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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This online survey yielded valuable insights into four main facets of undergraduate 
students’ experiences at St. Andrews during and after COVID-19. These included 
coping strategies, the utilization of university and community services, burnout, and 
resilience. During COVID-19, there was a breadth of adaptive and maladaptive coping 
strategies. The most commonly cited coping strategies were exercise and increased 
communication with loved ones, followed by self-imposed isolation and poor time 
management of responsibilities due to a lack of structure. The transition into a post-
COVID-19 ‘back to normal’ life appeared to be a challenging period of adjustment for 
students. Notably, some students continued to exhibit a ‘do-it-later’ mentality towards 
lectures and deadlines, even with the return of in-person teaching. The flexibility of 
administrative policies was considered as more valuable than other university 
resources, with students perceiving other services as only mildly effective.  Post-
COVID-19, there was a slight reduction in burnout ratings compared to during the 
pandemic, potentially indicating lasting effects. Additionally, increased resilience was 
observed post-COVID-19.  
 
Moving forward, these student responses may inform policy on various scales. 
Government funding could be allocated to enhance online-based mental health 
services accessible to students both at home and on campus. Subsidies for universities 
are also recommended to address financial barriers and encourage student engagement 
in sports and societies. The university should maintain policies regarding recorded 
lectures and flexible administrative guidelines, promote physical exercise, and allocate 
resources to improve the capacity of student services.   
 
Encouraging further research within the St. Andrews community, particularly in areas 
such as physical activity, peer socialization, student services, and changes to university 
policy, is important as these factors were frequently mentioned by students as 
impacting resilience and burnout.  
 
This preliminary study highlights the importance of not only providing resources to 
assist students, but also the need to continuously reflect on and refine them. Policy 
changes at the governmental and university levels are crucial for the prioritization of 
student wellbeing.  
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

For communities globally, the COVID-19 pandemic signified a turbulent period of time 
characterised by fear and uncertainty. One main feature of this crisis was the 
enforcement of lockdown and containment measures across the globe which 
significantly impacted each aspect of everyday life (Lee et al., 2020). Across systems, it 
adversely affected health care, social and economic activities, and across individuals, it 
sparked or exacerbated mental health problems ranging from psychological distress to 
symptoms of depression, anxiety, or post-traumatic stress (McBride et al., 2021; WHO, 
2022).  
 
Amongst those severely impacted were students of all ages, where the crisis forced 
school closures in 188 countries and greatly disrupted the learning progress of more 
than 1.7 billion students (OECD, 2020). UNESCO has raised the possibility of a global 
learning crisis, consisting of a reduction in the amount of content students receive, the 
competencies they develop, and students’ emotional and mental health (2020). 
 
Of interest are university undergraduates. Traditionally, even without the influence of 
the pandemic, the novel experiences of university-life are sufficient to incite feelings of 
stress and discomfort amongst students; where the simultaneous life transitions of 
emerging as an adult and adjusting to college life can cause significant stress (Arnett, 
2000).  
 
It is therefore unsurprising that a rupture in the traditional mode of delivering 
knowledge face-to-face in adhering to strict national social distancing measures caused 
a significant depreciation in wellbeing amongst undergraduate students. When coupled 
with the run-of-the-mill academic challenges of school, financial, and relational issues, 
this drop in wellbeing due to COVID-19 related disruptions is especially 
understandable (Cameron & Rideout, 2020; Mall et al., 2018).  
 
Although learning loss, associated with the implementation of a ‘new normal’ of virtual 
remote-learning may be regarded as a temporary measure for some, the long-term 
effects of the absence of traditional schooling, such as the curbing of educational 
aspirations or disengagement from academia, have yet to be comprehensively studied 
(Tesar, 2020; OECD, 2020). To avoid allowing a hysteresis effect to occur in university 
education, it is crucial to analyse and evaluate undergraduate experiences of the 
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pandemic by examining the efficacy of the short-to-medium education strategies 
adopted by universities. From this, policy improvements may be suggested. 
  

