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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

 

Mental Health Issues Among Iranian University Students During COVID-

19 Pandemic 

 
Mahboubeh Dadfar 

 

ABSTRACT 

The COVID-19 pandemic is a public health crisis that has also imposed a mental health burden, to 

which university students are particularly vulnerable. It is well documented that university students tend 

to have higher levels of mental health issues, and the pandemic has been an exacerbating factor on their 

mental health and wellbeing. Investigation of the mental health of this group can therefore have major 

implications for healthcare services and mental health policies. With timely diagnosis and recognition 

of psychological problems, effective solutions can be found to improve their mental health, coping 

styles, and quality of life. Appropriate action could prevent academic failure and provide an opportunity 

for social achievements, development of social skills, and improved mental health for these students. 

This chapter reviews the mental health problems among Iranian university students during the pandemic 

and reports a study exploring the relationship between depression related to the pandemic, anxiety 

related to the pandemic, and obsession with the pandemic. In a sample of university students in Iran, 

COVID-19 depression, COVID-19 anxiety, and obsession with COVID-19 were all positively 

associated with each other, with female students showing significantly higher levels of COVID-19 

depression than males.      
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INTRODUCTION 

 The COVID-19 outbreak was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization 

(WHO) on March 11 of 2020 (WHO, 2020). At the time of this study, 273,685,515 cases and 

5,357,661 deaths had been reported worldwide (Worldometers, 2021, December 17). As the 

virus first spread rapidly around the world, several protection measures and restrictions were 

introduced by most governments (Asmundson & Taylor, 2020), and these have had negative 

effects on the mental health of the populace.  

Several studies have been conducted to study the effects of the pandemic on mental 

health and well-being and to create possible strategies for protecting it (e.g., Adibi et al., 2020; 

Ahmed et al., 2020; August & Dapkewicz, 2020; Brooks et al., 2020; Gashi, 2020; Kaplan et 

al., 2020). For example, Olszewska-Guizzo et al. (2021), found that stay-at-home orders were 

exacerbating factors for depressive symptoms and momentary mood disturbance. A study by 

Le et al. (2020a) found a high prevalence of post-traumatic stress symptoms accompanying the 

lockdown, with 16.4% of participants reporting low levels of post-traumatic stress symptoms, 

5.3% moderate levels, and 5.4% high levels. Another found that as household incomes 

decreased due to restrictions on work, anxiety/depression symptoms also increased (Tran et al., 

2020). And in a comparing Chinese and Polish respondents, Wang et al. (2020a) reported that 

Polish people wear masks less often, seek medical attention more often, and showed higher 

levels of anxiety, depression, and stress than the Chinese participants.  

Clearly, the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated restrictions have imposed a mental 

health burden, with implications for interventions (see Arpacia et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020; 

Chang et al., 2020; Galea et al., 2020; Geldsetzer, 2020; Goyal et al., 2020; Gritsenko et al., 

2020; Jahanshahi et al., 2020; Limcaoco et al., 2020; Lin, 2020; Lin et al., 2020; Mamun & 

Griffiths, 2020; Mertens et al., 2020; Moghanibashi-Mansourieh, 2020; Nourizadeh et al., 
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2020; Ornell et al., 2020; Pakpour & Griffiths, 2020; Pakpour et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 2020; 

Ransing et al., 2020a,b; Ren et al., 2020; Sorokin et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2020; Wang et al., 

2020b). Collectively, the research suggests that the sudden onset of the pandemic has been 

damaging to mental health, for example by increasing fear and anxiety—particularly in 

countries with higher prevalence of the virus. Fear of COVID-19 could continue even after the 

pandemic has subsided. 

