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Abstract

The Covid-19 pandemic has dramatically impacted university student’s men-
tal health, a population already known to be vulnerable for developing mental
disorders and to demonstrate poor help-seeking behaviours for their mental
health. Identifying why university students may choose not to seek help event
if needed is an important step towards facilitating early access to mental health
services and improving psychological wellbeing. This study aims to investi-
gate help-seeking behaviour and barriers to help-seeking in university stu-
dents. In December 2020, 182 students from a French university in Bourgogne
Franche-Comté participated in an online survey that measured help-seeking
behaviours and barriers to accessing mental help. Results showed that 63% of
participants reported they would not seek any formal or informal help if
dealing with an emotional or mental health difficulty. Most of students re-
ported a preference toward informal help from friends and family compared
to help form professionals. Seeking mental health-related information and
support on the internet was also a relatively common behaviour. University
students perceive a number of barriers to help-seeking for mental health
problems. These include a preference for self-reliance, poor emotional com-
petence and mental health literacy, and cost and time constraints. We dis-
cussed how the results of the present survey provide crucial information for
policymakers to adopt strategies for improving help-seeking by university
students.
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1. Introduction

Following the Covid-19 pandemic, the French population has been successively
put into lockdown from 17 March 2020 for almost two months and from 30 Oc-
tober 2020 for one month and a half. After the first announcement of universi-
ties closure on March 2020, the latter finally remained closed for almost 1 year.
Available evidence showed elevated psychiatric symptoms among university
students during successive lockdown and suggested an unprecedented impact of
the pandemic on the mental health of university students (Arsandaux et al., 2020;
Kecojevic et al., 2020; Roux et al., 2021; Sun et al., 2021; Wathelet et al. 2020). In
France, findings show that students suffer from particularly high level of anxiety,
depression and distress and suggest that the epidemic and confinement have in-
creased the emergence of post-traumatic stress symptoms (Essadek & Rabeyron,
2020). Indeed, the Covid-19 pandemic has led to massive disruption in the lives
and education of university students, through prolonged university closure,
subsequent shift to an emergency online learning format, and the reduction or
elimination of social contacts and cultural activities, that have affected dispro-
portionally students’ mental health (Kohls et al., 2021). In addition, the abrupt
closure of campus has led to loss of daily routines and may have exacerbate aca-
demic stressors for students with increased pressures to learn independently and
higher rates of dropout (Grubic et al., 2020).

Even before the pandemic, university students were considered as particularly
vulnerable to mental health disorders, with one third of students experiencing
significant mental health problems ranging from depression and anxiety to sui-
cidality (Eisenberg et al., 2013). Stressors such as demanding coursework, time
pressure, poor interpersonal relationships with peers/teachers (Basson & Roth-
mann, 2019; Bewick et al., 2010; Mertens et al., 2020), social isolation, peer
pressure, and study-life imbalances (Bergin & Pakenham, 2015) can promote the
occurrence of a mental illness in university students. Furthermore, studies have
shown that students struggle to cope with these stressors and do not possess the
necessary personal resources to buffer against the effects thereof on their mental
health (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). These stressors not only affect students’
day-to-day activities but also have negative consequences on physical and men-
tal health (Martineau, Beauchamp, & Marcotte, 2017), as well as cause consider-
able long-term health and adjustment problems (Rickwood et al., 2005).

Thus, the Covid-19 pandemic increased stressors in a population with pre-existing
elevated stress levels and a reduced ability to rely on effective coping strategies,
leading to an unprecedented mental health burden on university students.

The high prevalence of mental health problems among young adults and uni-
versity students is coupled with a strong reluctance to seek professional help
(Rickwood et al., 2007). Many students do not have access or choose not to seek
help from healthcare services even when they need mental healthcare (Cheung &

Dewa, 2007; Pottick et al., 2008). In France, more than one in five students with
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a mental health problem report not seeking help (Morvan et al., 2016). For ex-
ample, a French survey (OVE, 2016) showed that among the 15% of students
who suffered from depression, only 53% sought mental health care. A French
study (Verger et al., 2010) showed that only 30.5% of students presenting one or
more signs of psychological distress in the past year sought care from a health
professional. Thus, a significant proportion of students suffering from psycho-
logical distress do not seek care from professionals. Help-seeking even decreased
during the lockdown, with only 12% of students with at least 1 outcome reported
seeing a mental health professional, and 3% using the university service (Wathelet
etal., 2020), during the 1* lockdown.