1.1 Literature Review  

Globally, there has been a healthy production of research investigating the pandemic’s 
impact on students’ academic performance, mental health, and social connectedness in 
China (Li et al., 2020), Italy (Villani et al., 2021), Germany (Gewalt et al., 2022), and the 
U.S. (Browning et al., 2021). Yet, it appears that there is little research examining the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on undergraduate students in Scotland.  
 
To address this gap, our team thought it necessary to focus on student experiences of 
burnout and resilience and how this influenced coping mechanisms during- and post-
COVID-19. The effectiveness of university resources and support systems may then be 
adequately analysed.  
 
The literature surrounding these topics regarding university populations have mainly 
been conducted in Spain (Morales-Rodríguez 2021; Sarmiento et al., 2021), Singapore 
(Kwan, 2022), and the Philippines (Valladolid, 2021). There is generally a very small 
amount of literature focusing on the experiences of undergraduate students in the 
United Kingdom, and even smaller still within Scotland. The main research areas in 
Scotland appear to focus on healthcare and social worker demographics (Cogan, 2022; 
Gillen, 2022; McFadden, 2021). Considering general findings of other university-based 
studies pointing towards changes in individuals’ sleeping, eating, and exercise habits 
subsequently impacting their physical and psychological well-being, it is of utmost 
importance to investigate whether these same habits have been replicated amongst 
Scottish undergraduates (Wang et al., 2020).  
 

1.2 Resilience and Coping Strategies   

Whilst the American Psychological Association (2022) defines resilience as the ability 
to adapt well when faced with adversity, trauma, or significant sources of stress, 
Connor & Davidson (2003) approach their definition of resilience from a different 
angle, where resilience is a process that allows an individual to thrive in adversity 
through the skills they practise to overcome traumatic circumstances. This ability is 
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therefore contingent on the interaction between an individual and their coping 
strategies. These refer to conscious efforts in moderating emotions and behaviours as a 
response to stress caused by daily events or current circumstances (Compas et al., 2001; 
Frydenberg & Lewis, 1993). Typically, there are three main coping strategy styles: (1) 
problem-focused strategy positively focuses on solving the problem, and striving and 
succeeding; (2) relational behaviour associated with seeking social support, to belong, 
to make close friends; (3) unproductive, avoidance or ignorance of the problem, and 
keeping it to oneself (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1996; Maghan, 2017).  
 

1.3 Burnout 

Comprising 3 separate dimensions, burnout is a syndrome characterised by exhaustion, 
task-related cynicism, and reduced professional efficacy (WHO, 2019). In an academic 
setting, this would translate into cynicism towards studying and potential feelings of 
inadequacy as a student (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017).  
 

1.4 The Scottish context: St Andrews  

It is prudent to contextualise the circumstances of students’ experiences with COVID-
19. During the course of the pandemic, countries implemented their restrictions at 
differing levels. For Scotland, a strict nationwide lockdown was initiated with breaches 
punishable by law (Ingram, 2022). In conjunction with Scotland’s more stringent 
policies, the University of St Andrews also enacted their own university-specific 
regime, where, in certain instances, the university surpassed government restrictions in 
severity. 
 
The unique makeup of the St Andrews student population is also an important 
consideration within this report. As 45% of the student body consists of international 
students according to UCAS, student status, when combined with year of entry, are 
both essential factors when considering how to apply lessons from their experiences 
towards helping future students. Most respondents of our survey (77.3%) entered 
university during 2020, at the peak of severity of civilian restrictions implemented by 
both the Scottish Government and the University of St Andrews. By September 10th (the 
semester’s first week of classes), all indoor and outdoor gatherings were restricted to a 
maximum of 6 people from 2 households (SPICe, 2023). By the end of September, 
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national 6pm curfews for gatherings and venue openings were imposed across the 
country. This meant that the earliest experiences of newcomers in St Andrews were 
plagued by forced isolation and lack of opportunities to create new social connections 
at a critical point in their university experience.   
 
Thus, it is important to consider this context as our survey respondents may have 
endured more severe experiences of isolation and restriction compared to their UK-
based university peers, particularly in their 2020-2021 entrant year. This sets the stage 
for our understanding of the survey answers regarding coping, resilience, and burnout 
in the following section of the report.   
 

