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This study investigated the changes in college students’ mental health literacy
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. We administered online surveys to
2,249 college students in 2019 and 3,007 college students in 2022, and the
results showed that the pandemic heightened mental health literacy over this
time. There were higher proportions of college students with high and
moderate mental health literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic, while there
were fewer college students with low mental health literacy. The positive
change in mental health literacy varied among different types of college
students on the basis of individual factors such as age, gender, school roles, and
family residential region. These findings emphasize the importance of tailored
interventions and holistic approaches to mental health promotion in educational
settings.
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Article Highlights

We found higher mental health literacy levels among college students during the COVID-19 pandemic
than there had been prior to the pandemic.
The proportion of college students with high and moderate mental health literacy increased during the
pandemic; conversely, there were fewer college students with low mental health literacy.
There were varying levels of positive changes in college students’ mental health literacy during the
COVID-19 pandemic based on individual factors, school roles, and family residential region.

refers to the knowledge and beliefs that help individuals recognize, cope with, or prevent mental
illness (Jorm et al., 1997). Cultivating individual mental health literacy helps with the early identification of mental
health issues as well as appropriate intervention, preventing mental health decline, reducing the stigma associated with
mental illness, and reducing delays in seeking treatment (Jorm, 2012). Healthy China Action (2019–2030) has set the
goal of widespread improvement in the mental health literacy of the general Chinese population by 2030, emphasizing
that “enhancing mental health literacy is one of the most fundamental, cost-effective, and efficient measures to improve
mental health.” Scholars have conducted extensive research on the mental health literacy of college students both prior
to and during pandemics, including their mental status (Roberts et al., 2011), assessment (Tambling et al., 2023), and
interventions (Beasley et al., 2020; Reichel et al., 2023; Reis et al., 2022). The significant amount of research in this
area reflects to some extent the high prevalence of mental health issues among college students in the context of the
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COVID-19 pandemic (Hu et al., 2021). However, the potential ability of mental health literacy to reduce mental illness
and psychiatric consequences remains unexplored.

In the face of sudden public health events, an individual’s mental health literacy is an important factor affecting their
physical and mental health. Numerous empirical studies have indicated that sudden public health events may first
impact individual health and subsequently affect the mental health of groups (Roberts et al., 2011). Cai et al. (2021)
found a significant improvement in the mental health literacy of those aged 15–59 years in China, suggesting that during
the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals may have acquired more health knowledge, identified psychological assistance
needs, and investigated accessible resources and assistance to improve their mental health. From a positive psychology
perspective, personal experience or witnessing traumatic events may lead to negative mental reactions such as
posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, and anxiety; however, it may also lead to positive changes to the mental state,
which is known as posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Examples of posttraumatic growth in a sudden
public health event include learning how to overcome adversity, changing awareness and behavior, and achieving self-
transcendence in response to environmental changes. Although these studies provide an important contextual overview
of the causes and effects of sudden public health events, little research has compared changes in mental health literacy
before and during an outbreak. In addition, previous research has focused on either the negative or the positive impacts
of pandemics on mental health, rather than holistically examining both types of impact together. To fill this research
gap, this study used the mental health literacy of college students in 2019 as baseline data, comparing their literacy
levels with data from 2022 to examine changes occurring after the outbreak of COVID-19.

Method

Participants and Procedure

We used convenience and snowball sampling methods to survey 2,249 college students before the COVID-19 pandemic
(May–June 2019) and 3,007 college students during the COVID-19 pandemic (May–June 2022). Before filling out the
survey on the Wengjuanxing online platform, participants were required to provide informed consent. They completed
the survey on a voluntary basis in approximately 10–15 minutes, then had the opportunity to receive a randomly
distributed cash reward through a raffle. The Academic Ethics Committee of Huzhou University approved this study.
We eliminated 52 and 131 invalid questionnaires that contained obvious unqualified logic, too-short an answering time,
or failed the attention-check items, resulting in 2,197 and 2,876 valid questionnaires (recovery rates of 97.69% and
95.64%, respectively). Participants’ age ranged between 16 and 26 years in 2019 ( = 19.81, = 1.65) and between
15 and 26 in 2022 (  = 19.77,  = 1.90).

