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ABSTRACT

A survey of 3,032 university students in the Philippines 
during the beginning of the COVID-19 lockdown in the 
country (March to April 2020) revealed that 44.66% met 
the cutoff score for generalized anxiety symptoms (GAD-
2) and 62.40% reported having very bad to bad sleep
quality; these symptoms are also negatively correlated
with measures of psychological well-being. We also found
that, among those screened by the GAD-2, 40% (n = 542)
and 51.55% (n = 698) met the cutoff score for moderate
and severe anxiety on the GAD-7, respectively. The sector
of the Philippine population lost their usual access to
mental health services in their school campuses, and the
paper describes how their mental health needs during
the pandemic remain unattended, as university campuses
remain closed even eighteen months after.
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INTRODUCTION

Mental health concerns have risen in many parts 
of the world as the COVID-19 pandemic ensued 
during the second quarter of 2020 (Torales et al. 
2020), with higher rates of mental health symptoms 
in younger adults (Huang and Zhao 2020).  

In many parts of the world, disruptions in school 
activities were related to higher anxiety among 
university students (Cao et al. 2020; Tasso et al., 
2021) but the prevalence of such symptoms varied 
across different countries (de Oliveria Araújo et 
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al. 2020). Similar disruptions were experienced 
by Filipino students. With evidence of the first 
local COVID-19 transmission on 7 March 2020, 
Philippine schools shut campuses starting 9 March. 
The government declared the country on lockdown 
on 17 March. March is when schools typically 
conclude the school year. Students who were due to 
complete their diplomas or degrees were supposed 
to graduate in April/May, but COVID-19 unsettled 
all that. As we write this article, Philippines schools 
have been closed for 18 months and it seems that 
school lockdowns will continue for several more 
months. Disruptions in the educational experiences 
of Filipino students continue, and in this article, we 
call attention to what might be an unmet mental 
health need for a significant sector of the Philippine 
student population. 

Some previous studies have observed mental 
health concerns among Filipino university students 
during the pandemic. Although not focused only 
on university students, a study with 2037 adults 
from different parts of Luzon had 29.2% of the 
respondents who were students (Tee et al. 2020). 
The study found that students reported higher 
psychological symptoms compared to other 
occupations. But other than that study, there has 
been no large-scale survey of Filipino university 
students; most published studies involving small 
and non-representative samples. 

As regards the dimensions of mental health, 
the earliest warnings related to the negative 
mental health effects in the general population 
referred to increased symptoms associated with  
anxiety and depression (de Oliveria Araújo et al. 
2020). There are other manifestations of negative 
mental health effects of the pandemic, including 
symptoms associated with post-traumatic stress 
disorders (Brooks et al. 2020) and increased 
incidence of domestic violence and substance 
abuse (Pfefferbaum and North 2020), but the focus 
of most assessments of mental health impacts of 
COVID-19 focused on anxiety, depression, and 
their related dimensions such as sleep difficulties, 
hyperarousal, and loneliness (de Lima et al. 2020; 
Hollingue et al. 2021; Huang and Zhao 2020; Zhang 
et al. 2021), including studies in the Philippines 

(Bernardo et al. 2020; Tee et al. 2020). However, 
other mental health researchers have proposed a 
bi-dimensional approach which assumes that there 
are two distinct and co-occurring indicators of 
mental health: mental illness and positive affective 
experiences (Westerhof and Keyes 2009). Thus, 
mental health is not only the absence of symptoms 
of psychopathology but also the manifestations 
of positive well-being. The second dimension is 
important as individuals may be considered not 
mentally healthy because they are not experiencing 
well-being (Renshaw and Bolognino 2017). In this 
regard, other researchers have also measured 
positive mental health indicators such as optimism 
(Fisher et al. 2020) and hope (Zhang et al. 2021) 
together with negative symptoms. The use of this 
more balanced approach to assessing mental health 
has also been echoed in some Philippine studies 
(Aruta et al 2021; Aruta and Montes 2021; Galanza 
et al. 2021). 

METHODS

We conducted a survey to explore mental health 
symptoms experienced by Filipino university 
students during the early weeks of the pandemic 
(March to April 2020), with a larger, more nationally 
representative sample. The web-based survey was 
initiated by a youth organization that aimed to 
help persons conduct mental health self-checks. 
We adopted the bi-dimensional approach in 
assessing mental health; we measured mental 
health symptoms and positive well-being. For the 
mental health symptoms, we used the Generalized 
Anxiety Disorder-2 (GAD-2; Plummer et al. 2016; α 
= .80) and a single-item measure of subjective sleep 
quality (Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index or PSQI, 
Buyse et al 1989), two well-established measures 
for mental health screening. For well-being, we 
used the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form 
(MHC-SF; Keyes 2002) and State Locus-of-Hope 
(SLOH; Bernardo and Mendoza 2020) MHC-SF is a 
14-item scale (α = .90) and SLOH is a 16-item scale
(α = .89).

Participants were 3,032 students (73.68% 
female, mean age = 21.09 years, SD = 2.27) from 
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all 17 regions of the country (40.50% from Metro 
Manila) and who were enrolled in university degree 
programs. Participants were recruited through 
social media platforms, all provided informed 
consent; 96% of the responses were completed 
within 23 March to 30 April. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 describes the descriptive statistics for 
all the above scales. After being screened by the 
GAD-2 ultra-brief screener (cutoff ≥ 3; Plummer et 
al. 2016), they were provided with the full GAD-
7 screener for anxiety. We found that 40% of the 

students experienced moderate anxiety, and 
51.55% experienced severe anxiety. This means 
that students screened by the GAD-2 are either 
experiencing moderate or severe anxiety. This 
percentage can be compared to studies in other 
countries that typically find less than 4% of the 
population experiencing severe anxiety (Lowe 
et al. 2008; Terlizzi and Villaroel 2020). Data on 
sleep quality indicate that 36.28% of the students 
reported “fairly bad” sleep quality while 26.12% 
reported “very bad” sleep quality. Thus, there are 
clear indications of higher rates of mental health 
symptoms with our sample of Filipino university 
students. 