1.5 Procedure 

An online survey was disseminated through researchers’ personal social media and the 
Political Institute of Action Research social media page (see Appendix A). This survey 
stayed open for one week allowing for data collection. Out of a total of 22 respondents, 
77.3% were 2020 entrant students, 68.2% were international students and 31.8% had 
UK home status.   
 

1.6 Scales  

Considering time-limitations and the importance of encouraging full student 
engagement with the survey, our team developed and modified two short self-report 
inventories whilst attempting to preserve the construct validity of each scale.  
 
In gaining inspiration from a breadth of shortened resilience (Amat et al., 2014; 
Vaishnavi et al., 2007; Wagnild, 2009) and burnout (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017; 
Tomaszek & Muchacka-Cymerman, 2022) scales, we modified items that we believed 
would etymologically capture the principle elements of self-perceived resilience and 
burnout suited for a university population. For the resilience and burnout inventories 
respectively, we devised a 4-item, 5-point Likert-type scale for data collection. 
 
As this report was conducted after the peak of pandemic literature production from 
2020-2022, we decided to investigate student self-perceptions of resilience and burnout 
presently and during COVID-19. Not only is this a unique method in research, it also 
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helps us gain a baseline with which to compare students’ psycho-social states during 
COVID-19. 
 

1.7 Rationale  

Few studies regarding resilience, coping strategies, and burnout have used a sample 
from the UK and even fewer have focussed on Scottish students. Due to the importance 
of student wellbeing, especially in times of unprecedented crisis, new research that 
strengthens or adds to existing findings is crucial. We therefore seek to contribute to 
this discussion with our own case-study of undergraduates from the University of St 
Andrews. We hope not only to consolidate existing literature, but also to provide 
actionable insights that can guide research and policies at the local, university, and 
state levels to foster resilience, encourage healthy coping habits, and center wellbeing 
for future students.   
 
While we understand that many of the students we will hear from in the report will 
soon leave the university system, younger students in the coming years will have had 
similar experiences as students during COVID-19 at the secondary or sixth-form level 
that follow them into their university careers. Thus, our report’s suggestions will 
remain highly relevant for future students in order to improve and cultivate coherent 
and protective policies moving forward. The measure of a university and nation’s 
response to a crisis should not merely be restricted to actions during the crisis but also 
to actions undertaken afterwards, as long-term impacts will continue to be felt years 
later.  
 
The following section of the report is dedicated to presenting the findings of our team’s 
survey. By analysing and summarising the data gathered from the survey responses, we 
hope to provide an in-depth appreciation of University of St Andrews’ students’ 
experiences during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly through the lens of 
coping mechanisms, the use of university and community resources, and students’ self-
reports of ‘resilience’ and ‘burnout.’  
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2.0 RESULTS: STUDENT COPING EXPERIENCES 

2.1 Coping Strategies  

When asked “What coping mechanisms did you use to deal with experiencing 
university during COVID-19?”, there were a wide range of responses. Namely, 
implementing exercise or outdoor walking was mentioned in over 35% of the responses 
and topped the list compared to all other categories. Some mentioned that they 
developed a growing interest in at-home workouts or live-stream exercise classes, 
while others honed in on outdoor activities that would allow them to get fresh air and 
see family and friends. This coping strategy was closely followed in popularity by the 
report of increased communication with family and friends. Present in 28% of the 
responses, many students said they utilized Facetime calling or the two-household rule 
to spend time connecting with friends and family. Some indicated that their motivation 
to seek out friends was to combat loneliness, to try to meet new people at university, or 
to occupy their newfound free time.   
 
Specifically, this experience of free time or emptiness of time was a recurring theme. 
One profound description of this experience came from a student who described the 
sensation by saying, “I had so much time that I never did anything.” Others said that 
the lack of daily structure caused a sense of anxiety “that made it feel like I was never 
resting” and further meant students actively worked to “try to pass the time.” This 
seemed to be closely linked to changes in time management strategies.    
 
