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ABSTRACT: This Systematic Review analyses the impact of Covid-19 induced lockdowns on the mental
health status of young students aged between 18 to 25 years old. We analyzed a total of 30 empirical
papers following a targeted word search through Web of Science, PubMed, and Scopus. We found a
general consensus on a positive relation between the two variables. Future research should focus on
longitudinal designs to capture the temporal effect associated to prolonged restrictions and forced
isolation and its potential drawbacks on individuals’ mental health status.

Introduction

Since its outbreak, Covid-19 has caused several disruptions in different aspects of human
life. Losses in terms of deaths were huge, the level of commercial trade, and the main
economic indicators have all fallen. Moreover, a large proportion of the world population has
been forced to stay at home during lockdown periods.

This fact has caused the necessary and unprecedented shift from in presence to remote
modalities of work for a significant number of working categories. Education was also
included, and students were largely the most affected group. At the same time, among the
population, students were also the most fragile and insecure and they were the ones who
most needed social relationships.

An important literature has been produced after quarantine and lockdown periods. Authors
investigated levels of stress, anxiety, depression, sleep disorders, mental health, and their
variation during the period of forced isolation. This review shall explore the effective
strength of the correlation between lockdowns and this large list of disorders that are
strongly associated to the role of mental health. Significant results will be reported and
discussed in the sections that follow.

Methods

Studies were included if they examined the following points:

1. Only records that presented a quantitative approach or an empirical analysis
2. Only records with a focus on 18-25 years old students
3. Onlyrecords related to the impact on students’ mental health and relevant treatments

While looking at the impacts of Covid-19 induced lockdowns, we considered a more severe
effect on students’ mental health aged between 18-25 years old and wellbeing as the main



outcome. During the Preliminary Review, we identified a large number of qualitative papers
either analyzing or expanding on existing social theories through Literature Reviews. While
we believe in the importance of this type of research and its contribution to the general
debate, we excluded them to properly assess the state of the art of quantitative and empirical
research on this topic. Finally, we excluded papers that were not accessible or not in English.

Web of Science and PubMed were adopted as the main bibliographic database and extensive
research was conducted between September and October 2021. In terms of key words,
(Appendix 2) we looked for mental health related terms and high school students' wellbeing
in their titles and abstracts to make sure we could exclude papers that made only a casual
reference to the topic of interest. To exclude qualitative papers, we asked for a variety of
keywords to avoid an excessive restriction of our research (i.e., “Data” or “Study” to adjust
for their genericness). We finally restricted the papers to be classified under certain broader
categories - mainly related to the social and the demographic field.

The results of the screening process are listed in the table below (Appendix 3). 105 articles
were screened by title and abstract for eligibility criteria, resulting in a total of 75 to be
assessed through full text examination. In the end, only 30 were included in our final
Systematic Review. Specifically, 20 from Web of Science, 9 from PubMed, and 1 from Scopus.
Papers were mainly excluded for lacking substantial quantitative analysis (i.e., statistical
tests) or not focusing on a population that was at least of partial interest for this Systematic
Review.

While the effect of some sort of Covid-19 induced restriction on students’ mental health was
studied by all papers, some also analyzed more punctual variables such as the impact of the
restriction on stress levels, anxiety, or psychiatric illness. Lastly, a small portion of them
checked also for connected negative effects such as academic performance and introversion.
Thus, in our exposition we provided the results on the main elements related to our topic
that a policy maker should address in evaluating the importance of such socially relevant
phenomena. Specifically, we placed a strong emphasis on the relevance of restrictions
duration, potential drawbacks, as well as the different levels of policy commitment aimed at
curing for the repercussions of Covid-19 induced lockdowns on young students’ mental
health aged between 18-25 years old.

Results

The main characteristics of the paper we analyzed are summed up in Appendix 3. As
mentioned in the Methods section, 30 articles are considered in detail. They form the basis
of our systematic review and will be analyzed to examine the effect of Covid-19 induced
lockdowns on young students between 18 to 25 years old. As specified in the introduction,
mental health is a complex, multifaceted issue. This systematic review focuses on some of
the most studied mental health aspects, including anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness,
quality of life or life satisfaction.



Most of the current literature on this topic only analyzes data from periods during the
pandemic, after lockdowns and social-distancing measures were implemented by
governments. Since these studies do not make a comparison with pre-pandemic data, they
do not give direct insights on the effect of the pandemic/lockdowns on mental health.
Nonetheless, they are of great importance, since they help to form an understanding about
how prevalent mental health issues are among the student population and which are the
most common risk factors for low mental health, or which groups of students are more likely
to suffer from mental illnesses during the Covid-19 pandemic. Furthermore, there exist
studies that have alongitudinal approach, meaning that the same group of people is observed
before and after the start of the pandemic. As the pandemic was an unforeseeable event this
type of research is much rarer. Lastly, there exists research in which mental health data from
a certain population during the pandemic is compared with pre-pandemic of data from a
similar population. Studies incorporating pre-pandemic data are crucial to determine
differences of mental health levels between regular and pandemic periods.

