ICRMAT

Proceedings of the International Conference on Research
in Management & Technovation pp. 191-195

DOI: 10.15439/2021KM48
ISSN 2300-5963 ACSIS, Vol. 28

©PTI 2021

The Impact Level of Covid-19 on University Students’
Mental Health in Ha Noi, Vietnam

Nguyen Viet Tuan Huy, Nguyen Thi Thu Hien, To Thi Thanh Hoai,
Nguyen Thi Tuyet, Nguyen Thi Phuong Linh
National Economics University, Ha Noi, Viet Nam
{huynvt37, hienga42, thanhhoai1092001, nntuyet1179} @gmail.com
linhnp@neu.edu.vn

Abstract—The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic has spread all over the world and posed a threat to the
medical system of all nations. The global development of
COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in direct and indirect effects
on the psycho of people around the world. Numerous studies
have shown that university students are experiencing particu-
lar challenges to poor mental health because of the ongoing
pandemic. Recognizing the urgency of this issue, the authors
conducted a study in Vietnam based on previous studies. Using
a qualitative approach, this study assesses the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of university stu-
dents in Vietnam. The authors conducted an in-depth interview
with 30 students coming from 7 different universities in Hanoi.
Due to the recent social distancing policy to minimize the
COVID-19 cases, our interview questions were distributed, and
the answers were collected during October 2021 by using an
online media interview. Based on the results of the study, the
authors propose a model to assess the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on the mental health of university students in Viet-
nam for future research and make recommendations for gov-
ernments, university administrators, and health professionals
to apply this research to inform mental health practices during
and after the pandemic

Index Terms—COVID-19, mental health, pandemic, univer-
sity students, relationship quality, academic performance, fi-
nancial stress

I. INTRODUCTION

THE NOVEL coronavirus (COVID-19) was first de-
tected in Wuhan, China, in late 2019 and has now
quickly appeared in almost all countries [1]. COVID-19 has
caused dramatic changes to the lives of billions of people
across the globe and resulted in countless deaths. The ongo-
ing global pandemic has not only exacerbated physical health
but has also aggravated mental health outcomes [2].

To cope with the ongoing pandemic, most governments
have instigated restrictions and enforced social distancing to
minimize the consequences and protect countries from the
uncontrolled spreading of coronavirus. The enforced school
closures delay in-person classes and learning on online plat-
forms on account of COVID-19, which resulted in an exten-
sive variety of negative psychological effects on university
students [3]. Because of the disruption of academic routine,
poor mental health is common among university students
[4]. Besides, the long-term closing of universities has led to
financial losses, lack of private space, fear of infecting other
family members, and lost on-campus employment... which
may cause negative university students’ mental health out-
comes [5, 6].
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In one study in Vietnam, about one-fourth of university
students showed signs of a bad mood, and some people felt
in depression [7]. Other study concluded that more than 25
percent of participants underwent mild to severe post-trau-
matic stress symptoms (PTSS) [8]. In general, a high rate of
losing household income along with impairment in some
quality of life becomes popular in Vietnam on account of
the effects of the ongoing pandemic [9]. This has increased
the rate of depression/anxiety. As important as that is, to
date there has not been much research on the impact level of
the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of university
students in Vietnam.

This study attempts to extend existing research in the fol-
lowing ways. Firstly, the paper comes up with the direct and
indirect influences of the ongoing pandemic on the mental
health of university students. Secondly, the authors propose
future research models related to these impacts.

II. LiTERATURE REVIEW

A. Mental Health

Mental health is a concept that has been taken care of by
many psychologists in the world because it reflects the other
side of human health. Reference [10] defined: ‘Mental
health is a healthy state in which each person recognizes the
capacity of itself, can respond to normal tension, work effec-
tively and contribute to the community.

In detail, mental health is the foundation of happiness and
productivity in every person’s life. Mental health is not only
the absence of mental disorders but also includes the ability
to think, study, and understand one's feelings and reactions.
Mental health is a state of balance, both inside the body and
with the external environment. Physical, psychological, so-
cial, cultural, mental, and other related factors are all in-
volved in creating this balance. Thus, it can be concluded
that there is an inseparable connection between mental and
physical health [10].

Research by UNICEF in Vietnam published in 2017
shows that about 30% of the burden of non-communicable
diseases is due to mental health disorders. When facing the
changes in life with multiple pressures, there is a large num-
ber of people, especially university students, who lack the
necessary skills to deal with challenges. These vital skills
are not naturally acquired, but they must be accumulated
from life experiences. In addition, they must be formed from
the knowledge base of each individual. A focus on mental
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health has the potential to generate more personal, social,
and economic benefits than interventions at any time. This
shows that timely psychological support and counseling will
help us control our moods more proactively [11].