The third most frequent coping strategy reported was isolation and/or low mood, 
mentioned in 22.7% of the responses. While isolation was undoubtedly a symptom of 
the set legal restrictions, many framed their experience of isolation as a choice or as 
“self-implemented”. Respondents specifically described depression, increased sleep, 
lack of daily routine, and “fear” as attributing to their perceived choice of coping 
through isolation.   
 
Aside from these three main coping strategies, the remaining categories identified are: 
increased screen time (18.2%), increased drinking/substance use (13.6%), online event 
participation (13.6%), schoolwork procrastination (13.6%), and schoolwork hyperfocus 
(9.1%). Particularly interesting is the direct contrast between reports of schoolwork 
procrastination and schoolwork hyperfocus. Reports of procrastination were more 
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popular and consisted of apathy towards university responsibilities. One participant 
said that “School work was like background noise”, while another said:  
 

“It was hard to take my studies seriously with all classes online. It was difficult 
to   
 adapt to a university lifestyle when it was all done from my small bedroom, on 
my own. I  once watched 10 lectures in a day because I had procrastinated them so 
much.”  
 
In contrast, many students reported a hyperfocus on work. Respondents recounted 
experiences such as “I worked at all times because I felt like I had nothing else to do” 
and “I would just immerse myself in Uni work for hours on end but to an unhealthy 
degree”. Further, another student said, “I didn’t need coping mechanisms to deal with 
work - in the absence of anything else to do it was easy to get my work done”. Although 
hyperfocus was a less popular experience compared to procrastination, it was 
nonetheless present in many responses.   
 
The next question asked students to evaluate their aforementioned strategies based on 
their “effectiveness at helping you adapt to university during COVID-19” and on 
whether “any of them are particularly positive or negative adjustments”. Over 72% of 
the responses focused on the negative impact of coping through isolation and/or 
coping through lack of time management. Regarding isolation, they repeatedly 
expressed the negative impact this had on their maintenance of friendships, poor 
mental health, growing introverted tendencies, and weaker support systems for 
university. When highlighting time management, almost all responses referred to the 
ability to watch lectures online: “the habit of only working at night and doing nothing 
during the day”, “I didn't have the structure of in person classes to schedule my life”, “I 
often didn't watch them at all, or would cram them”, and finally that “I would sleep in 
late and wouldn't feel motivated to do schoolwork until it was around the deadline”.  
 
Further, we asked students to reflect on which of these coping mechanisms have 
followed them into their post-COVID-19 university life. There was a nearly even mix of 
positive and negative residual coping strategies reported. Some said that the “do-it-
later” mentality regarding lectures and deadlines has persisted as a self-handicap even 
with the return to in-person learning. Others said that because they were restricted to 
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only socialising with people on their hall, they feel that their post-COVID-19 university 
friend groups are not genuine, citing that they were only based on initial forced 
circumstances and/or had a level of toxic dependency because of the copious amounts 
of time spent together during COVID-19. Regardless, many felt obligated to prioritize 
student societies, student events, and new social opportunities post-COVID-19 to make 
up for lost time. Some regarded this as a positive residual, while others said it 
negatively pulled their focus away from classes and assignments.  
 
At the top of the list was, once again, habits surrounding exercise. Many students 
developed their exercise routine to cope during the pandemic by finding structure, 
maintaining health, or getting outside of the house. Lots of students have maintained 
their lifestyle habits surrounding exercise, noting that they feel this continues to be 
beneficial for their overall health and wellbeing considering their increased in-person 
university responsibilities and related stressors. In closing, it is clear from the varied 
mix of positive and negative residual coping strategies that the transition into post-
COVID-19 university life was an overwhelming period of adjustment “back to normal”.   
 

2.2 Utilising University and Community Services  

As this survey focused on University of St Andrews students, we provided a list of the 
different resources that the university made available to students during the pandemic 
and asked them to pick a maximum of 3 services (if any) that positively contributed to 
and 3 services (if any) that negatively contributed to their management and adaptation 
strategies as a university student during COVID-19 (see Table 1). Some were new 
services, such as flexible administration policies or hosting outdoor events in the 
“COVID-19 Can-Do Tent”, and others were resources that existed prior to COVID-19 
such as student societies, Nightline mental health hotline, and the St Andrews Sports 
Center.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 
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Question 1: Did any of the following university resources improve or contribute to your management 

and adaptation strategies as a student during COVID? This support could have been virtual or in 

person. Please select a maximum of three.  