According to these three types of research bodies this results section will be divided into the
following parts: 1) Longitudinal Research, 2) Research comparing pandemic data with pre-
pandemic data, 3) Research analyzing only pandemic data.

1) Longitudinal Research

Giannopoulou, Ioanna et al (2020) studied levels of depression and anxiety among Greek
senior high school students, using data from one month before and during the lockdown.
They found that the lockdown increased the number of students experiencing depression or
anxiety (48.5% to 63.8%), as well as the percentage experiencing severe forms thereof (10%
to 27%). Furthermore, females were significantly more affected from these mental health
symptoms at both points in time. Another study (Arad et al, 2021) among university students
in Israel, shows that social anxiety levels among socially anxious first year university
students remained high throughout their first semester which was marked by Covid-19
social distancing measures, whereas social anxiety levels of similar students during previous
years tended to decrease during their first semester. The lack of exposure to social
interactions during the pandemic is suggested as the main cause for these findings. Yang et
al. (2021) performed a study of Chinese university students. Participants suffered from
increasing levels of depressive symptoms and higher prevalence of probable depression of
69.2% compared to 41-49% for periods between 18 and 6 months before the pandemic. Wu
et al (2020) found that among Chinese 7th graders the prevalence of psychotic-like
experiences increased significantly, from 22.9% before the onset of Covid-19 to 30.2% after
the lockdown.

2) Research comparing pandemic data with pre-pandemic data

A study (Jiang, 2020) of Chinese university students showed that they were exhibiting higher
levels of anxiety and OCD-symptoms than the population norm before the lockdown.



Depression levels on the other hand were not significantly different. Myhr et al. (2021)
examined the mental health of Norwegian adolescents and compared them with data from
the years preceding the lockdown, analyzing boys and girls separately. For both genders the
percentage of students reporting life satisfaction (boys: from 91% to 80%; girls: 82% to
69%) and a high quality of life (boys: from 43% to 34%; girls: 23% to 16%) dropped
significantly. While only girls were found to be exhibiting higher levels of depressive
symptoms. Another study (Guerrero-Gomez et al, 2021) showed that due to the Covid-19
pandemic, there was an increase anxiety that reflected in an increase of nightmares
(pandemic-related-dream).

3) Research analyzing only pandemic data

One research (Camacho-Zuiiga et al, 2021) investigated the feelings of high school,
undergraduate and graduate students in Mexico during the Covid-19 pandemic. It showed
that students across all academic levels are suffering from negative feelings. The most
reported feelings were being anxious, stressed, overwhelmed, tired, and depressed.
Additionally, 14% of affected students were also in need of professional help. Another study
(Herbert et al, 2021) investigating the mental health of university students in Egypt and
Germany during the lockdown revealed that the mean anxiety score among participants was
significantly higher than the cut-off value distinguishing between high and low anxious
subjects. Van Der Feltz-Cornelis et al (2020) conducted research among students and staff of
the University of York (UK) examining their stress levels, anxiety, and depressive symptoms.
The percentage of students suffering from high levels of stress, anxiety and depression was
28.3%, 37.2% and 46.5%, respectively. Female students were found to be more vulnerable
to these mental health issues. Likewise, Ali et al. (2020) examined the mental health of
Bangladeshi adults and found that the lockdown had a significantly negative effect on general
mental health status, while females suffered more severely from it. An article studying
Palestinian university students (Ghandour et al.,, 2020) indicate generally high levels of
distress and insecurity among participants. Furthermore, women were more likely to report
higher levels of insecurity and distress compared to men. Similarly, Woday et al. (2021)
explored anxiety, depression, and stress disorders among Ethiopian university students.
They found that females were twice as likely to suffer from the psychological problems than
males. The fact that females were more likely to exhibit higher stress levels was also
confirmed by Chhetri et al. (2021), studying Indian high school and university students.
Another research (Hoque et al, 2020) conducted among undergraduate students in
Bangladesh showed that 82.5% of participants were suffering from mild to extreme anxiety.
Female students were showing significantly higher anxiety levels. Similarly, Baloch et al
(2021) find that among Pakistani students’ anxiety levels were also higher for females than
for males, While Sundarasen etal. (2020) studying university students in Malaysia, show that
next to females, also younger students exhibit significantly higher anxiety levels. Al-Shannaq
et al. (2021) investigated mental health among Jordanian adults. Female participants had
significantly higher levels of depression and lower levels of quality of life than male
participants, whereas age was not found to be correlated with depression or quality of life

