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Abstract—The COVID-19 pandemic affected college students’
mental health, leading them to use different coping mechanisms to
minimize distress. The college students of the University of Saint
Louis showed low scores on the Mental Health Index (MHI) based
on the University's Guidance Office's survey. Thus, the study was
developed to assess the coping mechanism in more specific means
in terms of problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidant
coping of the college students with low MHI scores as their
response to the pandemic. This study utilized a descriptive design
to determine the significant association between coping
mechanisms and profile variables of college students with low
mental health index. A self-made questionnaire with a basis of
Brief- Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced Inventory
(COPE) developed by Carver (1997) was used wherein the
questions were made to fit the study's respondents. It was then
distributed online by University's college psychometrician using
Google Forms to 132 college students with low MHI. Frequency
and percentage and Chi square were used to analyze the data
collected. The study found that emotion-focused coping was the
most used coping mechanism and was linked with factors like
gender, department, and hours spent using social media daily.
Moreover, avoidant coping was the second most used by college
students and is mostly observed in female students with low MHI.
Problem-focused mechanism ranked last and was linked with the
hours spent on social media. The findings will be used to create a
more comprehensive understanding of the respondent's coping
styles and can serve as a basis for future activities and research
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simulation, educational practices, self-satisfaction, self-confidence.

l. INTRODUCTION

Mental health is defined as the condition with regard to a
person’s psychological and emotional well-being that affects
how they act, think, and feel about others. It is an integral part
of overall health that establishes a state of balance within one’s
self, thus, allowing a person to function at their full mental
capacity (Bhugra et al., 2013). For the past millennia, mental

health issues have been brought to light as it shifted towards the
information age (Bashir & Bhat, 2017). VVarious methods were
developed to measure and quantify the quality of one’s mental
health, one of which is the Mental Health Index (MHI) which
assesses general psychological distress and well-being. Using
these methods, researchers can identify different coping
mechanisms people use in stressful situations (Baqutayan,
2015).

Expanding the idea and importance of coping mechanisms
with the present time, coping organizes one's thoughts and
actions in response to internal and external stressors. It is a term
that refers to the conscious and voluntary taking of acts to
reduce or tolerate stress (Algorani & Gupta, 2021). There are
several types of coping mechanisms. Among these are three
prominent types; problem-focused, emotion- focused, and
avoidant-focused (Algorani & Gupta, 2021; American
Psychological Association, 2020). It is therefore important to
assess the coping mechanism and the factors affecting it to
better understand the behavior patterns when subjected to
stressful situations.

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO)
declared the 2019 coronavirus disease pandemic. This
pandemic was caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus-2 (SARS-CoV-2) and had put people from all
countries, continents, races and socioeconomic classes under a
health crisis (Faisal et al., 2020). Among the individuals who
are greatly affected are college students with specific
indications of their mental health. It was observed that there
was associated disruption in college students' mental health
during the pandemic. The said disruption is further elaborated
as major depressive disorder and positive generalized anxiety
disorder (Charles et al., 2021; Chirikov et al., 2020). In the
Philippines, a study revealed that among the 1879 college
student-respondents, 16.3% of the respondents reported
moderate to severe psychological impact, 16.9% for moderate
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to severe depression, and 13.4% reported moderate to severe
stress signals (Tee et al., 2020).

College students at the University of Saint Louis also
showed the same indications, as seen in the results of the MHI.
The survey was conducted on July 10, 2021, under the Louisan
Wellness Check program spearheaded by the University's
Guidance Office. A range score of 100 to 226 is considered a
high score, indicative of greater psychological well-being and
less psychological distress, while a low score ranges from 38 to
99. In the University's Guidance Office's survey, among 1,186
college students who took the said survey, 132 or 11.17% of the
total college respondents had low scores in the MHI. The low
scores present a poor state of mental health.

According to the results of the study of Nurunnabi et al.
(2020), with the COVID-19 pandemic and its indication on
mental health, the respondents stated that coping mechanisms
were critical to reducing high anxiety levels and psychological
pressure. In addition, only about half of the college students
reported being able to cope adequately with the stress of the
current circumstances. Some college students indicated that
they used other coping mechanisms to reduce stress during the
COVID-19 and provided elaboration in the free-response field
(Wang et al., 2020). Although the research focused on coping
mechanisms in the pandemic are plenty, only a few focused on
college students. Moreover, the learning environment differs
from country to country. Thus, students from the Philippines
may have different coping mechanisms compared to other
countries.