 

Question 2: Did any of the following university resources negatively or insufficiently contribute to your 

management and adaptation strategies as a student during COVID? This support could have been 

virtual or in person. Please select a maximum of three.   

1. Student Services 

2. Nightline 

3. Sports / Recreational Society Membership 

4. Sports Center Gym Membership 

5. The “Can-Do Tent” events 

6. Charity / Volunteering Society Membership 

7. Cultural / Ethnic / Religous Society Membership 

8. Flexible university administrative guidelines (e.g. S-code, deadline extensions, recorded 
lectures) 

9. I did not use any of these resources 

 
Responses revealed that “flexible university administrative policies” was chosen as a 
resource that improved adaptation strategies in almost 65% of the overall responses, 
overshadowing the other resources available. Three other responses were commonly 
highlighted by respondents: student services (29.4%), can-do tent events (29.4%), and 
sports center gym memberships (23.5%). When students were asked to rank how 
effective these positively contributing services were on a scale from 1 (not effective) to 
5 (very effective), 52.9% of responses were three (neutral). When looking at how many 
responses fell in the upper and lower quartiles, only 17.6% of responses were above 
neutral while 29.4% were in the less effective quartile. 
 
Interestingly, when evaluating which services negatively or insufficiently contributed 
to student adaptation strategies, student services and flexible administrative policies 
again made up the largest percentage of overall responses with student services at 
64.3% and flexible policies at 28.6%. At first glance it seems contradictory for these 
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resources to simultaneously make up the majority of both the positive and the negative 
evaluations, yet it is arguable that these resources may have been utilized most often 
compared to others. Thus, students’ more frequent use of the services may mean there 
were positive aspects to their experiences alongside aspects with room for 
improvement. Students further had the option to elaborate if needed on any of their 
previous rankings of university resources and services, and when examining these 
responses it echoes that notion.  
 
One response commented on flexible deadlines saying that they, “only encouraged 
procrastination and bad habits” while another said that the policy “removed any sense 
of structure we had left.” In regards to student services, some specific examples of this 
were: “Their support for COVID related racism was really bad” and “When reaching out 
to student services about my mental health there was a lacking response”. One student 
gave a detailed explanation of their mixed effectiveness evaluation:  
 

“Student services and Nightline are great and they're doing the best they can, 
but they're always always stretched so thin. At best you're getting 1 student 
services appointment per month and it just isn't quite enough. I get that they 
don't have that many resources- but what they can give kind of isn't enough.” 

 
In the second portion of this section of the survey we provided a list of the different 
types of community members that St Andrews students may have relationships with 
and asked them to pick up to three community members (if any) that they felt 
comfortable seeking support from during COVID-19 (see Table 2). “St Andrew’s peers” 
made up 63% of the overall responses, while 26% of the responses were “None”. A 
much smaller portion of the responses were “academic family members” and 
“tutors/professors”. Compared to the effectiveness evaluations of university resources, 
the evaluations of community member support was much more positive. Participants 
were asked to rank how effective the support they received from engaging with the 
community members was on a scale from 1 (not effective) to 5 (very effective). While 
the majority of responses again fell neutral at three (42.9%), the remaining responses 
were overwhelmingly positive. Overall ratings of 4 and 5 together comprised 50% of the 
responses- with only one person responding below neutral. So while sadly 26% of 
students reported having no support from community members, it seems that the 
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students who did engage with the community had a relatively positive and effective 
experience.  

 

Table 2 

Did you feel comfortable seeking support from any of the following university community members?  