4



scores. Narayanan and Sriram (2021), studying Indian university students, also found that
females were more likely to exhibit depressive symptoms. A similar finding was shown by
Patsali et al. (2020), studying Greek university students. Skapinakis et al. (2020) showed
depressive symptoms were higher for younger people and students compared to the rest of
the Greek population. Cao et al, 2021 showed that high school students in China were
commonly showing anxiety (7.1%), depression (12.8%), and PTSD symptoms (16.9%)
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Family relationships and lack of social support were shown
to be the most important predictors. Research (Wan Mohd Yunus et al, 2020 among
Malaysian university students showed that private university students exhibited higher
anxiety and depression levels than public university students. Furthermore, younger
students displayed higher levels of anxiety. McKune et al (2021) studying the mental health
of primary to high school students in Florida, showed that loss of household income and
being female increase the risk of higher anxiety-related, depressive, and obsessive-
compulsive disorder (OCD)-related symptoms. Mekonen et al. (2021) investigated the
mental health of Ethiopian university students and found that living in an urban area, where
physical distancing is more difficult, was a significant predictor for higher stress, anxiety, and
depression levels. Zapata-Garibay et al (2021) studied how the pandemic and remote
education contributed to create differences in learning approach and in general both group
of students, from private and public universities, agree regarding strenuous study days.
Furthermore, Xu et al (2020), highlighted that at the time their study was conducted there
was a general optimism between university students which may alleviate negative effects.
Finally, Xiao et al (2021), studied how mood disturbance correlated screen time and lower
possibility to practice outdoor activity.

Discussion

The main results in which the majority of the papers agreed was that the greater the
exposure to a Covid-19 restrictive measure (such as lockdowns), the more significant the
impact was on the mental health status of young people aged between 18-25. However,
because of the limited time period that can be analyzed, it is still unclear how much a
prolonged state of emergency associated with heavy restrictions actually increases this
effect.

Thus, investing resources in the healthcare system aimed at assisting mental health
difficulties could help in creating a faster recovery on this side. This is especially desirable in
a moment of heightened crisis such as the one we are currently living. The gap in research
identified is reasonably clear. There is a need for longitudinal studies analyzing the length of
heavy restrictions effects on young people mental health status. Attention should be placed
also on possible consequences on depression, anxiety disorders, abnormal sleep, appetite
changes that we previously hinted at, and that check for confounders. This would guide
policy options to both the long-term results of investing in the treatments and protection
from mental illness and disorders, as well as possible dangers of doing so.



Finally, concerning the limits of our Systematic Review, we believe that future reviews
should take into consideration more publication databases. Furthermore, a meta-analysis
might be carried out to boost our qualitative results.
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APPENDIX 2 - Search on PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science

Our reporting strategy follows the PRISMA guidelines. We searched PubMed, Scopus and Web

of Science for records published between 2020 and 2021, using the following search terms in
title and abstract:

(i) [covid OR lockdown OR covid-19 OR virus]

AND

(ii) [School OR High school OR higher education OR college]

AND

(iii) [students OR young people OR young age]

AND

(iv) [mental health OR stress OR anxiety OR depression]
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APPENDIX 3 - PRISMA Flow Diagram
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APPENDIX 4 - Excel File

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1ulnv-
1HaQPbz3KaZPIxznZzYS0jZDs4BBBAszcVMiwE /edit?usp=sharing
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APPENDIX 6 - PRISMA Checklist