Since the Covid-19 pandemic, improving students’ wellbeing and access to
mental health services has become a key agenda in government policies. Limited
available provision, long waiting lists and cost of specialist services were key bar-
riers identified by the French government for accessing mental health services.
This has prompted a range of recent initiatives designed to increase the avail-
ability and accessibility of specialist services (e.g. “chéque psy”, reimbursement
of consultations with psychologists, etc.) and reduce the pressure on health sys-
tems to manageable levels (Lafon, 2021).

Despite a conscious move towards structural barriers for improving students
access to mental health care, evidence suggests that individual factors, such as
personal beliefs, internalised gender norms, coping skills, self-efficacy, and per-
ceived stigma play a major role in explaining help-seeking behaviours and inter-
act with structural factors such as accessibility and affordability of services
(Barker et al., 2005). Indeed, personal determinants such as personal preferences
for self-reliance in managing their mental health, negative attitudes about seek-
ing professional help, a preference for informal sources of help, are major barri-
ers to help-seeking in young people (Gulliver et al., 2010; Radez et al., 2021;
Salaheddin, & Mason, 2016). Although existing studies have focused on mental
health help-seeking among adolescents (Gulliver et al., 2010; Radez et al., 2021;
Rickwood et al., 2005), young adults (Gulliver et al., 2010; Salaheddin & Mason
2016) or adults of all ages (Clement et al., 2015), few have reported on the barri-
ers experienced by university students and no one during the Covid-19 pandemic
in France. It is critical that efforts to improve access to support and services take
into account students’ views on help-seeking, and by doing so address the barri-
ers that impede seeking help from professionals. A detailed understanding of the
reasons that university students (rather than professionals or government) do
not seek, and access professional help is crucial to address the gap between the
high prevalence of mental health disorders in this population and low treatments
utilisation.

The aim of this study was to explore help-seeking behaviours and barriers to
seeking mental help support in young adults aged 18 - 27 years studying in a

French university during the Covid-19 pandemic.
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2. Methods
2.1. Participants and Procedure

Given the scenario of social distancing of COVID-19 pandemic, it was necessary
to use digital research tools. In November 2020, we carried out a focus group to
explore help-seeking with 4 volunteers (aged 20 - 25 years) from students’ or-
ganisations, using Zoom videoconferencing platform. The findings were used to
inform the content of the questionnaires developed to measure help-seeking be-
haviours and perceived barriers to seeking help.

An online survey was then developed with the SurveyMonkey software, a pro-
fessional tool that allows to create multiple choices or scale-format question-
naires. Data collection took place from 12/07/2020 to 12/18/2020 during the 2™
lockdown in France.

All registered students at the university were invited to participate in the study
via an email web-link. The first page of the survey provided study information,
assuring volunteers that participation was voluntary and anonymous. Exclusion
criteria were that participants had to be a current student and over the age of 18,
which eliminated 15 respondents. The final sample consisted of 182 students
who completed all elements of the survey. Participant ages ranged from 18 to 27
(M=20.47, SD=2.17).

2.2. Measurement

The survey consisted of an online questionnaire that measured help-seeking be-
haviour and barriers to seeking help Help-seeking behaviours were assessed by
asking participants how they seek help when dealing with emotional or psycho-
logical issues. Participants were presented with the following multi-choice an-
swers: “I talk to a friend about it”, “I talk to someone in my family about it”, “I
talk to my GP about it”, “I seek help from a mental health professional (psy-

» o«

chologist/psychiatrist)”, “I use a phone counselling service (e.g. Fil santé jeu-
nes)”, “I am looking for information that can help me on the internet”, “I'm
waiting the problem would get better by itself”.

All participants were then presented with an adapted version of the 30-item
Barriers to Access to Care Evaluation (BACE) scale, (Clement et al., 2012) to as-
sess barriers to seeking professional help by asking participants if any of the fol-
lowing issues ever stopped, delayed or discouraged them from getting profes-
sional help for a mental health problem. This adapted version of the BACE con-
sists of a 16-items scale assessing stigma-related, attitudinal and instrumental

barrier on a 5-point Likert scale.