Measures

Demographic Variables
We collected participants’ demographic information, encompassing individual factors (age and gender), school roles,
and family residential region. Within the age category the response options were ≤ 17 years, 18–19 years, 20–21 years,
22–23 years, and ≥ 24 years. In the gender category the options were man, woman, and transgender. In the school roles
category the options were general students, referring to students who did not hold any positions; psychological
commissars, comprising the students who looked after their classmates’ mental health, which is a unique student role
found in universities in China; psychological department student cadres, referring to those from the psychological
department within the student union of their school or college; and other student cadres, comprising student cadres from
other departments of the school or college. Regarding family residential region, the options were eastern, central,
western, and overseas. Table 3 contains the details regarding these demographic variables.

Mental Health Literacy
We employed the 75-item National Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire (Ming & Chen, 2020), which includes three
subscales: mental health knowledge, mental health behavior, and mental health awareness. The mental health knowledge
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subscale has eight dimensions comprising 50 true/false items covering various topics, including the causes and
prevention of mental illness, symptoms and recognition of mental problems, treatment of mental disorders,
psychosomatic health, crisis intervention and suicide prevention, child education, child protection, and other
fundamental knowledge and principles. The score range for this subscale is 0–50, with each answer scoring either 0
points or 1 point; higher scores indicate a greater level of mental health knowledge.

The 16-item mental health behavior subscale includes four dimensions covering emotional identification, cognitive
reappraisal, interpersonal support, and distraction/attention shifting. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 ( ) to 4 ( ), with higher scores indicating healthier behavior.

We used the nine-item mental health awareness subscale to evaluate the importance of mental health. Items are rated on
a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 ( ) to 4 ( ), with higher scores indicating a greater
emphasis on mental health.

Respondents’ mental health literacy score is calculated as the sum of their scores for mental health knowledge, mental
health behavior, and mental health awareness. Cronbach’s alpha was .77 in this study and the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin value
was .91 (  < .001), demonstrating good reliability and validity.

Results

College Students’ Mental Health Literacy Scores Before and During the COVID-19
Pandemic

We conducted independent-sample tests to compare students’ mental health literacy scores before and during the
COVID-19 pandemic. The results indicate that mental health knowledge, mental health behavior, and mental health
literacy were significantly higher during the COVID-19 pandemic than before the pandemic (  < .001; see Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison of College Students’ Mental Health Literacy and Various Dimensions Before
and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Category Analysis of College Students’ Mental Health Literacy Before and During the
COVID-19 Pandemic

We employed cluster analysis of the data using the -mean method, categorizing the participants into three groups:
high mental health literacy, moderate mental health literacy, and low mental health literacy. In 2019, the proportions of
these three groups among the college students surveyed were 39.51%, 42.01%, and 18.48%, respectively. In 2022, the
proportions of these three groups had shifted to 39.88%, 43.01%, and 17.11%, respectively. We further examined the
differences among these groups across our three measured dimensions of mental health literacy (knowledge, behaviors,
and awareness). There were significant differences across all three dimensions, χ2mental health knowledge = 2.66, χ2

mental health

behavior = 4.30, χ2
mental health awareness = 9.05, < .05; mental health awareness = 40.63 < .001 (see Table 2). Thus, there were

more students with high and moderate mental health literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic, while there were fewer
students with low mental health literacy.
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Table 2. Mental Health Literacy Scores of College Students Before and During the COVID-19
Pandemic

 Scores are mean ± standard deviation.

Analysis of Different Impact of Individual Factors on College Students’ Mental Health
Literacy Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

To explore the different impact of individual factors such as age and gender on the mental health literacy of college
students before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, we conducted a two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
investigating the interaction terms of age and time period, and of gender and time period. The interaction of age and
time period had a nonsignificant effect on mental health knowledge, mental health behavior, mental health awareness,
and mental health literacy. Only the interaction term of gender and time period had a significant effect on mental health
awareness, (1, 4) = 5.21, = .005. A simple effects analysis showed that in terms of gender, only men’s mental health
awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic was higher than before the pandemic,  = 8.68,  = .003 (see Table 3).