The rapid spread and mutation of the virus, and the uncertainties associated with it, 

have been found to cause stress, depression, phobia, and anxiety in various countries. This has 

included depression, anxiety and stress in China, Spain, Philippines, and Iran (Wang et al., 

2020c; Wang et al., 2021a, 2021b; Tee et al. 2021); depression and anxiety in Vietnam (Le et 

al., 2020b); depression, anxiety, and PTSD in the USA and UK (Lin et al., 2020; Shevlin et al., 

2020); depression in Denmark (Sønderskov et al., 2020); and depression, stress, fear, phobia, 

and anxiety in other countries (Arpaci et al., 2020; Brailovskaia, & Margraf, 2020; Bueno-

Notivol et al., 2021; Dadfar et al., 2021; Dadfar, & Lester, 2021; Fitzpatrick et al., 2020; Guizzo 

et al., 2021; Hilton, 2021; Ho et al., 2020; Huang, & Zhao, 2020; Islam et al., 2021; Kazmi et 

al., 2020; Mazza et al., 2020; Nazari et al., 2021; Pedrozo-Pupo & Campo-Arias, 2020; Satici 

et al., 2020; Tasnim et al. 2021). 

Anxiety and depression levels have increased significantly during the period of the 

pandemic (Thomas et al., 2020), and this has affected young people more than other age groups, 

showing higher anxiety, depression and alcohol use, and lower mental health indicators 

(Ahmed et al., 2020). Tsamakis et al. (2021) found that mental health problems such as 

depression symptoms and social anxiety during the pandemic are strongly correlated with 

loneliness in adolescents and young adults. And this is not merely due to restrictions: one of 

the risk factors for adverse mental health outcomes (such as anxiety, depression, and stress) is 
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experiencing physical symptoms similar to COVID-19 infection (Wang et al., 2021d, 2021e), 

indicating that worry about getting sick is also a factor.  

Iran is one of the more severely affected countries in the world according to the WHO 

(2021), with a total of 6,167,650 known cases and 130,992 deaths (1,531/million population) 

as of 17 December, 2021 (Worldometer, 2021). The pandemic has caused human, economic 

and social consequences including a wide range of psychological and behavioural effects, and 

Iran is no exception. It has impacted the mental health of Iranians due to restrictions on daily 

activities and, in some cases, the deaths of loved ones and friends (Dadfar & Nasr Esfahani, 

2020; Khademian et al., 2021; Taghrir et al., 2020; Zandifar & Badrfam, 2020; Zhang et al., 

2020). 

 

Mental health in university students during COVID-19 

Mental health is an important dimensions of postsecondary students' health as the future 

builders of society. Due to their special circumstances such as being away from home and 

separated from family, entering a new environment, and various academic, social, and financial 

problems, this group is particularly subject to high levels of stress, which can trigger or 

exacerbate mental disorders (Dehdari et al., 2013). The experience of entering university is 

associated with the transition from adolescence to young adulthood, wherein students assume 

new responsibility for their decisions, lifestyle and health. This process requires adaptation and 

adjustment to new academic, social and professional demands (Acharya et al., 2020; Lauckner 

et al., 2020). Some research from prior to the pandemic has investigated psychological distress 

and mental health problems such as depression among Iranian college students (see Amiri et 

al., 2019; Amirpour et al., 2018; Atef Vahid et al., 2015, 2016; Dadfar et al., 2014, 2018, 2019; 

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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Dadfar et al., 2021; Shamsaei et al., 2018), identifying moderate to high psychological 

problems in the samples.  

It is in this context that university students experience the additional disruptions and 

pressures introduced by the COVID-19 outbreak and associated restrictions (Abu-El-Noor, 

2021; Marelli et al., 2021; Muyor-Rodríguez et al., 2021; Odriozola-González et al., 2020; 

Sahu, 2020). After the WHO’s declaration in March of 2020, schools and universities in most 

countries were closed, in-person lessons were transitioned into virtual settings, social activities 

were canceled, and foreign students were encouraged to return home (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021; 

World University Rankings, 2021). Students’ social relationships also became limited as they 

adapted to online education while learning from home. University students returning to their 

families have been spending more time with them and experiencing role changes. Students 

generally have information about COVID-19 symptoms and methods of protection from 

infection, but nonetheless they are fearful of it and this has led to higher rates of somatization, 

obsessive-compulsive disorder, anxiety, phobic anxiety, paranoid thinking and general 

violence in this group (Jiang, 2020).  

