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“Deaths of Despair” among
College Students Amidst
COVID-19 Pandemic: A Call for

Action
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Abstract

As COVID-19 pandemic gains foothold worldwide, all spheres of life,
including daily activities, education, economic, social sectors experienced signifi-
cant downturns. While COVID-19 affects all population subgroups, college stu-
dents are particularly vulnerable given their transition to the emerging adulthood
surrounded by a broad possibility of future. According to a mounting evidence,
college students bear a disproportionate burden of psychosocial morbidities,
which can be explained by the uncertainties surrounding the course of the pan-
demic and the sudden transition to online education. Moreover, many businesses
scaled down their recruitment efforts leaving limited employment for students
and more competition in the graduate labor market. COVID-19 pandemic has set
up a “perfect storm” for students to initiate or relapse of maladaptive behaviors
to alleviate their negative feelings. This is where “Deaths of Despair” comes
into play. This chapter aims to reflect on the factors contributing to “Deaths of
Despair” among college students in the wake of COVID-19 pandemic. Author
of this chapter would like to advocate for developing tailored interventions to
promote the post-traumatic growth among college students.

Keywords: COVID-19, SARS-COV-19, anxiety, depression, mental health, college
students, psychosocial, suicide, deaths of despair

1. Introduction

COVID-19 pandemic has set up a “perfect storm” for all population subgroups,
students are particularly vulnerable due to their transition to the emerging adult-
hood with a broad horizon of future [1]. A recent meta-analytical evidence reported
a higher proportion of psychological cluster of symptoms among college students
amidst COVID-19 pandemic [1]. This unprecedented rise in mental health morbidi-
ties during COVID-19 contributed to the suicidal ideations among students [2].
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the suicidal
ideation and increase in maladaptive behaviors were among the most common
reported outcomes by the persons aged 18-24 years [3]. The mortality associated
with increased substance abuse and suicide is termed as “deaths of despair,” which is
a burgeoning public health concern [4]. A report from the Well Being Trust projects
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nearly 75,000 “deaths of despair” may result from the substance abuse and suicides
during pandemic [4]. These projections are concerning and underscore the need

of developing targeted interventions to improve mental health outcomes of college
students. For this, it is critical to explore all dimensions of “despair” in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic for the conceptual mapping [5], which authors attempt
to describe in this chapter.

1.1 Despair (“down from hope”): an interwoven concept

Previous studies conceptualized “despair” as a common pathway or triggering
mechanism to other causes of mortality at an individual and community level
[5]. These pathways may persist for years and may predispose individuals to the
diseases of despair, i.e. addiction and suicidal ideation [5]. The mechanism of
interplay between individual and community factors is yet to be understood fully
[5]. Despair can intersect across multiple interrelated domains, including cogni-
tive, behavioral, emotional, biological, and social networks [4, 5]. More impor-
tantly, despair in the community level may predispose individual to the “deaths of
despair,” which highlights the need of diffusing protective factors, such as social
inclusion, behavioral activation, and reappraisals of difficult situations to prevent
“deaths of despair” among college students [5]. Social context of despair is critical
especially among college students because they may have a shared exposure with
others in a circumscribed set of networks, such as school setting [4, 5]. Next, the
social comparison is another yet important dimension, which may contribute
to the individual-level despair among students [4, 5]. Undoubtedly, COVID-19
pandemic played a significant role in increasing the prevalence of community
factors of despair, including the structural inequities, systemic problems, and
economic stagnation, which may have permeated into the individual level of
despair [1, 4-6].

2. Stressors among college students

Stress among students during COVID-19 pandemic may stem from environ-
mental pressure, academic workload, and social or interpersonal pressure [7],
which form the basis to understand an interwoven concept of “diseases of despair”
[7]. The environmental pressure also includes the factors associated with the micro
and macro socio-economic dynamics [6].

2.1 Environmental pressure during COVID-19 pandemic

As an overlay effect of COVID-19 pandemic, economic recession is an important
dimension of despair to understand micro and macro socio-economic stressors [6].
Given the strong association between economic recession and suicide, it is vital to
study financial stressors or economic determinants of COVID-19 among college
students [8]. Job insecurity, uncertainties about future, plummeted job oppor-
tunities, job loss and difficulty in securing new jobs stemming from COVID-19
contributed to the adverse psychological outcomes among students [1, 9, 10]. Ina
Texas based study, above 50% students reported financial difficulties experienced
by them or by their loved ones [11]. Every 3 in 10 students reported having limited
opportunities for the internships or job placements [11]. A significant proportion of
students reported changes in the living environment to be more distractive [11]. The
majority of students had fear of contagion and expressed their worries about their
family members getting infected with COVID-19 [11].
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2.2 Academic pressure as a stressor

The effects of COVID-19 are far ranging and education is not spared [11, 12].
With the sudden transition to the virtual learning, students experience undue
academic pressure and poor emotional health [12-15]. Fear of academic year loss
was associated with psychological distress and suicidal ideation among students as
suggested by previous evidence [13-16]. Black students reported the greater risk
of academic failure compared to their white counterparts [14, 15]. Reduced access
to technology and electronic devices may explain the socioeconomic and racial
dividends, which highlights the need of addressing structural inequities to prevent
“deaths of despair” among students [14].