2.3. Data Analysis

We analyzed the participants’ answers from the Excel data automatically gener-
ated in the Survey Monkey platform. The percentage of participants who se-
lected each answer was calculated and quantitative analysis and descriptive sta-

tistics were performed.
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3. Results
3.1. Students’ Help-Seeking Behaviours

The percentage of all participants reporting each help-seeking behaviour is pre-
sented in Table 1.

Table 1. Percentage of students reporting each help-seeking behaviour.

Help-seeking behaviours % (n)
I talk to a friend about it 55.49 (101)
I talk to someone in my family about it 36.26 (66)
I talk to my GP about it 1.65 (3)
I seek help from a mental health professional (psychologist/psychiatrist) 6.59 (12)
I call a hotline (e.g. Fil santé jeunes) 0(0)
I am looking for information that can help me on the internet 18.68 (34)
I'm waiting the problem would get better by itself 63.19 (115)

When dealing with emotional or psychological issues, most of the students
(63%) are waiting the problem would get better by itself. They then prefer to ask
for help from their friends (55%) or a family member (36%). About 1 in 5 stu-
dents (19%) is seeking advice on the Internet. Searching for professional help is
less common among students with only 7% of students that reported seeking
help from a mental health professional (psychologist/psychiatrist) 2% from their

general practitioner. No students used hotline to seek help.

3.2. Perceived Barriers for Help-Seeking

The percentage of all participants reporting the degree to which each barrier
item would “stop, delay, or discourage” them from seeking professional help is
presented in Table 2. Each barrier was ranked according to the items being rated
as a “major barrier”.

All barriers confounded, the five major barriers to help-seeking being re-
ported by participants are in rank order: “wanting to solve the problem on my
own” (51.10%), “dislike of talking about my feelings, emotions, or thoughts”
(50%), “not being able to afford the financial costs” (46.7%), “difficulty to find
time with my other duties” (34.07%) and, ex-aequo, “unsure where to get pro-
fessional care” and “preferring to get help from family or friends” with 28.02%.

The most highly-rated stigma barrier was “Concern about what my friends
might think, say, or do”, with 26.37% (n = 48) of participants anticipating that
this would prevent or delay them from seeking professional help. The most
commonly-anticipated attitudinal barrier was “Wanting to solve the problem on
my own, whereby 96.15% (n = 175) of participants reported that this would be a
barrier to some degree and with 51.10% (n = 93) of participants reported that it

would act as a major barrier to them seeking professional help if needed. The
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Table 2. Percentage, frequencies, and mean scores of the BACE.

Reporting item Reporting item Reporting item

Barrier items as not at all as a barrier to as a major 1;/{;1';1;1
a barrier % (n) any degree % (n) barrier % (n)
Stigma-related barrier items
Concern about what my friends might think, say, or do 24.73 (45) 75.27 (137) 26.37 (48)  2.16 (1.72)
Concern about what my family might think, say, or do 24.73 (45) 75.27 (137) 26.37 (48)  2.11(1.68)
Concern that I might be seen as weak for having a mental
health problem 29.12 (53) 70.88 (129) 24.18 (44) 1.98 (1.74)
Concern that I might be seen as “crazy” 29.12 (53) 70.88 (129) 24.18 (44) 1.94 (1.71)
Feeing embarrassed or ashamed 25.27 (46) 74.73 (136) 21.98 (40) 2.16 (1.67)
Attitudinal barrier items
Wanting to solve the problem on my own 3.85(7) 96.15 (175) 51.10 (93) 3.34(1.41)
Dislike of talking about my feelings, emotions, or thoughts 8.79 (16) 91.21 (166) 50.00 (91) 3.09 (1.71)
Preferring to get help from family or friends 18.13 (33) 81.87 (149) 28.02 (51) 2.38 (1.66)
Thinking the problem would get better by itself 15.38 (28) 84.62 (154) 23.63 (43) 2.32 (1.53)
Thinking I did not have a problem 31.32 (57) 68.68 (125) 17.58 (32) 1.75 (1.65)
Thinking that professional care would not help 34.62 (63) 65.38 (119) 17.58 (32) 1.68 (1.64)
Instrumental barrier items
Not being able to afford the financial costs 20.33 (37) 79.67 (145) 46.70 (85) 2.92 (1.88)
Difficulty to find time with my other duties 19.78 (36) 80.22 (146) 34.07 (62) 2.54 (1.76)
Unsure where to get professional care 24.73 (45) 75.27 (137) 28.02 (51) 2.27 (1.75)
Difficulty to get an appointment 28.02 (51) 71.98 (131) 24.18 (44) 2.11 (1.77)
Problems with transport/travel to appointments 50.00 (91) 50.00 (91) 12.64 (23) 1.30 (1.63)