Several studies have reported an increase in feelings of fear, anxiety, concern, stress 

among students resulting from COVID-19 (see Bitan et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020; Dadfar et 

al., 2021; Dadfar & Lester, 2021; Khan et al., 2020; Konstantinov et al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 

2020a, 2020b; Safa et al., 2020; Saravanan et al., 2020; Son et al., 2020; Tsipropoulou et al., 

2020; Wang et al., 2020f). Several factors that trigger stress, anxiety and depression can be 

identified in the lives of university students. Just prior to the pandemic in 2019, the University 

Mental Health Center reported that anxiety and depression continued to be the most common 

and most important concerns of students. And in the period since the onset of COVID-19, the 

stress and anxiety experienced by students has increased to even higher levels (Son et al., 2020). 
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In a study of Turkish university students, Arslan, Yıldırım, and Aytaç (2020) found low 

levels of subjective vitality and loneliness that were related to COVID-19 anxiety and increased 

rumination. Some of the international students at Central China Normal University (CCNU) 

reported that the social distancing due to the pandemic had caused psychological distress and 

mental problems for them (Lorreta et al., 2020). Ren et al. (2021) investigated how the 

reopening of universities in China were affecting student mental health, and found that 

measures maintained during this transition such as quarantines, temperature checks and mask-

wearing were contributing factors to anxiety and depression. 

Having higher levels of general self-efficacy has been shown to be a protective factor 

for mental health (Rabani Bavojdan, et al., 2011), and academic self-efficacy has been found 

to correlate with academic performance and mental distress (Grøtan et al, 2019). Yıldırım and 

Güler (2020) reported that in the pandemic context, mental health could be predicted by self-

efficacy, along with severity of the pandemic and preventive behaviours. One study on Iranian 

medical students found that 36.4% Iranian medical students reported low COVID-19 self-

efficacy, which indicates sense of control over avoiding COVID-19 (Dadfar & Sanadgol, 

2021). Another reported that preventive behaviours negatively correlated with risk perception 

of COVID-19, and a high level of COVID-19 related knowledge and self-reported preventive 

behaviours and average risk perception (Taghrir et al., 2020). 

Coping strategies can help to reduce the harms on mental health and well-being caused 

by the pandemic. Apart from religious coping (Yıldırım et al., 2021), it has been determined 

that effective use of secular coping strategies can also be helpful. August and Dapkewicz 

(2020) found that students who use the “benefit-finding” strategy reduce their likelihood of 

expressing fear, anxiety and stress. Benefit-finding is a meaning-based coping strategy of 

focusing on positive aspects, such as gratitude, personal development, self-sacrificing 
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behaviour, and using creative solutions and teamwork during crisis periods to reduce stress and 

anxiety (August & Dapkewicz, 2020). 

Physical activity levels of students have also decreased during the pandemic (Korkmaz 

et al., 2020), and this presents a risk factor for physiological and psychological problems. 

Needing to adapt to a new lifestyle can increase stress and anxiety, and many students (females 

especially) have reported role changes as a result of continuing their education with online 

methods, while also taking on tasks such as caring for family members (Sever & Özdemir, 

2020). In the studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, emotions such as stress, 

anxiety, fear and hopelessness have come to the fore (Aşkın et al., 2020; Uçkaç, 2020). For 

example, Özkul (2020) found that physical inactivity, stress, anxiety and depression had 

increased among university students.  

This chapter reports a study exploring whether depression related to COVID-19 is 

associated with anxiety and obsession related to COVID-19—the first such study. A strength 

of this study is its context, the research data coming from one of the most severely affected 

countries in the world, Iran. The aims of the present study were: (1) to explore the association 

between COVID-19 depression, COVID-19 anxiety, and COVID-19 obsession and (2) to 

explore sex differences in these variables.  

 

METHODS 

Participants 

A sample of 240 Iranian university students residing in one of nine student dormitories 

at the Iran University of Medical Sciences were recruited and volunteered for participation in 

July 2021. This was a convenience sample, as only some students were present at the 
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dormitories while others were not permitted on the premises due to COVID-19 restrictions. 

The required sample size was calculated using Cochran's formula (Cochran, 1963).  

