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sectional study
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ABSTRACT
Objective: This study examined levels of mental health literacy amongst US university students, 
as well as relationships between mental health literacy, help-seeking behaviors, and mental health 
outcomes. Participants: Three hundred and twenty-six (326) US university students participated 
in this study online. Methods: Participants filled out questionnaires that assessed their mental 
health literacy, intentions to seek support, psychological distress, wellbeing, and self-compassion. 
Results: The mean mental health literacy score was 123.96 (SD = 16.01). Women scored significantly 
higher than men (p < .01) on mental health literacy. Individuals who had a previous mental disorder 
diagnosis had significantly higher scores than those with no previous diagnosis (p < .01). A significant 
positive relationship was found between mental health literacy and self-compassion (p < .01). 
Conclusions: Our research highlights significant differences between women and men in relation 
to mental health literacy, psychological distress, and help-seeking behavior. There is a need to 
design culturally competent interventions that involve diverse students.

Background

Current research shows that university students in the 
United States experience a rise in mental health symptoms 
and disorders, especially with respect to depressive and anx-
iety symptoms and sleep disturbance, exacerbated by the 
current Covid-19 pandemic.1,2 In comparison to other coun-
tries, US university students experience some of the highest 
rates of prevalence for depression, anxiety, and sleep dis-
turbance.3 The consequences of poor mental health in this 
population have been severe, ranging from poor academic 
attainment and academic dissatisfaction, to higher rates of 
dropout and lower employability after completion of 
studies.1,4,5

Universities have tried to raise awareness of mental health 
and in a response to increased prevalence of poor mental 
health, have, where possible, expanded mental health pro-
fessional services and resources to students.6–9 Researchers 
have suggested that targeted strategies, perhaps those rooted 
in mental health literacy, are needed to provide students 
with information about mental health symptoms and dis-
orders, to facilitate self-compassion and self-care, to address 
the negative perceptions and attitudes toward poor mental 
health, and to provide clear pathways about how to access 
mental services when needed.6–8 Results from a longitudinal 
study of mental health service utilization of US university 
students have shown a significant increase between 2007 
and 2017.10 Researchers state that continued efforts to 

provide information about mental health and reduce stigma 
can help provide mental health services to even more stu-
dents in need of support.10 Mental health literacy is the 
knowledge and attitudes individuals have about mental 
health and mental health services.11,12 Specifically, mental 
health literacy covers the following six areas: (1) knowledge 
and ability to identify symptoms of poor mental health; (2) 
knowledge and beliefs of causes of poor mental health; (3) 
knowledge and beliefs of self-compassion and self-care prac-
tices to maintain good mental health; (4) knowledge and 
beliefs of mental health services; (5) attitudes toward poor 
mental health and mental health services; and (6) intentions 
to access mental health services when needed.

Research has shown that different elements of mental 
health literacy are associated with better mental health, 
improved knowledge of and attitudes toward poor mental 
health, and greater intentions to seek support from mental 
health services.6–8,13 Investigations of self-compassion have 
shown it to be associated with higher ratings of wellbeing 
and lower ratings of loneliness in young adults in the US.14 
To date, studies have not collectively examined all areas of 
mental health literacy for US university students in relation 
to mental health outcomes. For example, work by Miles and 
colleagues examined the mental health knowledge of US 
undergraduates without examining their attitudes toward 
poor mental health or their intentions to seek support.15 
Such fragmentation of findings make it difficult to establish 
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a coherent picture of the overall importance of mental health 
literacy of students in relation to their mental health.

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the levels of 
mental health literacy, intentions to seek support, distress, 
wellbeing, and self-compassion amongst different US uni-
versity students. A secondary aim was to examine relation-
ships between these variables.

Methods

Participants and procedures

After receiving ethical approval, students registered at US 
universities who were 18 years or older were invited to fill 
out online questionnaires through Qualtrics Research Panels 
anonymously.

Measurements

Participants were asked demographic questions about their 
age, gender, sexual orientation, previous diagnosis of mental 
health disorder, and current education year.

The 35-item Mental Health Literacy Scale (MHLS) was 
used to measure literacy in mental health knowledge and 
attitudes.16 Scores for the MHLS range from 35 to 160, with 
higher scores indicating greater literacy. The MHLS showed 
excellent internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91.