Table 3. Comparison of the Impact of Individual Factors on College Students’ Mental Health
Literacy Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

 Scores are mean ± standard deviation.

Analysis of Different Effects of School Roles on Mental Health Literacy Among College
Students Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

To explore the difference in mental health literacy of college students according to their school roles before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic, we conducted a two-way ANOVA of the interaction term of school roles (general students,
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psychological commissars, psychological department student cadres, other student cadres) and time period
(prepandemic, during pandemic). The interaction term of school roles and time period had a significant effect on
mental health knowledge, (1, 3) = 2.96, = .031, mental health awareness, (1, 3) = 4.16, = .006, and mental health
literacy, (1, 3) = 3.28,  = .020.

A simple effects analysis showed that general students, = −8.32, < .001, psychological commissars, = 3.31, =
.021, psychological department student cadres, = 4.18, < .001, and other student cadres, = 4.23, < .001, scored
higher on mental health knowledge during the pandemic compared with before the pandemic. In addition, general
students, = −8.53, < .001, psychological commissars, = 3.70, = .005, psychological department student cadres, =
4.23, < .001, and other student cadres, = 4.34, < .001, scored higher on mental health literacy during the pandemic
compared with before the pandemic. Among the four roles of college students, the psychological commissars scored
higher on mental health awareness, = 3.15, = .011, during the COVID-19 pandemic compared with before the
pandemic (see Table 4). The mental health knowledge and mental health literacy scores of all four groups were higher
during the pandemic compared to before the pandemic. In addition, the mental health awareness scores of the
psychological commissars were higher during the pandemic compared to beforehand.

Table 4. Comparison of the Impact of School Factors on College Students’ Mental Health Literacy
Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Scores are mean ± standard deviation. GS = general students; PC = psychological commissars; PDSC =
psychological department student cadres; OSC = other student cadres.

Analysis of Differences in Mental Health Literacy Among College Students According to
Family Residential Regions Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

To explore the different effects of family residential region on the mental health literacy of college students before and
during the COVID-19 pandemic, we conducted a two-way ANOVA of the interaction term of family residential region
(eastern, central, western, overseas) and time period (2019, 2022). The interaction term of family residential region and
time period had a significant effect on mental health behavior, (1, 3) = 3.50, = .005, mental health awareness, (1, 3)
= 5.41, = .001, and mental health literacy, (1, 3) = 3.11, = .025. A simple effects analysis showed that mental
health behavior was higher during the COVID-19 pandemic compared to before the pandemic among college students
from the eastern region, = 5.18, < .001. College students in the western region scored lower on mental health
awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic compared with beforehand, = –3.23, = .027, while college students in the
eastern region, = 9.38, < .001, and central region, = 3.94, = .002, scored higher on mental health literacy during
the COVID-19 pandemic compared with beforehand (see Table 5). These results suggest that college students in the
eastern region showed positive changes in mental health behavior and mental health literacy, college students in the
central region showed positive changes in mental health literacy, and college students in the western region showed
negative changes.
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Table 5. Comparison of the Impact of Family and Social Factors on College Students’ Mental
Health Literacy Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Scores are mean ± standard deviation.

Discussion

Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Mental Health Literacy

This study investigated whether there was a positive or negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental
health literacy of college students, with the goal of providing a foundation and recommendations for effective mental
health education. The results show there were significant improvements in the mental health literacy (mental health
knowledge, mental health behavior, mental health literacy) of college students during the COVID-19 pandemic
compared with beforehand, which is in line with previous research findings indicating heightened awareness of mental
health issues during times of crisis or significant societal changes (Aknin et al., 2022; Liu et al., 2020; Xiong et al.,
2020; Zięba et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic, characterized by widespread social isolation, economic
uncertainty, and increased mental health challenges, likely prompted greater attention to mental health education and
resources among college students (González-Sanguino et al., 2020). In addition, the widespread availability of mental-
health-related activities, online resources, and virtual support services during the pandemic may have contributed to the
observed improvements in mental health literacy (Pfefferbaum & North, 2020).