B. The impact level of Covid-19 on university student’s
mental health

1) Direct influence

Many previous studies have confirmed that the COVID-
19 pandemic directly affected mental health. The ongoing
pandemic can worsen mental health status [12]. According
to the group of authors, the COVID-19 pandemic has im-
pacted mental health and these effects may be long-lasting.
Some authors mentioned that the ongoing pandemic has a
considerable psychological impact on individuals [13]. Peo-
ple have endured significant psychological pain during peri-
ods of a pandemic such as depression and PTSS. The rapid
spread of COVID-19 has caused various effects on people's
mental health [14]. Measures to prevent, treat and minimize
COVID-19 as social distancing and isolation policies can
adversely affect mental health, especially in high-risk peo-
ple. The influence of COVID-19 on university students’
mental health had been mentioned in many studies around
the world [3]. The ongoing pandemic has created fear and
led to a range of psychological consequences [15] typically
reactions or behaviors such as anxiety, stress and substance
use, anorexia, and insomnia.

COVID-19 continues to profoundly affect university stu-
dents' mental health and well-being [3]. They are very wor-
ried and afraid that they will get a disease and spread coron-
avirus to their loved ones when they come back home. They
tend to think that young people are most likely asympto-
matic carriers [16].

In terms of severity, some authors suggested that most in-
dividuals had mild-moderate disorders while individuals
with severe symptoms represented a minority [13]. In one
study measuring the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on
mental health of university students in Bangladesh, the au-
thors concluded that about 78.1% of university students
studied suffered from mental health effects due to the pan-
demic in Bangladesh [14]. During the pandemic, about 47%
of university students had moderate and severe anxiety.

2) Indirect influence

a) Relationship Quality

The quality of university students' relationships is one of
the mediating factors affecting their mental health through-
out the pandemic.

A relationship is defined as a long-term bond between
two individuals [18]. A persistent pattern of interaction be-
tween at least two persons characterizes relationships [19;
20]. As a result, relationship quality includes trust, a sense
of security, and fulfillment. It's also linked to a relationship's
understanding, validation, and concern [21], as well as an
emotional expression [21; 22] and forgiveness [23].

To combat the development of COVID-19, governments
have enacted harsh laws like school and company closures,
curfews, and mass gathering bans, all of which have had a
significant impact on teenage social contacts around the
world. This has affected the quality of the interactions
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amongst students. COVID-19 had a direct effect on relation-
ship quality, notably for those who had poor relationship
quality [24]. Communication via the internet and social net-
working sites cannot replace meeting in person, even for the
closest of friendships [25]. As a result, when the pandemic
broke out, many scholars speculated that the stressful living
conditions might increase tension in couples, which de-
creased relationship contentment [26].

COVID-19 can also impair the students' relationship qual-
ity since stressful situations can destabilize interactions and
damage the quality of their relationships [27]. There are a
variety of reasons for this, including the difficulty of group
contact, the limited alternatives for sharing activities, and
the lack of face-to-face interaction. Typical eye contact pat-
terns and other forms of nonverbal interaction are inter-
rupted with video chats. Furthermore, when the pandemic
has spread and social distancing policies have been en-
forced, some youngsters can’t access the Internet, have lim-
ited time to surf the web or use inappropriate sites. The rela-
tionship quality of these people is severely harmed.

COVID-19 has an impact on the students' relationship
quality, as a result, this has an impact on their mental health.
Relationship quality can affect mental health through health
impacts, limitations in social activities, and communication
[28; 29]. Social isolation and bad social interactions have
been linked to depression [30; 31] and suicide [32] in stud-
ies. The mental health of teenagers has been directly influ-
enced by the quality of the parent-child connection [33].
Discordant relationships may be linked to a higher incidence
of mood and anxiety disorders, according to a population-
based study in the United States [34]. These findings are in
line with those of an Australian population-based survey,
which found that better relationship quality was linked to
fewer symptoms of sadness and anxiety than low relation-
ship quality [35]. Furthermore, depression is more likely to
become severe when the relationship quality is weak-
ened. [36].

As a result, the university students’ mental health is inex-
tricably linked to their relationship quality, particularly dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic.

b) Academic performance

COVID-19 has had an indirect impact on the mental
health of students at the university through academic perfor-
mance.

Academic achievement is a fundamental characteristic
[37] and one of the most essential educational goals [38].
Academic performance is described as a student's evaluation
based on grades or scores, as determined by professors and
teachers over some time. Excellent academic achievement
motivates students to do better in school and is the most es-
sential incentive for educational institutions [39].