1. School Wellbeing officers 

2. Tutors/Professors 

3. Wardens/Hall staff 

4. COVID-Saints 

5. Student Mentors Andrews Scheme 

6. Academic family members 

7. Religious community members 

8. None 

 

2.3  Burnout During and Post-COVID-19  

The final section of the survey, we used two 4-item scales which we adapted to evaluate 
dimensions of burnout and resilience specifically in an academic university setting. 
Each scale was presented twice. The first round asked students to consider how often 
the following statement applied to them during COVID-19. The second then asked 
students to consider the same statements, yet how the statements apply to them today 
post-COVID-19. Both the burnout and resilience scale response options were from 1 
(never) to 5 (almost daily). Results are culminated by summing participants 1-5 
rankings across all 4 questions, resulting in an individual score ranging from 1 (low 
burnout or resilience) up to 20 (high burnout or resilience).  
 
Analysing the results of the burnout scale, the mean score during COVID-19 was 14.8 
out of 20. The median fell at 15, and the mode scores were 15, 17, and 18. Thus, student 
respondents overall seemed to fall on the higher end of burnout experiences (see 
Figure 1). When looking at the same metrics of the burnout scale responses post-
COVID-19, the mean score was 13.1 out of 20. The median score was 14 while the 
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multiple modes were 9, 13, 14, and 16 (see Figure 2). Although marginally, the mean 
burnout score is lower post-COVID-19 by 8.5%.  
 

 

Figure 1     Figure 2 

 

 
When comparing the results from both measures, 17 individual results fell in the upper 
two score distribution quartiles (13-20) during COVID-19, and 15 individual results fell 
in the same distribution in the post-COVID-19 measure (see Figure 3). The decrease in 
burnout experiences post-COVID-19 is positive, but the marginality of the burnout 
decrease could reflect the fact that burnout is a prominent experience for university 
students under academic pressure outside of the impact of the pandemic.  
 

Figure 3 
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2.4 Resilience During COVID-19 and Post-COVID-19  

Finally, when analysing the resilience scale during COVID-19, the mean score was 11.8 
out of 20. The median fell at 12, and the mode score was 15. Results demonstrate a 
score distribution close to a normal bell curve with the majority of the responses falling 
in the mid-point quartiles, with 10 responses inside the 9-13 range (see Figure 4). 
Looking at the same metrics of the resilience scale responses post-COVID-19, the mean 
score was 14 out of 20. The median score was 14 while the multiple modes were 12, 15, 
and 12 (see Figure 5).  
 

    Figure 4             Figure 5 

 

When comparing students' resilience experiences during and post-COVID-19, the 
distribution bell curve has shifted to the right, a clear indication of higher reported 
resilience at university post-COVID-19. 9 individual results fell in the upper two score 
distribution quartiles (13-20) during COVID-19, and 15 individual results fell in the 
same distribution in the post-COVID-19 measure (see Figure 6). The mean resilience 
score post-COVID-19 is 11% higher; a more apparent variation than the 8.5% 
difference reported on the burnout scale results. 

  

Figure 6 
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3.0 RECOMMENDATIONS: SURVEY 

The present survey enables further understanding of current university services and 
external coping mechanisms that positively or negatively influence students’ 
resilience. More importantly, the survey allows for derivation of potential future 
methods that universities may implement to increase mental wellbeing post-COVID-
19. We hope that the recommendations provided will serve as a form of guidance to 
addressing burnout in universities across Scotland.  
 

3.1 Maintaining recorded lectures and flexible administrative guidelines 

An issue commonly raised in the survey was the influence of online lectures and events 
on students’ time management. During COVID-19, since online lectures were recorded, 
there was no obligation for students to attend lectures at the assigned time, leading to 
an “I can do it later mentality”, as described by one respondent. Some respondents 
commented that this freedom in watching lectures at their own time impaired their 
time management, often leading to completing all lectures at once, while others argued 
that recorded lectures allowed them to “take really in depth notes”.  
 
To prevent this unhealthy behaviour, we recommend that universities provide further 
resources assisting students in studying at a healthy pace that is comfortable for them. 
This may involve implementing additional discussion forums within students to help 
each other out, as well as between students and lecturers. Maintaining recorded 
lectures is also crucial in allowing students to work at their own pace, subsequently 
improving mental wellbeing and reducing burnout. Moreover, this will accommodate 
students with disabilities and neurodivergencies, further supporting this 
recommendation.  
 