Employing the conducted Mental Health Index by the
University's Guidance Office's survey, this study aims to assess
the coping mechanism in a more specific means in terms of
problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidant coping of the
college students as their response to the pandemic's indication
with their mental health as seen in their low scores in the Mental
Health Index.
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Fig. 1. The connectedness of the Student Profile in the Coping Mechanism.

The figure shows the independent and dependent variables
that concern the recent study. The independent variables consist
of the student’s sociodemographic profile, namely sex, age,
year of study, college department, learning environment, family
type, residence, and hours spent using social media. The
dependent variable coping mechanism: the problem-focused,
emotion-focused, and avoidant-focused that can be affected by
the student’s sociodemographic profile. The line represents the
association of the sociodemographic profile and coping
mechanism.
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1. METHODS

A. Research Design

The study used a quantitative design, specifically a
descriptive research design, to assess the coping mechanism of
college students with low mental health index during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

B. Locale and Respondents

The study was conducted in the University of St. Louis,
Tuguegarao City's college departments during the academic
year 2021 — 2022. The study's respondents are college students
with low mental health index scores at the University of Saint
Louis. According to requested data from the University's
Guidance office, from the 1,186 college students who took part
in the MHI, 132 or 11.17% had low mental health index scores.
Thus, a purposive technique was used to determine the study's
respondents. A total of 95 respondents only responded.

C. Instrument

This study utilized a questionnaire to gather information
from the respondents. A self-made questionnaire was made on
the basis of the Brief- Coping Orientation to Problems
Experienced Inventory (COPE) that was developed by Carver
(1997) to assess the coping mechanism of the respondents. The
respondents' profile, which comprises sex, age, year of study,
college department, learning environment, family type,
residence, and hours spent using social media, will also be a
part of the questionnaire.

The questionnaire for the assessment of the respondent’s
coping mechanism is a scale that encompasses 14 subscales.
Each subscale is assessed using two items graded on a 4-point
scale ranging from 1 (I usually do not do this at all) to 4 (I
usually do this a lot). Each dimension's score runs from 2 to 8,
with a high score indicating extensive use of coping methods.
Problem-focused coping (planning, active coping, and use of
instrumental support), emotion-focused coping (acceptance,
religion, use of emotional support, humor, and positive
reframing), and avoidant coping (denial, self-blame, venting,
self-distraction, substance use, and behavioral disengagement)
are the 14 dimensions of the Brief COPE (El-Monshed et al.,
2021). The researchers modified the statements with situations
that concern mental well-being during the COVID-19
pandemic to assess the respondent's coping mechanisms about
the said statements. The number of items from the Brief-COPE
is retained; hence, the questionnaire contains 28 self-report
items.

D. Data Analysis

The researchers tabulated the gathered data and used
several statistical analyses to interpret numerical data collected
from the respondents. The researchers' use of frequency counts
and percentages determined the total number and percentages
for the socio demographic profile of the respondents.
Frequency and percentage were utilized to get the respondents'
coping mechanisms. The data were analyzed using the Chi-
square to determine the significant association of the coping
mechanism, namely problem-focused, emotion-focused, and
avoidant coping to the different demographic profiles of the
respondents.
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E. Ethical Considerations

Researchers provided informed consent to the respondents
for them to be fully informed about the purpose of the study and
will be given the right to refuse to participate. The University's
Guidance Office distributed the questionnaire to the students
with low Mental Health Index scores. Thus, only the college
psychometrician had access to the respondents' identities to
keep confidentiality. The university psychometrician then
handed data to the statistician and research adviser of the
researchers to assure that no raw data would be passed to the
researchers. After tabulation, raw and tabulated data were kept
by the University's Guidance office, statistician, and research
adviser of the researchers; all files containing the respondents'
data are password protected to ensure confidentiality. The raw
data remained confidential even after the tabulation. After
handing the tabulated data to the researchers, the data will be
deleted once the study is complete. Thus, all data contributing
to the final results were deleted once the study was concluded.

Furthermore, Ethics Clearance from Region 2 Trauma and
Medical Center- Institutional Review Board (R2TMC-IRB)
was obtained prior to the implementation of the data collection
procedure of this research to ensure that it is carried out in a
responsible and ethically accountable manner.