Intentions to seek support from partners, friends, mental 
health professionals, and religious leaders were evaluated 
through one question on the General Help-Seeking 
Questionnaire (GHSQ). Higher scores indicated a greater 
intention to seek support. The GHSQ has been demonstrated 
to have good test–retest reliability (r = .92) and be highly 
correlated with seeking counseling (rs = .17, p < .05).17

Psychological distress was assessed through the Kessler 
Psychological Distress Scale 10 (K10). Scores on the K10 
range from 10 to 50, with scores under 20 indicating an 
individual is likely to not be in distress.18 The K10 showed 
excellent internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .93.

Wellbeing was assessed through the 14-item 
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (WEMWBS). 
Scores range from 14 to 70, with higher scores indicating 
higher wellbeing.19 The WEMWBS indicated excellent inter-
nal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .94.

The 12-item Self-Compassion Scale Short Form (SCS-SF) 
assessed self-compassion. Scores on the scale range from 12 
to 60, and higher scores representing greater warmth, con-
nection, and concern for oneself.20 The SCS-SF indicated 
good internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86.

Statistical analysis

To examine differences amongst demographic variables and 
MHLS, GHSQ, K10, WEMWBS, and SCS-SF, Kruskal–Wallis 
H tests were conducted given the data was not normally 
distributed. To examine relationships between MHLS, GHSQ, 
K10, WEMWBS, and SCS-SF, Spearman’s correlations were 
used. For all analyses, an alpha level of .05 was used.

Results

Demographics

A total of 326 US university students participated in the study 
(185 women, 133 men, three transgender, and five other). 
The average age of participants was 20.74 years (SD = 2.01). 
Students identified with the following sexual orientations: 271 
(83%) heterosexual; 25 (8%) bisexual; 7 (2%) lesbian; 3 (1%) 
gay; and 20 (6%) other. A total of 93 (29%) students disclosed 
they had a previous diagnosis of a mental disorder. Students 
were enrolled in the following year of study: 100 (31%) first 
year undergraduate; 68 (21%) second year undergraduate; 51 
(16%) third year undergraduate; 76 (23%) fourth year under-
graduate; 24 (7%) masters; and 7 (2%) PhD.

MHLS

The overall mean mental health literacy score was 123.96 
(SD = 16.01). Women scored significantly higher (M = 128.84, 
SD = 15.14) than men (M = 116.64, SD = 13.98) (x2(3) = 53.73, 
p = .00). Individuals who had a previous diagnosis of a mental 
health problem had significantly higher scores (M = 134.14, 
SD = 14.36) than those with no previous diagnosis (M = 120.00, 
SD = 14.79) (x2(1) = 59.09, p = .00). No significant differences were 
found between sexual orientations or years of study (p > .05).

GHSQ

The overall mean general help-seeking score was 35.41 
(SD = 9.30). No statistically significant differences in help 
seeking were found between genders, sexual orientations, 
years of study, or with previous diagnoses of mental health 
problems (p > .05)

K10

The mean K10 score was 24.55 (SD = 9.39). In total, 208 
(63.80%) individuals indicated either mild (n = 50, 15.34%), 
moderate (n = 54, 16.56%), or severe (n = 104, 31.90%) levels 
of psychological distress. Women scored significantly higher 
for distress (M = 25.62, SD = 9.25) than men (M = 22.59, 
SD = 9.08) (x2(3) = 15.28, p = .00). Individuals who identified 
with a sexual orientation other than heterosexual, bisexual, 
gay, or lesbian, indicated a significantly higher level of dis-
tress (M = 31.50, SD = 10.47) than those who identified as 
heterosexual (M = 23.86, SD = 9.11) (x2(4) = 12.06, p = .02). 
Those individuals who indicated a previous diagnosis of a 
mental health problem scored significantly higher in distress 
(M = 29.45, SD = 8.58) than those who did not indicate a 
previous diagnosis of a mental health problem (M = 22.59, 
SD = 8.98) (x2(1) = 36.72, p = .00). No significant difference 
in wellbeing were found between years of study (p > .05).