 

Procedure 

The students were invited to voluntarily participate, and the study's objective was 

explained to them. Confidentiality was assured, anonymity was maintained, and all participants 

provided verbal informed consent. The surveys were distributed by directors of the student 

dormitories, and data were collected for three weeks. The study was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board of Iran University of Medical Sciences. The students were 

administered the scales individually. All students completed the scales fully. 

 

Measures 

The COVID-19 Depression Scale (COVID-19DS) 

The COVID-19DS, originally developed in Farsi (Persian) by Dadfar and Lester 

(unpublished), is a 16-item self-report scale used for assessing depression resulting from the 

COVID-19 pandemic (henceforth referred to as COVID depression). Participants indicate their 

level of agreement with statements using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “Not at all” (0) to 

“Nearly every day over the last 2 weeks” (4). The total score ranges from 0 to 64, with a higher 

score indicating more COVID depression (Dadfar et al., in press). A typical item for the 

COVID-19DS is “I get depressed when thinking about COVID-19.” 

The Coronavirus Anxiety Scale (CAS) 

The CAS, developed by Lee (2020a), is a 5-item self-report scale used for assessing 

physiologically-based symptoms that are aroused with coronavirus-related information and 

thoughts (henceforth, COVID anxiety). Using a 5-point time anchored scale (0 = “not at all,” 
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4 = “nearly every day over the last 2 weeks”), participants rate how frequently they experience 

each anxiety symptom (Lee et al., 2020). The total score ranges from 0 to 20, with a higher 

score indicating more COVID anxiety. A typical item for the CAS is “I felt dizzy, lightheaded, 

or faint, when I read or listened to news about the coronavirus.” 

The Obsession with COVID-19 Scale (OCS) 

The OCS, also developed by Lee (2020b), is a 4-item self-report scale used for 

assessing persistent and disturbed thinking about COVID-19 (henceforth, COVID obsession). 

Using a 5-point time anchored scale (0 = “not at all” to 4 = “nearly every day over the last 2 

weeks”), participants rate how often they experience persistent and disturbed thinking about 

COVID-19. The total score ranges from 0 to 16, with a higher score indicating more COVID 

obsession (Ashraf et al., 2020). A typical item for the CAS is “I had disturbing thoughts that I 

may have caught the coronavirus.” 

 

RESULTS 

The mean age of the students was 24.8 years (SD = 3.5); 67.5% were female; and the 

plurality of students (37.1%) were studying in a general physician (GP) program. The mean 

total score for the COVID-19DS was 8.71 (SD = 10.71), 0.70 for the CAS (SD = 1.72), and 1.63 

for the OCS (SD = 2.31). 

Correlation analysis showed that COVID depression was positively associated with 

COVID anxiety (r = 0.53, p < .01), and COVID obsession (r = 0.65, p < .01), and COVID 

anxiety was positively associated with COVID obsession (r = 0.66, p <. 01). Using Process 

Macro Model 6 (Serial Multiple Mediation Analysis; Hayes, 2018a 2018b), there significant 

direct effects of COVID anxiety on COVID depression (ß = 0.47, p < .001) and COVID 

obsession (ß = 0.15, p < .05). COVID depression and COVID obsession were assessed as 
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mediation variables, and COVID obsession positively predicted COVID depression (ß = 0.46, 

p < .001). Men and women did differ in COVID-19DS scores (M = 5.3, SD = 5.5 for men; M 

= 10.3, SD = 11.3 for women; t(238) = 3.51), but not in CAS scores (M = 0.67, SD = 1.6 for 

men; M = 0.72, SD = 1.7 for women; t(238) = 0.208), or OCS scores (M = 1.3, SD = 2.2 for 

men; M = 1.84, SD = 2.3 for women; t(238) = 1.52).  

 

DISCUSSION 

The research presented in this chapter sought to identify mental health issues in Iranian 

university students that are related with the COVID-19 pandemic. Using a nonclinical Iranian 

sample, significant positive correlations were found between all pairings of COVID anxiety, 

COVID depression, and COVID obsession. Further, COVID obsession positively predicted 

COVID depression. 