Cluster Analysis of Mental Health Literacy Groups

The clustering of students into those with high, moderate, and low mental health literacy aligns with findings from
previous studies examining mental health literacy profiles among college populations (Yusoff et al., 2013). The
observed increase in the proportion of students with high and moderate literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic is
consistent with the notion that crises can stimulate proactive responses and promote resilience (Yang et al., 2021).
However, further research is needed to explore the long-term stability of these clusters and their association with mental
health outcomes over time.

Individual Factors and Mental Health Literacy

Whereas we found limited interactions between individual factors (e.g., age and gender) and mental health literacy,
previous research had found no significant association of mental health literacy with age (Reavley & Jorm, 2011).
However, gender differences in mental health literacy have been documented, with women often demonstrating higher
levels of awareness and help-seeking behaviors than men do (Kecojevic et al., 2020; Vuelvas-Olmos et al., 2023; Wang
et al., 2013). The change we observed in men’s mental health awareness during the COVID-19 pandemic may be
attributed to targeted interventions or heightened media coverage addressing men’s mental health needs (Seidler et al.,
2016). This finding emphasizes the necessity for targeted interventions to address gender-specific disparities in mental
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School Roles and Mental Health Literacy

Our findings highlight the role of the school environment in influencing mental health literacy, as we observed
significant improvements across different school roles during the COVID-19 pandemic. This is consistent with previous
research indicating the crucial role of the organizational structure and resources available within a college as well as
school-based interventions in promoting mental health awareness and facilitating support initiatives among college
students (Burns & Rapee, 2021; Eisenberg et al., 2013). Our findings show the effectiveness of designated roles such as
psychological commissars, which aligns with previous research that examined interventions involving peer-led mental
health programs in educational settings (El-Den et al., 2020). Psychological commissars may have played a pivotal role
in disseminating mental health information and fostering supportive environments within their respective institutions,
contributing to enhanced literacy levels among students. These activities may have enhanced knowledge and awareness
of mental health, facilitated the identification and intervention of mental health problems, reduced the incidence of
mental health issues, and subsequently improved the mental health status of college students during the pandemic.

Family Residential Regions and Mental Health Literacy

Our results indicate there were variations in mental health literacy across different residential regions, highlighting the
influence of sociocultural factors on students’ understanding of mental health. This is consistent with previous research
showing regional disparities in mental health literacy and help-seeking behaviors (Owens, 2019; Yusoff et al., 2013).
Cultural norms, social support networks, and access to mental health services vary across regions, which can impact
individuals’ attitudes and beliefs about mental health (Gulliver et al., 2010). The observed positive changes in mental
health literacy among students in eastern and central regions during the COVID-19 pandemic may be attributed to
regional differences in resource allocation, community support systems, and responsiveness to mental health needs
(Liang et al., 2020).

Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has some limitations. First, we distributed online questionnaires both before and during the COVID-19
pandemic using convenience sampling and snowball sampling, resulting in an uneven distribution of sample
characteristic variables and a sample size exceeding those of most similar studies during the same period. However, we
surveyed two different groups of students; thus, there is a possibility that the higher scores observed in the second group
were equally high in this cohort prior to the pandemic. Second, our investigation of factors such as family
socioeconomic status and social support was limited. Future research could analyze these aspects more
comprehensively. Last, our study results are based primarily on the specific demographic and environmental conditions
of the sample used. Although the results provide valuable insights, they may not be applicable when generalized to other
groups, such as students of different age groups or those from other countries or cultural backgrounds. These different
groups may have varying characteristics and experiences, which could influence the applicability of our findings.
Further studies need to be conducted in various settings to assess the applicability and relevance of our findings in
different contexts.

Conclusion

This study explored how college students’ mental health literacy has adapted in the face of the challenges brought about
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The results provide valuable insights into the dynamics of mental health literacy,
illuminating the complex interplay of individual, institutional, and sociocultural influences. These findings underscore
the importance of tailored interventions and holistic approaches to mental health promotion in educational settings that
take into account diverse student populations and contextual factors such as the economic and cultural characteristics of
the family’s region.
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