2.3 Social or interpersonal pressure (COVID-19 pandemic: an antisocial
event)

With the institution of social distancing mandates, such as lockdown measures,
the rates of social isolation and loneliness have surged among students with
limited or no face-to-face interactions [16-18]. This social isolation and loneliness
have contributed significantly to the suicidal ideations and subsequent “deaths of
despair” among students [16-18]. With the reduced opportunities of in-person
interactions, students are relying more on the social media and are getting exposed
to the false news or “infodemic” which may act as a triggering mechanism for
the suicidal behavior and unhealthy behaviors, i.e. substance abuse (“diseases of
despair”) [18, 19].

3. Diseases of despair (DoD)

Not all individuals start from suicidal actions stemming from the feelings of
depression, anxiety, and hopelessness, some may develop dependence on noxious
substances first in the hope to improve their situations [20, 21]. However, in real-
ity, these behaviors worsen the situations and sets up a vicious cycle to contribute
to subsequent depression and suicidal behaviors [21]. This points to the fact that
the death of despair is a common pathway to suicides and substance abuse [22]. In
arecent survey conducted among nearly 1500 individuals, young adults were twice
likely to engage in the substance abuse behaviors and the prevalence of despair
among young adults was 20 percent [22]. Reportedly, suicidal ideation increased
by over 200% between 2009 and 2018 among young adults aged 18-34 years
[23]. This is a complex problem with a multifactorial origin, which stem from the
change in social structure and social media [19, 20, 23]. Cyberbullying and sleep
problems are also contributing to the adverse mental health outcomes, including
psychological distress and suicidal thoughts [19]. Three behaviors, including drug
overdose, suicides, and alcoholic liver disease collectively called diseases of despair
[19-25], which contribute to the deaths of despair.

3.1 Sociodemographic determinants of DoD

Just like other events, gender and race/ethnic disparities do exist in the preva-
lence of diseases or deaths of despair [22, 23, 26]. As compared to females, males are
nearly twice likely to be diagnosed with alcohol and substance abuse related despair
diagnoses [26]. However, females have had higher odds of exhibiting suicidal ide-
ations than their male counterparts [26]. These differences in the suicidal attempts
can be partially explained by differences in perception, natural coping mechanism,
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and social expectations among males and females [27]. Females tend to have safety
seeking behaviors and are less likely to resort to self-destructive behaviors, such

as suicidal attempts [27, 28]. Age was also a significant predictor of DoD, with
18-35 years old being at the highest risk [21, 25, 26]. African Americans, people
with lower socio-economic status and less education attainment had the higher
rates of despair [22]. Type of insurance was also associated with the higher risk

of diseases of despair [26]. People with public insurance and Affordable Care Act
(ACA) were significantly more likely to exhibit any diseases of despair diagnoses
compared to those with commercial insurance plans [26]. These disparate effects
highlight the need of deciphering potential mechanisms of risk based on theoretical
frameworks [28].

4. DoD through a theoretical lens

DoD can be investigated through a theoretical lens and there are several theo-
ries, including cognitive behavior models, Precarious Manhood Theory, and the
Interpersonal-Psychological Theory of Suicide, which paints a comprehensive
layout to conceptualize psychopathology associated with DoD [28]. The Beck’s
cognitive model [29] states that the engagement in the self-destructive behaviors
occur subsequent to the distortion of the beliefs following trauma. There are two
maladaptive cognitions, namely assimilated and overaccommodated cognitions
[28, 29], which can easily be described in the context of COVID-19. Assimilated
cognitions are related to the feeling of self-blame, for instance self-doubt or regret
for not getting the employment. On the other hand, overaccommodated cogni-
tions is linking multiple events to question self-worth [29]. For instance, previous
rejections by the employers made one believe that he/she will never find a job [29].
These experiences may trigger the feelings of low self-efficacy and hopelessness
leading to the depressive symptoms as explained through the Learned Helplessness
Theory of Depression [29, 30]. Hopelessness is a well-established risk factor of
“Deaths of Despair,” and COVID-19 has created a conducive environment for the
hopelessness among college students with regards to the financial hardships and
limited job opportunities [29, 30]. Another framework is Precarious Manhood
Theory, which is important dimension with regards to DoD. Men feel distressed
if asked to engage in “feminine” activities [29, 30] and attempt to engaging in
stereotypic masculine coping behaviors to restore their gender-role [29, 30]. All
these models explain the potential mechanisms of hopelessness, which drive up the
diseases of despair.