11, RESULTS

The tables presented below show the data which were
retrieved from the questionnaires floated by the researchers
with the assistance of the University Guidance. Moreover, it
answered the following research questions of this study,
whereas the study aims to assess the coping mechanism in a
more specific means in terms of problem- focused, emotion-
focused, and avoidant coping of the college students with low
scores on the Mental Health Index.

TABLE I. PROFILE OF THE RESPONDENTS

Variable Categories Frequency Percentage
(n=95)
Age 18 4 4.2
19 30 31.6
20 27 28.4
21 29 30.5
22 5 5.3
Sex Male 27 28.4
Female 68 71.6
Year Level First Year 28 29.5
Second Year 28 29.5
Third Year 28 29.5
Fourth Year 11 11.6
Department SHAS 30 31.6
SEAS 11 11.6
SEAITE 28 295
SABH 26 274
Learning Online 42 44.2
Modality Blended 53 558
Family Type Dual Parent 79 83.2
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Single Parent 14 14.7
Step Parent 2 2.1
Living Living with 68 71.6
Environment Parents
Living with 16 16.8
Relatives
Boarding 11 11.6
Hours spent in | More than 8 54 56.8
Social Media | hours
per Day 6- 8 hours 35 36.8
Less than 2 6 6.3
hours

Table | shows the profile of the college students with a low
score on the Mental Health Index. The majority of the
respondents are female. The highest number of respondents are
aged 19 years old. Most respondents use a blended learning
environment and spend more than 8 hours using social media.
Most respondents’ year levels are the first year, second, and the
third year; most are from the SHAS department. Most
respondents have dual parents and live at home with their
parents.

TABLE II. TYPE OF COPING MECHANISM OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
WITH LOW SCORE IN MENTAL HEALTH INDEX
Variable Frequency Percentage Rank
Problem Focused Coping 80 30.77 3
Emotion Focused Coping 91 35.00
Avoidant Coping 89 34.23 2

Table Il shows the coping mechanism of college students
with low Mental Health Index scores. With a percentage of 35,
91 respondents utilized emotion-focused coping. Emotion
Focused Coping includes venting, using emotional support,
humor, acceptance, self-blame, and religion. They employ
emotion-focused coping with managing the feelings linked with
stressful events. At the same time, 89 respondents utilized
avoidant coping with a percentage of 34, which is characterized
by self-distraction, denial, substance use, and behavioral
disengagement. They utilize avoidant coping to withdraw from
the stressor through physical or cognitive efforts. 80
respondents used problem-focused coping with a percentage of
30.77, defined by a lack of active coping, informational
assistance, planning, and positive reframing, and in which they
do not use psychological strength, grit, or a practical approach
to problem-solving. This suggests that the responders employ
all three coping mechanisms, namely emotion-focused coping,
problem-focused coping, and avoidant coping, at the same time.

The current study assessed the student respondents' coping
mechanisms based on the subtypes provided by the Brief-
Coping Orientation to Problems Experienced Inventory
(COPE) developed by Carver (1997). The data collected were
analyzed to test the hypothesis, and as indicated in the
preceding chapter, the data is interpreted in a descriptive form.
Furthermore, this study stimulates critical insights regarding
the coping mechanism of the student-response who previously
had low scores on the Mental Health Index (MHI). The study
results revealed that most of the student respondents use
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emotion focused coping and that the three types of coping
mechanisms are simultaneously utilized by students with low
MHI.

This study also revealed that among the three coping
mechanism subtypes, the most used coping strategy among the
college students who scored low on the Mental Health Index is
Emotion-focused coping. This means that the respondents use
positive reframing, acceptance, turning to religion, humor, self-
blame, venting, and emotional support to lessen their negative
emotions. This is supported by the study of Rogowska et al.
(2020), stating that university students frequently used
emotion-focused coping when experiencing anxiety and stress.
Furthermore, a study claims that the most common coping
strategies were seeking emotional and religious support, which
are categorized as emotion-focused coping (EI-Monshed et al.,
2021). Lastly, according to Gurvich et al. (2020), respondents
with anxiety and who experience stress use self-blame as a
coping mechanism; additionally, venting is used by
respondents experiencing stress. All of which are characterized
by emotion-focused coping. Contradictory to this, a study states
that problem-focused coping was the primary coping
mechanism used by students. Mainly the students use positive
reframing and planning, as stated in a study by Guszkowska and
Dabrowska-Zimakowska (2022).