Many university students have been forced to switch to
online learning due to the pandemic’s impact. This kind of
learning is an alternative to face-to-face instruction that re-
duces contact between students and teachers [40]. However,
many students are unable to participate in online classes due
to a lack of resources or tools, as well as a lack of digital
equipment [41]. As a result, the COVID-19 pandemic had a
moderate to severe effect on most of the participants' aca-
demic performance [42]. University students benefit from



NGUYEN VIET TUAN HUY ET AL.: THE IMPACT LEVEL OF COVID-19 ON UNIVERSITY STUDENTS’ MENTAL HEALTH

online education since it keeps them busy and allows them
to learn on their own time. The fundamental problem of on-
line education, however, is how to provide students with
practical learning. As a result, online learning harms stu-
dents' learning outcomes.

When a student's academic performance suffers, his or
her mental health suffers as well. A study in Sweden found
that people are more likely to experience depression in early
adulthood when they have a low mean score at 16 years of
age [43]. A low mean score was linked to adolescent depres-
sion hospitalization in large population research [44]. Low
academic performance has an impact on later inner problems
in middle age [45]. Although some studies have investigated
the effects of academic success on mental health in youth
and adulthood in its early stages, the majority of recent re-
search has concentrated on depression. However, it is still
true that if a student's academic performance is harmed, his
mental health will be harmed as well.

¢) Financial Stress

A widely accepted concept of financial stress is ‘financial
stress is defined as the incapacity to meet one's economic re-
sponsibilities and is affected by attitudes, beliefs, and other
psychological elements’ [46].

COVID-19 pandemic, along with the economic closure
and social distancing policies in 2020, has resulted in a seri-
ous economic crisis and long-term consequences: job loss,
unemployment, wage cut, reduction of working hours...
Some studies of America [49; 50] showed that the unem-
ployment rate has maintained at a relatively high level since
COVID-19 pandemic broke out. American surveys also
showed that nearly 90 percent of America’s residents indi-
cated that COVID-19 pandemic was bringing them stress
and worries due to the loss of income or employment in
their family [51].

It is indicated that undergoing financial stress throughout
university (such as the inability to meet basic needs) was as-
sociated with an increase in symptoms of melancholy [47].
According to a longitudinal study in British, some under-
graduate students who reported undergoing financial stress
at baseline (according to the IFS) also tended to announce
worry, melancholy, and cross-sectionally pressure, and ner-
vousness after two months. Those who reported at baseline
that they had thought about dropping out of school for eco-
nomic reasons had higher depression scores from 6 to 8
months later [48].

In other study about university students, the authors con-
cluded that financial stress was cross-sectionally related to
poor mental health in almost all people, and went up symp-
toms of worry and depression [52]. It is indicated that many
university students must delay their research projects and in-
ternship plans when universities must switch to online learn-
ing. This suspends their conferring of degrees and under-
mines their advantage and competitiveness in the labor mar-
ket and occupation, which leads to stress among them [3].
Many university students have had to quit part-time or full-
time jobs due to social distancing policies that don't cover
the cost of living, which in turn adds to the financial stress
and mental health of students.

ITII. REesearcH METHODS

The authors used the qualitative method - in-depth inter-
view to check the suitability of the factors in the proposed
research model in the Vietnamese context. In-depth inter-
view participants were identified as university students of
many different majors at universities in Hanoi. Based on the
results of in-depth interviews, the authors have correctly
identified the factors that are suitable for Vietnam's condi-
tions and the specific conditions of groups of universities in
Hanoi.

The authors conducted an in-depth interview with 30 stu-
dents coming from 7 different universities in Hanoi
(namely: National Economics University, Hanoi University
of Architecture, Hanoi University, Foreign Trade Univer-
sity, Hanoi University of Science and Technology, Hanoi
Medical University, Hanoi National University of Educa-
tion). To ensure the objectivity of this study, the authors
conducted in-depth interviews with 15 male university stu-
dents and 15 female university students.

Due to the social distancing policies of the government to
minimize the COVID-19 cases, our interview questions
were distributed and collected answers during October 2021
by using an online media interview.

The interview questions were designed by the authors
with the interview content focusing on the following issues:

* COVID-19 pandemic

* University students’ mental health

* Relationship quality

* Academic performance

* Financial stress

To eliminate the rigid division between "data" and "expla-
nation", the authors use NVivo software to link parts of the
research project, combining data reflection and statistics.