These results mirror similar findings in other national contexts. Caycho-Rodríguez et 

al. (2020) found that depression mediates the relationship between COVID anxiety and 

subjective well-being in a sample of Peruvian university students. A study on Turkish 

undergraduate students showed that association between coronavirus stress and depressive 

symptoms can moderate by meaning in life and optimism (Arslan & Yıldırım, 2021). Fear of, 

and concern about COVID-19 have been reported in Iranian medical students (see Dadfar et 

al., 2021, Dadfar & Lester, 2021), and have been found to be moderately correlated (Dadfar et 

al., 2021). Because significant COVID-19 fears and concerns are likely to be associated with 

depressive and obsessive symptoms. 

Previous studies have reported that fear of COVID-19 positively correlated with scores 

on the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS; Barrios et al., 2020; Mailliez et al., 

2020); the Perceived Vulnerability to Disease Scale (PVDS; Ahorsu et al., 2020; Masuyama et 
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al., 2020; Winter et al., 2020); the Depression and Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS-21; Bitan et 

al., 2020; Satici, 2020); the Severity Measure for Specific Phobia–Adult (SMSP-A; Soraci et 

al., 2020); the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9; Huarcaya-Victoria et al., 2020; Sakib 

et al., 2020; Tsipropoulou et al., 2020) and Patient Health Questionnaire for Adolescents (PHQ-

A; Masuyama, 2020); the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Satici et al., 2020); the 

Preventive Behavior Related to COVID-19 Scale (Mahmood et al., 2020); the Generalized 

Anxiety Disorder (GAD) Questionnaire (Mahmood et al., 2020) and Generalized Anxiety 

Disorder-7 Scale (GAD-7; Huarcaya-Victoria et al., 2020; Masuyama, 2020; Perz et al., 2020; 

Tsipropoulou et al., 2020); the Impact of Event Scale–Revised (IES-R; Huarcaya-Victoria et 

al., 2020); the Spielberger’s State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Mailliez et al., 2020; 

Martínez-Lorca et al., 2020); and the Fear Questionnaire for specific phobia (FQ; Barrios et 

al., 2020). 

In the present study, female students had significantly higher COVID depression scores 

than males, but not for COVID anxiety or obsession. This contrasts with the finding by Ahmed 

et al. (2020) that men and women did not differ in COVID depression. Dadfar et al. (2021) 

found that female Iranian medical students scored higher than males on fear of COVID-19, and 

several other studies found a similar gender difference on fear of COVID-19 (e.g., Barbosa-

Camacho et al., 2020; Broche-Pérez et al., 2020; Doshi et al., 2020; Elsharkawy & Abdelaziz, 

2020; Gritsenko et al., 2020; Haktanir et al., 2020; Hossain et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2020; 

Huarcaya-Victoria et al., 2020; Konstantinov et al., 2020; Limcaoco et al., 2020; Qiu et al., 

2020; Nguyen et al., 2020b; Oducado et al., 2021a; Rodríguez-Hidalgo et al., 2020; Sakib et 

al., 2020; Tsipropoulou et al., 2020; Tzur et al., 2020). However, Dadfar and Lester (2021) 

found no sex difference in levels of concern over the pandemic in Iranian university students, 
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and Perz et al. (2020) reported no sex differences in fear of COVID-19 in an American college 

sample.  

Considering the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic worldwide, more understanding 

is needed about its harmful impacts on the mental health of university students and how to 

manage them. This study provided information that could be used by healthcare professionals, 

educators, and policymakers to identify those university students with a high risk of mental 

health problems during this and future pandemics and other similar crises.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

First, this study was conducted solely with university students in Iran, and so the results 

may not generalize to other populations. Second, the use of university students introduces an 

age range restriction. Third, the COVID-19DS did not explore discrimination by other 

countries due to COVID-19. Fourth, the COVID-19DS may have a lower confidence on 

medical services during the pandemic. As the pandemic continues, more studies will become 

available, and this will permit meta-analytic reviews and firmer conclusions. Future research 

should explore the correlates of the mental health problems caused by COVID-19 to identify 

the risk factors and the protective factors. 
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