In the study of Mayordomo-Rodriguez et al. (2014),
emotion-focused coping negatively predicted well-being. The
meta-analysis also showed that an emotion-focused coping
mechanism strategy results in poor health outcomes, with most
respondents resorting to drinking or taking recreational
substances. Meanwhile, problem-focused coping predicts
positive well-being because it is associated with lower stress
levels and better mental health as it aims to remove stressors
and deal with the cause of the existing problem leading to a
long-term solution.

TABLE III. ASSOCIATION BETWEEN THE TYPE OF COPING
MECHANISM OF COLLEGE STUDENTS AND PROFILE VARIABLES

Problem Focused Emotion Focused Avoidant Coping

Variable Coping Coping
X-value p-value X-value p-value X-value p-value
Age 2.083 0.720 | 2.550 0.636 2.214 0.713
Gender 0.211 0.646 | 10.517 | 0.001* | 4.605 | 0.032*

Year Level 2.748 0.432 4.679 0.197 2.979 0.395

Department | 1.142 0.703 9.992 | 0.019* | 2424 0.489

Learning 2.223 0.136 | 3.309 0.069 0.087 0.768
Modality

Family Type | 0.731 0.694 | 0.846 0.655 1.847 0.397
Living 2.223 0.136 | 1.658 0.436 0.865 0.649

Environment

Hours spent 14.190 | 0.001* | 0.758 0.684

22.378 | 0.000
on Social *

Media a day

SIGNIFICANT AT 0.05 LEVEL

The table above shows that problem focused coping is
associated with the hours spent by a student on social media per
day. Emotion-focused coping on the other is associated with the
student’s gender, department, and also the hours spent on social
media per day. Moreover, avoidant coping is associated with
the student’s gender.
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This study significantly correlates problem-focused and
hours spent using social media. Specifically, problem-focused
coping is likely to be observed among students who spend more
than 8 hours on social media and not likely among students who
spend less than 2 hours on social media. Anxious and stressed
students use social media for hours to reframe their current
circumstances and are favorably associated with their
psychological well-being outcomes (Eden et al., 2020).
Students reported that social media plays a role in problem-
focused coping correspondence with eudemonic entertainment.
In addition, Aebi et al. (2014) support that problem-focused
coping strategies appear to be associated with higher mental
health outcomes and well-being. However, according to Liu
(2020), statistical evidence strongly suggested that those who
utilized social media for extended periods tended to select
emotion-focused over problem focused coping when dealing
with stress. In other words, individuals are more likely to
employ a coping method that allows them to escape rather than
confront an issue.

Another finding of this study is that there is a significant
association between emotion-focused and hours spent using
social media. Specifically, emotion-focused coping is likely to
be observed among students who spend about 6 hours on social
media and not likely among students who spend less than 2
hours on social media. The impact of social media addiction
(more than 9 hours a day) on the decision to utilize emotion-
focused rather than problem-focused coping is also consistent
with studies that suggest some people rely on social media to
cope with stress (George et al.,, 2013; Seidman, 2013).
Furthermore, statistical evidence strongly suggested that those
addicted to social media preferred to adopt emotion-focused
coping over problem-focused coping when dealing with stress.
This means that those who utilized social media for long
periods tended to select emotion-focused coping. In other
words, individuals lack mindfulness of their situation through
the use of emotion-focused coping as spending more time with
social media humor them, making it easy for them to forget
about their current status (Liu, 2020). In contrast, anxious and
stressed students prefer to use problem-focused coping through
social media, presumably to address anxiety’s more persistent
nature. Respondents gain insights and ways to associate social
media with their psychological well-being (Eden et al., 2020).

There is also a significant association between emotion-
focused and department. Specifically, Emotion-focused coping
is likely to be observed among students of SHAS and SABH.
According to Wu et al. (2018), health allied students reported
using more emotion-focused coping strategies when dealing
with situations over which they had no control, such as being
overscheduled. With the exception of avoidance and wishful
thinking, they assessed most of their coping mechanisms as
effective (Wu et al., 2018).