Table 1. Summary of descriptive statistics for mental health measures.

Correlations (Pearson’s r)
Measures Range M SD (2) (3) (4)

(1) Generalized Anxiety Disorder-2 0 to 6 2.61 1.81 .26*** -.32*** -.23***
(2) Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index 0 to 3 1.80 0.92 -- -.38*** -.34***
(3) Mental Health Continuum-SF 14 to 84 49.27 13.05 -- .67***
(4) State Locus-of-Hope Scale 16 to 64 46.55 8.21 --
Notes: *** p < 0.001

There are typically no norms to establish good 
psychological well-being and the mean scores for the 
well-being measures are usually clustered around 
the midpoint of the range. Therefore, we examined 
whether GAD-2 and PSQI scores were correlated 
with the well-being measures and to see whether 
or not the mental health symptoms are related to 
lower well-being. As shown in Table 1, both GAD-
2 and PSQI were significantly negatively correlated 
with scores in the Mental Health Continuum and 
the State Locus-of-Hope scales. This suggests that 
the students’ psychological well-being was also 
negatively affected by the disruptions in their 
educational experiences during the early months of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These results indicate a potential mental health 
burden in the Philippines involving adult students 
in the post-secondary educational sector: over 

23% of the total sample reported severe anxiety 
symptoms. Another study (Tee et al. 2020) with a 
smaller sample of Filipino students showed lower 
rates (11.1%) of severe anxiety. But these figures 
are still considerably higher than GAD population 
prevalence rates in various countries that are 
typically below 4% (Lieb et al. 2005; Löwe et al. 
2008; Terlizzi and Villaroel 2020). Even compared 
to studies of university students in other countries 
during the pandemic, the Philippine numbers 
are higher. Compare this, for example, to 0.9% 
of Chinese university students who experienced 
severe anxiety (Cao et al. 2020). Moreover, the 
occurrence of mental health symptoms correlated 
negatively with Filipino students’ well-being and 
hope, which are resources for coping with distress.

The use of an online survey that relied on social-
media recruitment may have created a bias in the 
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sample. We also only screened for generalized 
anxiety symptoms and subjective sleep quality, 
while there might be a range of other mental 
health symptoms that students experience. These 
limitations notwithstanding, the data point to an 
unaddressed mental health burden. University 
students’ first access to mental health services would 
normally be in their schools’ health services, which 
they do not have access to while schools are closed. 
Philippine universities resumed classes gradually 
(starting July 2020), but nearly all restrict activities 
to online learning, which created new sources 
of stress and anxiety for the students (Cleofas 
and Rocha 2021; Rotas and Cahapay 2020). The 
schools’ mental health services on campus remain 
inaccessible as of September 2021, 15 months after 
our survey. Some universities have created online 
mental health services as alternatives, but there is 
no indication of how adequate these online services 
are; many of these services have also stopped 
operating as of this writing. Continuing concerns 
about further infection constrain the possibilities of 
providing the conventional forms of mental health 
services that young adult university students can 
access.

Consistent with our findings, the Philippine 
government’s National Center for Mental Health 
reported statistics from March to August 2020 
showing that calls to their crisis hotlines increased 
119% since the start of the lockdown, with the most 
frequent concern being anxiety-related problems. 
Suicide-related calls to the crisis hotline increased 
by 239%, as well. However, the national publicly 
funded health system continues to be strained as 
it deals with COVID-19 cases. The Philippines does 
not have a universal health care system; therefore, 
students who need mental health services will have 
to rely on their own financial resources. If they or 
their parents have private medical insurance, their 
coverage might not include mental health services. 
Mental health problems are not covered by most 
private health insurance; the government’s social 
insurance system only covers acute inpatient care 
(Tolentino 2004). 

CONCLUSIONS

Our survey indicated symptoms that could 
indicate mental health problems in a specific sector 
of the Philippine population that also had their usual 
access to mental health services effectively cut-
off because of COVID-19 containment measures. 
Eighteen months after university campuses closed, 
access to needed mental health services remains 
difficult. We cannot predict how the prolonged 
community quarantine and the continued closure 
of university campuses may affect the mental 
health of university students, who have had to cope 
with learning and fulfilling academic requirements 
in online digital modalities, with staying physically 
distanced from their peers, with missing out 
on the typical social activities they enjoy in the 
campus. We cannot yet know how new university 
students, whose first years of higher education 
involved interacting with professors and classmates 
only virtually are adjusting to this important life 
transition. While there is some information on 
how some universities provide online psychological 
and counseling services, there is no indication of 
whether these types of services are accessible to 
the students who need them.  

Our concern about the adequacy of mental 
services for adult students should be viewed in 
consideration of the likelihood that surveys indicate 
similarly high levels of symptoms in a more diverse 
sample of adults in the Philippines (Bernardo et al. 
2020; Tee et al. 2020), suggesting a similar burden 
and lack of access to mental health services in the 
larger population of adults. As some observers 
worry, the next pandemic that the Philippines 
might face after COVID-19 could be a mental health 
pandemic.     
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