most commonly-rated instrumental barrier was “not being able to afford the fi-
nancial costs” involved in seeking professional help, with 46.7% (n = 85) par-

ticipants reported that it would act as a major barrier to help-seeking.

4. Discussion

This study found that, when dealing with emotional or psychological issues,
most of the students (63%) did not seek any formal or informal help but waited
the problem would get better by itself. Although this study assessed anticipated
help-seeking behaviour and that the prevalence of participants in the sample
concerned with a mental health or emotional difficulty was unknown, this find-
ing suggests similar rate of help-seeking than observed in previous French stud-
ies in young adults (e.g., Verger et al., 2010).

Results also showed that informal help is preferred by students than formal
help. This finding confirmed previous results observed in youngest adolescents,

namely that young people are more likely to seek help from their friends and
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family for psychological and emotional problems than from other sources, in-
cluding mental health professionals (Rickwood et al., 2005).

Searching for professional help is less common among students with only 7%
of students that reported seeking help from a mental health professional (psy-
chologist/psychiatrist) and 2% from their general practitioner. The present find-
ings add to the existing evidence that, compared with other adults, young people
did not value or recognise GPs as a potential source of support for their psycho-
logical distress, (e.g., Biddle et al., 2006). In Biddle et al. (2006) study, young
adults reported “believing that GPs deal exclusively with physical illness”, “lack
of training in mental health”, “cannot provide talking therapy”, and “only pre-
scribing unwanted medication” as major barriers to consult their GP when
dealing with psychological problems. Such negative perceptions about GPs as a
help resource are at odds with the new key role assigned to GPs in the prescrip-
tion of mental health services in France. Although government directives are
seeing primary care practitioners as the “gatekeepers” to young people’s mental
health service, evidence reported that GPs also report a number of barriers that
compromise their delivery of mental health care, including time constraints and
a lack of specific mental health knowledge that leave them feeling poorly equipped
to offer alternatives to drug therapy (O’Brien et al., 2016). These findings have
practical implications for the training of GPs. There is a need to improve the
ability and confidence of GPs to recognise mental health problems in young
people and to facilitate help-seeking by providing information about the avail-
ability and effectiveness of mental health services.

Results also showed that 1 in 5 students (19%) use the internet for informa-
tion and support seeking. These findings are in line with a recent review
(Montagni et al., 2020) showing that seeking mental health-related information
on the internet was a relatively common behaviour among all students Accord-
ing to this review, most searched topics are depression, stress, anxiety and gen-
eral information on mental health problems that students themselves or their
family or friends experienced.

Regarding on barriers to help-seeking, the results indicate that barriers to ac-
cessing mental health in university students mostly result from attitudinal barri-
ers such as a preference for self-reliance, difficulty expressing thoughts and emo-
tions and a preference for friends or family sources of help, as well as instru-
mental barriers such as cost, time constraints and availability of professional help.
Nonetheless, the present findings did not confirm the existing evidence that
shame, embarrassment and stigma surrounding mental health is a major barrier
to help-seeking (e.g., Clement et al., 2015). However, other studies have found
low overall stigma-related attitudes in students and found that perceived barriers
to help-seeking differed significantly by age with younger individuals more likely
to perceive a significantly greater number of stigma-related barriers than older
individuals (Vidourek et al., 2014). Although mental health literacy interven-