Yet, the study of Shiva et al. (2018) showed that planned
problem solving and taking accountability (problem-focused
coping) were the most popular coping strategies among health-
allied students, while seeking social support, which is
categorized under emotion focused coping, was the most
popular among engineering students. However, no study states
that programs under the SABH department use emotion-
focused coping as a coping mechanism.
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In contrast, a study revealed that health-allied students used
problem-focused coping techniques rather than emotion-
focused coping strategies such as problem-solving behaviors,
self-confidence techniques, and seeking assistance from family
and friends (Labrague et al., 2017). While the study by Tsaur et
al. (2015) states that students from Hotel and Restaurant
Management, Tourism Management, and Food and Beverage
Management use problem-focused coping as a primary coping
mechanism, respondents rely on personal experience engaging
in discussions to deal with stressors.

Also, there is a significant association between emotion-
focused and gender. Specifically, emotion-focused coping is
likely to be observed among female students and not likely to
be observed among male students. Females utilized emotion-
focused techniques more than males in the main dimensions of
coping. Emotion-focused coping usually provides short-term
stress alleviation but seldom leads to situational change, i.e.,
resolution of the stressor (Graves et al., 2021). Generally,
college females rely on this support more than college males
because females may feel they require it (Eisenbarth, 2019).
Madhyastha et al. (2014) supported that female students
employed much more emotion-focused coping methods of
emotional support than male students. In contrast, a study
revealed that male students were more likely than female
students to employ emotion-focused coping techniques such as
humor, acceptance, and emotional support (Ryan, 2013).

There is also a significant association between avoidant-
focused and gender. Specifically, Avoidant coping is likely to
be observed among female students and not likely to be
observed among male students. Female students reported a
higher rate of negative emotional responses, which was linked
to the employment of avoidance coping mechanisms (Puhl &
Luedicke, 2012). Moreover, Mani et al. (2020) stated that the
avoidance coping strategy can be a helpful tool for female
students in reducing stress during difficult situations. In
contrast, male students utilized avoidance coping methods
more often than female students and reported higher levels of
optimism and individual life satisfaction (Cabras & Mondo,
2017).

V. CONCLUSION

The study showed that in 95 college students utilizing
coping mechanisms, emotion-focused coping was the most
used coping mechanism of college students with low scores on
the mental health index. At the same time, the problem-focused
was least used by the college students with low mental health
index scores. However, the three types of coping mechanisms
were simultaneously utilized by students with low MHI.
Meanwhile, emotion-focused coping is linked with the factors
like gender, department, and hours spent using social media in
a day. More females utilize emotion focused coping
mechanisms compared to males. Moreover, students exposed to
social media for 6 hours a day are mostly associated with this
type of coping mechanism. SHAS and SABH are more likely
to use emotion-focused coping. The researchers found no
studies related to emotion-focused coping and students under
similar programs of SABH, which is information to take note
of. Avoidant coping was the second most used by college
students with low mental health indexes. It was linked with the
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gender of the college students and is mostly observed in female
students. The problem-focused mechanism was linked with
college students' hours spent using social media. Students who
spend more than 8 hours on social media are most likely
associated with a problem-focused coping mechanism.

V. RECOMMENDATIONS

Due to the instances brought by the pandemic, there is a
limited opportunity to extend the means of data gathering
further. The researchers suggest that a physical copy can be
printed instead of google forms to make it more accessible to
students who do not have internet access. Moreover, close
monitoring should be done while answering to ensure that the
respondents understand the questionnaires as intended. This
can reduce instances of collecting inaccurate data.

The study result may also be forwarded to the University of
Saint Louis Guidance Center to guide college students with low
mental health index to cope with stressful situations they
experience correctly. Additionally, they may use the study
result as baseline data to navigate any further plans for
programs and activities like seminars on how to develop
healthier coping mechanisms. The Nursing Department of the
University of Saint Louis may conduct a Service-Learning
Program (SLP) and Health Education that also focuses on
mental health well-being as the study result will be the basis for
their future programs.

The study results can also be used as a basis for the self-
promotion of the college students' coping mechanism through
help from trusted experts, peers, and colleagues.

Additionally, the researchers recommend conducting
studies about coping mechanisms for general college students
and not focusing only on college students with low mental
health indexes. Further studies can also be done with students
of SABH or similar programs as respondents since little to no
research focused on this demographic.

Lastly, the study’s data for the MHI and coping mechanisms
was during the height of the COVID 19 pandemic. So,
reassessing the student’s coping mechanism and MHI are
highly recommended now that there is progress in accepting
and adjusting to the new normal.
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