4.1 Psychological capital and social media

The levels of hopelessness during COVID-19 pandemic were investigated among
students. Students reported worries associated with far-ranging impacts of COVID-
19 on their academic goals, job security and fear of contagion, which may result in
undesirable outcomes, such as DoD [31, 32]. The anxiety and hopelessness were
greater among students spending more time on social media [31, 32]. Excessive use
of social media predisposes students to the negative coping mechanisms of escap-
ism, thereby reducing their psychological capital [31, 32]. Students with the less
psychological capital tend to use self-destructive measures to cope with the negative
events, such as COVID-19 pandemic [31, 32]. According to the collective evidence,
psychological capital acts as a mediator in the association between excessive use
of media (problematic social media use) and mental health issues among college
students [31-33].
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4.2 Social media and suicide

Social media increases the risk of suicidal behavior through cyberbullying
[32, 33]. Previous research indicate that victims of cyberbullying were more likely
to commit suicides than those who were not victims [32, 33]. Cyberbullying is not
a sole predictor of suicidal behaviors among young adults, however, the risk can be
increased by preponderance of other psychological and environmental stressors
described elsewhere in this chapter [11-15, 19, 32, 33]. Another emerging concern
is the media contagion effect [34-36]. Evidence suggested suicidal behavior as a
contagion, can be impacted directly or indirectly through media reporting, suicide
clusters, and through an exposure to a suicidal peer [37]. These effects are more
pronounced among college students due to the social-influence effect on the risk
perception of this group [36, 37]. Several reports confirmed that self-harming
young adults are more active in social media than those who do not engage in such
behaviors [35-38]. Researchers have suggested a U-shaped relationship between
social media use and mental health, meaning poor mental being at lower and higher
ends of internet use [37, 38]. Social media advertisements expose adolescents to
other risky behaviors, which can have a negative influence on their psychological
well-being [37, 38].

4.3 Social media and risky behaviors

Social marketing may have negative influence on mental health and behaviors
among young adults, for instance, alcohol brand promotion advertisements on
social media platforms [37, 38]. Alcohol brands are strongly presented over the
social media channels, including Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter these days and
expose young adults to underage drinking [38, 39]. Unrestricted advertisements are
responsible for the mass persuasion and viewers (especially young adults) perceive
such behaviors as normative and desirable and are at greater risk of adopting mal-
adaptive behaviors. Another emerging issue, which has a strong association with
mental health, substance abuse, and suicidality is sexting and digital abuse [38-41].
Sexting is sharing the sexually explicit messages through messages, emails, and/or
internet, and this acts as a moderator of age-inappropriate sexual behavior
[40, 41]. Young adults who sexted had higher odds of being engaged in substance
abuse, which is one of the diseases of despair [41, 42]. Young adults are highly
predisposed to these behaviors due to their propensity towards peer pressure, lack
of self-regulation, and technophilic nature [41-43]. The content presented in this
chapter point to developing effective mental health and suicide prevention pro-
grams to address the unmet needs of the adolescents.

5. Public health recommendations: a call for action

A number of micro and macro level strategies can be undertaken to overcome
the barriers and challenges in the road of preventing DoD. Microlevel strategies
will entail activities to increase personal and social capital of at-risk individuals.
Promoting healthy behaviors, and reversing biological depletion through phar-
macological interventions will also be included [4, 5]. A sense of belongingness,
meaning, and hope can be improved through embedding at- risk individuals in the
social activities. In fact, students should be the part of discussion of improving
mental health outcomes.

At macrolevel, identification of at-risk students will be critical. Identifying stu-
dents with early stress symptoms can be beneficial to prevent the progression to the
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chronic mental disorders. School and community based psychological interventions
can help alleviate the diseases of despair among college students [36, 37]. Educating
parents to openly communicate with their children will help curbing this crisis

[36, 37]. Control of underlying factors associated with DoD is critical, especially in
the current crisis of COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, more jobs can be created
for the students to alleviate their fears of financial instability during COVID-19
pandemic. Educational institutions can develop some training programs for the
students to make them suitable for the competitive markets. Academic institutions
need to invest more in building the mental health infrastructure to provide psycho-
logical counselling, harm reduction services, and to expand mental health treat-
ment services to the students. Educators can play a role of gatekeeper by identifying
behaviors of despair among their students. Periodic assessment of mental health of
students is critical. COVID-19 pandemic is a wake-up call for us to take actions for
addressing emotional, social, and psychological needs of the adolescents. Access

to mental health services should not be driven by gender and race/ethnic status

as healthcare is a right for all. Authors of this chapter advocate for the equitable
healthcare delivery model to address the systemic inequities already prevailing
across the nation.

6. Conclusions

COVID-10 has impacted all aspects of life and students are particularly
vulnerable. Psychological and economic impacts of COVID-19 are devastating
and will leave a lasting thumbprint in the absence of culturally and linguistically
appropriate public health interventions. It is critical to take proactive approach
to overcome underlying causes of deaths of despair among students. Early
identification of at-risk students, promoting parental educations to develop open
communications with their young children, building mental health infrastructure
at institutional and community level will be critical. Students can be educated
to take care of their general health by incorporating healthy lifestyle habits to
develop a connection between mind and body. Mindfulness meditation may offer
a great strategy not only to relieve stress but also improve memory and focus.
Telehealth services can also be employed to overcome the accessibility barri-
ers. Programs to bolster economic, social, and psychological support need to be
prioritized and suicide prevention should not be optional.
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