tions appear to be more effective in improving help-seeking attitudes in young
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adults (Gulliver et al., 2012), it is to be noted that interventions that use strate-
gies of destigmatisation are effective in terms of improving attitudes to seek
formal help (Shahwan et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2018), at least when integrated as a
component of the intervention (Griffiths et al., 2017; Johnson et al., 2021).
Although several limitations to the study should be considered when review-
ing the results, this study has provided some rich quantitative information that
contributes to the understanding of why university students may choose not to
seek help for their mental health problems during the Covid-19 pandemic.
Limitations of this study include the use of an online survey for data collec-
tion, which excluded any individuals without internet access. The limited sample
size may limit the generalisability of the findings to the wider population of uni-
versity students. A further limitation was imposed by the use of the BACE scale
which measure anticipated barriers to help-seeking instead of actual help-seeking
behaviours. Thus, no conclusions should be drawn regarding the extent that
these barriers would hinder or prevent actual help-seeking behaviour. Finally,
barriers and facilitators may vary across the different points of the help-seeking
process, as well as vary according to the actual presence of psychological symp-
toms (Montagni et al., 2020). Future research should investigate more sophisti-
cally these factors as they operate at each level of the help-seeking process. Fur-
thermore, qualitative research may have provided additional and different in-
formation about the reasons that university students do not seek help to struc-

tured survey questions.

5. Practical Recommendations

The Covid-19 pandemic and associated governmental restriction measures have
led to increases in the prevalence of mental health disorders in university stu-
dents compared to previous years (Chirikov et al., 2020) and the impact on stu-
dents’ mental health seems to be persistent (Copeland et al., 2021). The findings
of the present study suggest a number of ways forward in order to help universi-
ties and policymakers to address the continued mental health impacts of the
pandemic.

First, findings indicate a need to adopt strategies for improving help-seeking
by university students that take into account their desire for self-reliance. A
promising approach involves providing them evidence-based self-help material.
Digital tools appear as a promising means to increase access to mental health
support in young people (Griffiths & Christensen, 2006). On average, 1 univer-
sity student out of 10 had accessed at least once a mental health support platform
or mobile application for support seeking (Montagni et al.,, 2016). If e-mental
health is considered by students either as an alternative help resource compared
with traditional consultations, or as a complementary tool to traditional care
that cannot replace face-to-face consultations, all reviewed articles suggested that
digital tools are seen as very useful because they can counteract two main barri-

ers: lack of time and fear of being stigmatized through anonymity, privacy and
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confidentiality (Montagni et al., 2020). Given students’ high need for online
mental health information and their preparedness to use new technologies for
psychological support, digital tools have the potential to promote students’ psy-
chological well-being and prevent mental health problems. Furthermore, as stu-
dents reported trusting information provided by official and reliable institutions,
including their university (Montagni et al., 2020), health professionals and aca-
demic staff should take leadership roles in producing and disseminating e-mental
health information within the university setting. There is to be noted that, to
encourage and support young adults to seek professional help early for emerging
mental health problems, digital services must be informed and guided by the
young people themselves (Torous et al., 2018).

In addition, digital tools have also the potential for providing cost-effective
mental health interventions via web- or mobile-based platforms, thus addressing
the barrier to help and treatment seeking related to financial concerns (e.g., Ebert
et al., 2018). Internet-based self-help programs, such as MoodGym, have been
shown to be successful at reducing mental health problems such as depression or
generalized anxiety (e.g., Christensen et al., 2004). Similarly, internet-based
self-help program might be helpful for those who find it hard to talk about their
thoughts and feelings in person (Fleming et al., 2012), thus addressing barrier
related to difficulty expressing thoughts and emotions. As young adults need to
know how to identify, describe, or manage their emotions in an effective and
non-defensive manner, in order to seek mental health help (e.g., Ciarrochi et al.,
2003), such online self-help program should include emotional competence
training.

Finally, the barrier related to a preference for friends or family sources of help
suggests that friends and family could therefore have a significant role in the
help-seeking process, and more particularly in the pathway to professional ser-
vices. Developing good mental health literacy in students’ key helpers (friends,
family, university staff) may lead to better outcomes for those with mental health
problems, either by facilitating early help-seeking by students themselves, or by
helping their friends and other adults (university staff or family members) to
identify early signs of mental health disorders and seek help on their behalf.
Mental health literacy comprises the ability to recognise mental health problems,
knowledge and beliefs about risks, effective treatments, and knowledge of how to
seek mental health information and services (Jorm et al., 1997). In that vein,
studies suggested the effectiveness of Mental Health First Aid training in im-
proving mental health literacy and appropriate support for those with mental
health problems up to 6 months after training (Morgan et al., 2018). Such inter-
vention should be systematically considered in initiatives to promote students’
mental health.
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