Flexible administrative guidelines were also found to benefit students greatly while 
studying during COVID-19. Therefore, it is crucial for universities to maintain this 
flexibility for the following years, particularly for those impacted by COVID-19 during 
university life. Results obtained from the survey suggest that the combination of these 
methods may improve students’ resilience to burnout.  
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3.2 Promoting and providing opportunities for physical exercise 

Respondents mentioned that regular physical exercise positively impacted their mental 
wellbeing during COVID-19 and that these habits reduced burnout symptoms post-
COVID-19. Considering the benefits of exercise on mental wellbeing, we recommend 
that universities dedicate more resources in promoting regular physical exercise. This 
is furthered by the fact that instances of playing sports and exercising decreases 
significantly during the transition from high school to university, causing an increase 
in fatigue levels (Bray & Born, 2004). Many Scottish universities currently still require 
students to pay for gym or sport memberships, which may contribute to the decrease in 
instances of physical exercise during university life. These prices may deter students, 
hence governments should provide further funding for students to encourage physical 
exercise. Alternatively, universities may introduce free-entry sport games and events to 
promote participation in sports.  
 
This idea is further supported by a study exploring influences of physical exercise on 
burnout in university students in Ecuador (Rosales-Ricardo & Ferreira, 2022). 
Reductions in burnout were observed in university students of varying academic 
backgrounds following aerobic and strength exercises. This suggests that various forms 
of physical exercise can reduce burnout symptoms and improve mental wellbeing, and 
that it is worth investing further resources to provide opportunities for physical 
exercise.  
 

3.3 Improving universities’ student services 

Several respondents have stated that though the university’s student services does 
provide assistance to student coping, these resources are considerably limited. One 
respondent stated that “at best you’re getting 1 student services appointment per 
month and it just isn’t quite enough”, suggesting that further funding should be 
dedicated to increasing student service resources. This may be through increasing staff 
or number of appointments dedicated to each student.  
 
Alternatively, we recommend that more services led by St Andrews peers can be 
created. A majority of respondents felt most comfortable seeking support from their 
peers, suggesting that support groups led by individuals of their own age would 
encourage students to seek support. This is particularly useful as evidence has shown 
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that peer support is an effective coping mechanism for university students (Chang, 
Eddins-Folensbee & Coverdale, 2012).  
 

3.4 Survey limitations 

Online surveys often pose the risk of desirability biases displayed in participants. Some 
participants may be able to derive hypotheses of the study through the brief description 
at the beginning of the survey and adjust responses based on this, which may be 
intentional or subconscious. Furthermore, the limited platforms the study was 
advertised on means that the sample obtained may not be representative of the 
University of St Andrews’ population. Moreover, the majority of students completing 
the survey are expected to graduate in 2024. These students may feel greater pressure 
to do well post-COVID-19, not because their resilience has been impacted by COVID-
19, but because they are in their final year of studies. This would majorly influence data 
obtained in the “Burnout During COVID” section of the survey.   



19 

4.0 RECOMMENDATIONS: LITERATURE 

Beyond data provided by the survey, research from existing literature explores coping 
mechanisms for increasing resilience in university students. This provides further 
recommendations that can be implemented to improve student wellbeing.  
 

4.1 Sense of belonging, collegiality, and cooperative systems 

Burnout has been found to be inversely correlated with work engagement and sense of 
belonging (Puranitee et al., 2022). The study found significant results in reduction of 
burnout following an increase of these factors. Participatory strategies and programs 
implemented by universities, such as revision groups, were also found to be effective in 
creating a more welcoming and pleasant environment of study. These revision groups 
may further increase peer support networks as well, highlighting the importance of 
universities to use participatory strategies to provide students with a sense of 
belonging.  
 
Cooperative systems have also been found to improve mental wellbeing, reducing 
burnout (Hwang & Kim, 2022). These cooperative systems may be developed through 
cultural, hobby, or subject-based societies, for example. This will not only create a 
greater sense of belonging, but may assist students in reaching out to others when 
struggling to complete assignments. The combination of these recommendations may 
result in reduced burnout and increased resilience in university students.  
 