WEMWBS

The mean WEMWBS score was 46.20 (SD = 11.40). Women 
scored significantly lower for wellbeing (M = 44.41, 
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SD = 11.33) than men (M = 49.75, SD = 10.42) (x2(3) = 21.71, 
p = .00). A significant difference in wellbeing was found 
between those who identified as heterosexual (M = 46.85, 
SD = 11.26) and those who identified as other (M = 36.75, 
SD = 13.40) (x2(4) = 13.60, p = .01). Those individuals who 
indicated a previous diagnosis of a mental health problem 
scored significantly lower wellbeing (M = 41.51, SD = 11.05) 
than those who did not indicate a previous diagnosis of a 
mental health problem (M = 48.26, SD = 10.94) (x2(1) = 20.312, 
p = .000). No significant difference in wellbeing were found 
between years of study (p > .05).

SCS-SF

The mean self-compassion score was 36.52 (SD = 8.23). No 
significant differences in self-compassion were found between 
genders, sexual orientations, years of study, or with previous 
diagnoses of mental health problems (p > .05) (see Table 1).

A Spearman’s correlation determined a significant positive 
relationship between mental health literacy and 
self-compassion (rs(285) = .17, p = .00) and a significant neg-
ative relationship between mental health literacy and well-
being (rs(285) = −.13, p = .03). This indicated that individuals 
with higher levels of mental health literacy exercised greater 
self-compassion and experienced less wellbeing. A significant 
negative relationship was found between distress and 
help-seeking behavior (rs(326) = −.12, p = .03) and wellbeing 
(rs(285) = −.66, p = .00). This indicated that individuals with 
higher distress were less likely to seek support and experi-
enced less wellbeing. A significant positive relationship was 
found between self-compassion and help-seeking behavior 
(rs(285) = .23, p = .00), meaning those who exercised greater 
self-compassion were more likely to seek support.

Discussion

Our research shows that women had significantly higher levels 
of mental health literacy than men. Individuals who had a 
previous diagnosis of a mental health disorder had signifi-
cantly higher levels of mental health literacy, as well as higher 
levels of distress, compared to those with no previous diag-
nosis. Moreover, women scored significantly higher for 

distress and lower for wellbeing than men, whilst individuals 
who identified as bisexual, gay, or lesbian indicated signifi-
cantly higher levels of distress and lower levels of wellbeing 
compared to those who identified as heterosexual. Individuals 
with higher levels of mental health literacy exercised greater 
self-compassion and experienced less wellbeing. At the same 
time, individuals with higher levels of distress were less likely 
to seek support and experience lower wellbeing. Help-seeking 
behavior generally represents a complex decision-making pro-
cess instigated by a problem that challenges personal abili-
ties.15 This, combined with the evidence that optimism, 
self-esteem, and social support are often associated with 
decreased levels of mental distress might mean that students 
experiencing psychological distress are less likely to seek (pro-
fessional) support.22 Seeking help is also highly related to 
addressing public and self-stigma associated with mental 
health symptoms and disorders.23 Research has shown that 
higher levels of mental health literacy have been associated 
with lower levels of stigma and stronger social support to 
see help.24 Although rates of mental health service use 
amongst US university students has increased, there are many 
students who may lack the personal awareness or knowledge 
that they may be experiencing mental health symptoms or 
may feel like they cannot overcome public or self-stigma to 
seek support.10 Mental health literacy may help facilitate this 
process, but further research is needed as to how to deliver 
it to diverse student populations.

Our research also found a significant positive relationship 
between mental health literacy, self-compassion, and 
help-seeking behavior. This association has not been reported 
between mental health literacy and self-compassion or well-
being, but has been found with intentional help-seeking 
behavior.6,16 The relationship between mental health literacy, 
self-compassion, wellbeing, psychological distress, and 
help-seeking behavior is important, in light of early inter-
vention and identification of mental health conditions.25

Limitations of our work should be pointed out. First, this 
is a cross-sectional study, where only associations and not 
predictions can be observed from the data. Second, we did 
not collect data on race or ethnicity, limiting the generaliz-
ability of the findings. Despite these limitations, our research 
has specific implications for US college campuses. Our 
research highlights that while there is some understanding 
of common mental health disorders among university students 
in the US, negative attitudes toward mental health exist.26 
While our research highlights significant differences between 
women and men in relation to mental health literacy, psy-
chological distress, and help-seeking behavior, and between 
those who identified as heterosexual, bisexual, gay, or lesbian 
other research has highlighted differences between cultures, 
races, and ethnic groups.27,28 There is a need to design cul-
turally competent interventions that involve diverse students, 
staff, and mental health professionals.29
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