IV. ResearcH Resurts AND Prorosep REsearcH MODEL

Our study conducted qualitative research, which collected
information from 30 university students in Hanoi through an
in-depth interview. As a result, 100% of participants said
that COVID-19 had an impact on their mental health. All in-
terviewees agreed that ‘under the influence of COVID-19
pandemic, we need to pay more attention to mental health
care. Research has shown that COVID-19 and its effects will
continue to impact mental health. This is concerning since
mental health is critical in the fight against the pandemic.

The result of the interview with 30 university students
studying at universities in Ha Noi can be said to be consis-
tent with previous studies. All interviewees agreed that rela-
tionship quality affected mental health because good rela-
tionship quality helped them not feel lonely. They felt more
comfortable when they could release their feelings and vice
versa. In our in-depth interview, 11 out of 30 university stu-
dents thought that COVID-19 had no or little effect on their
relationship because they could still communicate via the in-
ternet. Some even thought that COVID-19 was an opportu-
nity for them to screen out unnecessary relationships. The
rest said that the quality of their relationship was negatively
affected by COVID-19 both in terms of friends and family.
This caused them to have unresolved negative emotions and
prolonged sadness, which led to stress and depression.



The result showed that 9 out of 30 university students had
no difficulty in learning online. They were even interested in
learning online. The rest found online learning more diffi-
cult to absorb knowledge because of the lack of textbooks,
supplementary materials, and the unstable quality of the
transmission line. Besides, the lack of real-world experi-
ences in online classes and the limited communication be-
tween lecturers and university students also made them feel
online classes were not as desirable as onsite ones. 23 out of
30 interviewees indicated that their study results were nega-
tively affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The knowledge
acquisition was limited, the forms of study and exam
change, so everyone felt nervous during the study and exam
period. Many university students had fallen into depression
after the exams because the test results were not as good as
expected.

The interview results also showed that 50% of attendees
had difficulties in paying fees: rent, tuition fees, electricity
and water bills, personal expenses... 15 out of 30 university
students said that their household incomes have been nega-
tively affected since the COVID-19 pandemic broke out.
Because of social distancing and isolation measures, their
parents had to work at home or decrease their working
hours, which made household incomes reduced signifi-
cantly. This was the reason why they had to reduce spending
and worried about tuition fees. As a result, they felt stressed
and anxious. Therefore, the COVID-19 pandemic aggra-
vated financial stress among university students, which re-
sulted in poor mental health outcomes.

Relationship
Quality
H2 H3 Mental health
COVID - 19 (Stress, Anxiety,
H1 Depression)
5
B Academic H
Performance
H6 H7

Financial Stress

Fig. 1 Research model
For those reasons, the study of the impact of COVID-19
and its accompanying effects on mental health and finding
reasonable solutions is very important and critical.
We propose the research model for future study as shown
in Fig.1.
From our research model, we propose 7 research hypothe-
ses:
1. Hypothesis 1: COVID-19 negatively affects univer-
sity students’ mental health
2. Hypothesis 2: COVID-19 negatively affects relation-
ship quality
3. Hypothesis 3: Relationship quality proportionally af-
fects university students’ mental health
4. Hypothesis 4: COVID-19 negatively affects aca-
demic performance
5. Hypothesis 5: Academic performance proportionally
affects university students’ mental health
6. Hypothesis 6: COVID-19 proportionally affects fi-
nancial stress
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7. Hypothesis 7: Financial stress negatively affects uni-
versity students’ mental health

V. CONCLUSION

The influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental
health of university students was explored in this study. We
researched the elements impacting the mental health of stu-
dent groups to analyze the prevalence of psychological diffi-
culties produced by COVID-19 among students and to in-
vestigate the association between mental health and the
COVID-19 pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic has had a
direct impact on the mental health of university students and
indirectly through several factors: relationship quality, aca-
demic success, and financial stress.

The authors used a qualitative research method - an in-
depth interview with 30 students in different university
groups in Hanoi to confirm the direct and indirect relation-
ship between the COVID-19 pandemic and university stu-
dents’ mental health in the current context of Vietnam. Due
to time constraints, the research team only surveyed and in-
terviewed a small group of students. Taking the survey only
among students in the north as a representative sample of
students makes the research work still incomplete.

Inheriting, supplementing, and developing from previous
studies, the authors propose a research model of factors af-
fecting university students' mental health during the
COVID-19 pandemic with 3 mediating variables: relation-
ship quality, academic performance, and financial stress re-
spectively. The authors recommend that future researchers
apply this research model to study by quantitative method to
find out effective university students’ mental health inter-
ventions during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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