Item Location
Section and Topic 4 CheckKlist item where item
is reported
TITLE
Title 1 | Identify the report as a systematic review. Page 1
ABSTRACT
Abstract 2 | See the PRISMA 2020 for Abstracts checklist. Page 1
INTRODUCTION
Rationale Describe the rationale for the review in the context of existing knowledge. Page 1
Objectives 4 | Provide an explicit statement of the objective(s) or question(s) the review addresses. Page 1
METHODS
Eligibility criteria 5 | Specify the inclusion and exclusion criteria for the review and how studies were grouped for the syntheses. Page 1-2
Information 6 | Specify all databases, registers, websites, organisations, reference lists and other sources searched or consulted to identify studies. Specify the date when each Page 1-2
sources source was last searched or consulted.
Search strategy 7 | Present the full search strategies for all databases, registers and websites, including any filters and limits used. Page 11
Selection process 8 | Specify the methods used to decide whether a study met the inclusion criteria of the review, including how many reviewers screened each record and each Page 1-2
report retrieved, whether they worked independently, and if applicable, details of automation tools used in the process.
Data collection 9 | Specify the methods used to collect data from reports, including how many reviewers collected data from each report, whether they worked independently, N/A
process any processes for obtaining or confirming data from study investigators, and if applicable, details of automation tools used in the process.
Data items 10a | Listand define all outcomes for which data were sought. Specify whether all results that were compatible with each outcome domain in each study were Page 13
sought (e.g. for all measures, time points, analyses), and if not, the methods used to decide which results to collect.
10b | Listand define all other variables for which data were sought (e.g. participant and intervention characteristics, funding sources). Describe any assumptions Page 13
made about any missing or unclear information.
Study risk of bias 11 | Specify the methods used to assess risk of bias in the included studies, including details of the tool(s) used, how many reviewers assessed each study and N/A
assessment whether they worked independently, and if applicable, details of automation tools used in the process.
Effect measures 12 | Specify for each outcome the effect measure(s) (e.g. risk ratio, mean difference) used in the synthesis or presentation of results. N/A
Synthesis methods 13a | Describe the processes used to decide which studies were eligible for each synthesis (e.g. tabulating the study intervention characteristics and comparing Page 1-2 and
against the planned groups for each synthesis (item #5)). Page 13
13b | Describe any methods required to prepare the data for presentation or synthesis, such as handling of missing summary statistics, or data conversions. Page 2
13c | Describe any methods used to tabulate or visually display results of individual studies and syntheses. Page 13
13d | Describe any methods used to synthesize results and provide a rationale for the choice(s). If meta-analysis was performed, describe the model(s), method(s) to | N/A
identify the presence and extent of statistical heterogeneity, and software package(s) used.
13e | Describe any methods used to explore possible causes of heterogeneity among study results (e.g. subgroup analysis, meta-regression). N/A
13f | Describe any sensitivity analyses conducted to assess robustness of the synthesized results. N/A
Reporting bias 14 | Describe any methods used to assess risk of bias due to missing results in a synthesis (arising from reporting biases). N/A
assessment
Certainty 15 | Describe any methods used to assess certainty (or confidence) in the body of evidence for an outcome. N/A
assessment
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is reported
RESULTS
Study selection 16a | Describe the results of the search and selection process, from the number of records identified in the search to the number of studies included in the review, Page 1-2 and
ideally using a flow diagram. Page 12
16b | Cite studies that might appear to meet the inclusion criteria, but which were excluded, and explain why they were excluded. Page 1-2
Study 17 | Cite each included study and present its characteristics. Page 2-5
characteristics
Risk of bias in 18 | Present assessments of risk of bias for each included study. N/A
studies
Results of 19 | For all outcomes, present, for each study: (a) summary statistics for each group (where appropriate) and (b) an effect estimate and its precision (e.g. Page 2-5 and
individual studies confidence/credible interval), ideally using structured tables or plots. Page 13
Results of 20a | For each synthesis, briefly summarise the characteristics and risk of bias among contributing studies. N/A
syntheses 20b | Present results of all statistical syntheses conducted. If meta-analysis was done, present for each the summary estimate and its precision (e.g. N/A
confidence/credible interval) and measures of statistical heterogeneity. If comparing groups, describe the direction of the effect.
20c | Presentresults of all investigations of possible causes of heterogeneity among study results. N/A
20d | Present results of all sensitivity analyses conducted to assess the robustness of the synthesized results. N/A
Reporting biases 21 | Present assessments of risk of bias due to missing results (arising from reporting biases) for each synthesis assessed. N/A
Certainty of 22 | Present assessments of certainty (or confidence) in the body of evidence for each outcome assessed. N/A
evidence
DISCUSSION
Discussion 23a | Provide a general interpretation of the results in the context of other evidence. Page 2-5
23b | Discuss any limitations of the evidence included in the review. Page 5-6
23c | Discuss any limitations of the review processes used. Page 5-6
23d | Discuss implications of the results for practice, policy, and future research. Page 5-6
OTHER INFORMATION
Registration and 24a | Provide registration information for the review, including register name and registration number, or state that the review was not registered. N/A
protocol 24b | Indicate where the review protocol can be accessed, or state that a protocol was not prepared. N/A
24c | Describe and explain any amendments to information provided at registration or in the protocol. N/A
Support 25 | Describe sources of financial or non-financial support for the review, and the role of the funders or sponsors in the review. N/A
Competing 26 | Declare any competing interests of review authors. N/A
interests
Availability of data, 27 | Report which of the following are publicly available and where they can be found: template data collection forms; data extracted from included studies; data N/A
code and other used for all analyses; analytic code; any other materials used in the review.
materials
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