Despite these results, most further literature has been conducted on university 
students with medical or nursing backgrounds. This means that their coping 
mechanisms may not be applicable to students studying other subjects. Moreover, most 
studies investigating burnout so far have been conducted in Asia. These methods have 
not been explored thoroughly in the UK, requiring further research for greater validity. 
Finally, studies currently conducted on burnout are very recent and lack peer review, 
hence there is no way of knowing whether these methods are truly effective. 
Subsequent research replicating these studies is crucial to explore coping mechanisms 
and resilience with the hopes of producing greater reliability.  
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4.2 Government-scale recommendations 

Following these recommendations, there are several ways in which the Scottish 
government may fund resources to increase resilience in university students. One 
suggestion is to provide grants to families, particularly those that live in more rural 
areas of Scotland, to ensure students have high quality access to the internet from 
home. This will be beneficial to students as it will provide greater access to resources 
such as peer support and student services, improving mental wellbeing. Furthermore, 
government funding could focus on additional online-based mental health services that 
can be accessed by students at home or at university. Finally, as mentioned previously, 
it is important for governments to provide subsidies for universities to fund university 
students to join more sports and societies.  
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5.0 FUTURE RESEARCH 

This survey has highlighted areas which may particularly benefit from future research 
in the context of Scottish universities. Areas like physical activity, peer socialization, 
student services, and changes to university policy were frequently mentioned and seem 
to have impacted resilience and burnout in various ways. Some potential areas for 
further research in St Andrews are: 

● Reducing barriers to engaging in physical activity in university. 
● Supporting structures that encourage safe and healthy peer interaction and 

bond-forming. 
● Increasing the capacity and resources of student services. 
● Providing assistance (such as workshops and increased guidance in sub-honours 

years) for time-management, so that students can develop healthy habits and to 
ensure accommodating measures (such as recorded lectures) can continue to be 
used by those who benefit from them and those who need them. 

Potential way to find solutions that would benefit the student body would be to first 
send another survey and ask for student opinions about what changes they would like 
to see implemented on these fronts. Doing this in multiple Scottish universities could 
help produce more individualized and effective solutions at the university level. 
 
After these results have been gathered and reviewed by university administration to 
produce feasible solutions, a secondary survey could be sent out to determine which 
solutions are most popular among the student body. In St Andrews, for example, the 
Student Union has physically conducted large-scale polls on matters such as housing 
and class scheduling, and this could be adapted in other universities to increase sample 
size for such a survey. It is important to invest time, effort, and finance into 
researching metrics that would increase reliance and prevent burnout in Scottish 
universities.  
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6.0 CONCLUSION 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a global event that caused significant structural change at 
every level of society, including university education. In undergraduates, where the 
transition into adult stages of life already causes stress, it is particularly important to 
study the impact of  COVID-19. This has been investigated in undergraduate 
populations in other countries, but rarely in Scotland. To begin researching the impact 
of COVID-19 on Scottish students and use this research to implement policy that 
improves university students' wellbeing, this study surveyed University of St Andrews 
students (primarily those who began university in 2020, at the height of the pandemic) 
using the metrics of resilience and burnout. Established measures of resilience and 
burnout were adapted to create appropriate measures of resilience and burnout for the 
sample of the St Andrews student population.  
 
The survey revealed different coping mechanisms and services used by students, as well 
as their effectiveness. Exercise and interacting with student peers were shown to be 
particularly effective coping mechanisms at improving wellbeing during COVID-19. St 
Andrews student services and some structural changes made to the education system in 
St Andrews (such as lecture recordings and deadline flexibility) were shown to have a 
mixed impact. Slightly reduced burnout ratings were found for post-COVID-19 as 
opposed to during, potentially reflecting lasting effects of the pandemic. Increased 
resilience was found post-COVID-19 compared to during the pandemic. In light of 
these results, it is important to provide resources to assist students with time-
management, increase accessibility of physical activity in university, increase the 
capacity of student services, and encourage peer interactions among students. Policy 
changes at governmental and university levels are necessary to facilitate student 
wellbeing, which should be informed by previous literature, the present survey, and 
future research on the experiences of Scottish university students. 
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