by a newly emerged and less
explored virus, lack of scientific dataand knowledge regarding the
virus and the disease became areason for panic, confusion, stress
and anxiety to everyone. In addition to this, the pathogenicity,
highrate of diseasetransmission, high fatality rates, lack of effective
treatment or vaccines; imposition of lockdown and mass quarantine
policy which has been imposed to curb the pandemic also
contributed to theincreasing preval ence of psychological disorders
among all the sections of individuals [9,12]. Depression, anxiety,
stress, insomnia, fear and anger arethemajor psychological disorders
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic globally [9,12,13]. The
present study assessed the prevalence of psychological disorders
and other negative effects experienced during the first wave of
COVID-19 pandemic among students of a university in Haryana.
Increase in prevalence of psychological disorders such as mild to
moderate symptoms of depression, anxiety and stresswere observed
among the study participants. In addition, extremely severe
symptoms of stress were observed in among six of them. Studies
carried out in various parts of India reported similar findings of
increase in stress and anxiety among individuals including
adolescents during the pandemic [2,14,15]. Similar psychological
impacts of COVID-19 had also been reported from studies from
both developed as well as developing countries [7,16]. A survey
regarding psychological impact such as anxiety, depression, and
stressduring theinitial stage of the COVID-19 outbreak among the
population of China reported moderate to severe symptoms of
depression (16.5%), anxiety (28.8%) and stress (8.1%) [17].
Another study from Chinareported high prevalence of depression,
anxiety and stress among college students when compared with
other sections of population during the pandemic [18]. A study
from China showed that among the young adults, anxiety levels
have been mediated by certain factors, such asliving with parents
and the financial stability of the family [19]. A Palestinian study
assessed prevalence of depression, anxiety and stress among the
students and revealed that majority of the students, 89.1% and
72.1% had moderate to severe anxiety and depression, respectively,
whereas 35.7% had moderate to severe stress [7]. During this
difficult timefor everyone, an Indian culture of children co-habiting
with their parents has turn out to be on good side. Staying with
their parentsand siblingsmay alleviate their loneliness, resultingin
alessnegativeinfluence on their mental health and areduced risk of
suicideideation.

Strict contact tracing, mandatory quarantine for 14 days and
isolation of theinfected individual s have been imposed as measures
to break the chain of disease transmission in the community. These
measures have also exacerbated anxiety among the public [5].
Furthermore, contracting the infection by self or family members
or near and dear ones or losing some of those due to COVID-19
infection also led to worsening of psychological symptoms such as
anxiety, fear, anger, hel plessness and thought of suicidesdueto the
stressful conditions among the public aswell as healthcare workers
[18-20]. In the present study, none of the study participants
revealed suicidal thought during the pandemic. However, a study
from China indicated that COVID-19 pandemic may lead to
increased risk of suicide, an extreme step dueto the grief, depression,
anxiety and stressful conditions[21]. In India, cases of COVID-19
associated suicide have been reported from different states such as
Maharashtra, Kerala, Uttar Pradesh, Assam, etc. [4,22]. In addition
to the suicide cases of COVID-19 confirmed positive or suspected
individuals, other individual s belonging to economically-vulnerable

groups have been widely affected due to the lockdown imposed
during the pandemic leading to suicide. The COVID-19 crisis has
affected the global economy. The great lockdown imposed hasled
to significant increase in unemployment, job |osses, pay-outs, etc.
Furthermore, mandatory quarantine has also contributed to cases
of suicide associated with the pandemic [4].

Amid the COVID-19 crisis, online teaching-learning method has
been introduced, replacing the traditional classroom learning. Lack
of internet access, technol ogical infrastructure, and other resources
would bethe most problematic in low- and middle-income nations,
such as India [23]. In the present study, more than half of the
studentsreveal ed difficulty in following the online classes and few
of them werefacing difficulty in using virtual platform or unableto
adapt e-learning and lack of proper infrastructure thus preferring
the old method. Additionally, lack of uninterrupted internet facility
at home, difficulty in adapting new |earning/ teaching mode among
the students and teachers, respectively and environmental
distraction at home dueto lack of isolated room at home. In astudy
from Pakistan, a high proportion of study participants (89%) who
were attending online classes during the lockdown revealed that
classes were not useful [9]. Thisteaching method has become the
reason for increasein stress and anxiety levelsamong those students
who arefacing difficulty inlearning by thismethod dueto slowdown
in academic activities. Furthermore, many students have complaint
of ocular problem due to spending long hours in front of mobile/
laptop or other devices. Digital eye strain (DES) is the ocular
problem associated with extended or prolonged use of digital
devices, characterized by various symptoms such as dryness of
eye, itching, watering, foreign body sensation, blurring of vision
and headache [24, 25]. A study from India reported prevalence of
DES to be 50.2% among children attending online classes during
the pandemic, most common symptoms being itching and headache
(54%) [24].

During the COVID-19 lockdown period, sudden disruptions in
regular sleep patterns or insomnia have been reported globally [9,
25]. The present study also observed majority of the study
participants experiencing the same problem, the main reason being
the prolonged use of electronic gadgets. A study from Pakistan
reported a significant relationship between prolonged use of
electronic gadgets and longer sleep period [9]. While astudy from
France reported COVID-19 related worries and loneliness to be
the major risk factorsfor clinical insomniaexperienced by French
population during the COV1D-19 pandemic and lockdown [25]. A
study from China reported a high prevalence of psychological
disorders, which could be dueto frequent or prolonged social media
exposure during the COVID-19 outbreak [26].

Discrimination or social stigma have been faced by COVID-19
positive patients and their family members, mostly in the first
wave of the pandemic. Asthe diseaseis highly contagious and can
infect any individual, there is fear of getting infection from the
infected individuals. Thus, anxiety, confusion and fear with lack of
knowledge about the disease can lead to acts of social discrimination
or stigmatowards infected individuals in the form of avoiding or
rejecting them, verbal abuse, physical abuse or even evicting them
from rental houses. These negative attitude towards them can lead
tohiding theillnessor preventing individual sfrom seeking healthcare
promptly thus favoring the disease spread among the community

[27].
Conclusion

The present study highlighted the prevalence of mental health
issues such as depression, anxiety and stress reported among the
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students during the COVID-19 pandemic mostly during the
lockdown. We recommend that it is high time to address mental
health issues caused by the pandemic and observe the incidence of
such issues, identify risk factors and provide mental healthcare
facility to the most vulnerable group.
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