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and well-being (Deasy et al., 2014) and needs prevention and 
early intervention measures.

Young people, particularly university students, are at 
greater risk for psychological distress in health emergencies 
(Bert et al., 2020) and traumatic events (Villani et al., 2021). 
Previous studies have reported that due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, university students experienced mental health 
challenges (Mudenda, 2021; Cao et al., 2020) and high lev-
els of psychological distress (Hughes et al., 2022; Akbar & 
Aisyawati, 2021). Psychological distress was identified as 
the most prevalent mental health problem for university stu-
dents (Gibbons et al., 2019). Anxiety, depression, and stress 
are among the psychological issues university students 
experience (Waseem et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2020; Aruta et 
al., 2022). Restrictions could have caused these psychologi-
cal problems during pandemic-related lockdown (Alzueta 
et al., 2021).

Psychological distress poses a threat to the safety and 
well-being of university students. It is linked with risk 
behaviors and physical illness (Deasy et al., 2014), reduced 
students’ academic performance (Mudenda, 2021), and 

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) brought about a pan-
demic that negatively impacted individuals’ mental health 
(Sameer et al., 2020). It led to the experience of psycho-
logical stress, fear (Arvidsdotter et al., 2016), accumulated 
anxiety, and worries about health. The pandemic has led to 
significant psychological distress for everyone. Psychologi-
cal distress (PD) is a state of poor psychological well-being, 
characterized by undifferentiated mixtures of symptoms 
extending from depression and anxiety symptoms (Drapeau 
et al., 2012). Its occurrence is detrimental to mental health 
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was strongly associated with suicide ideation and attempts 
(Eskin et al., 2016). Moreover, they are at risk for suicidal 
behavior and often search for information and news on the 
internet regarding self-harm and suicidal behavior (Solano 
et al., 2016). Additionally, measures of affective tempera-
ment types were more independently and strongly associ-
ated with negative clinical outcomes than a diagnosis of 
major affective disorder suggesting affective temperaments 
as possible contributors to university students’ psychologi-
cal distress and suicidality (Baldessarini et al., 2017). What 
is alarming is that if it is experienced with high intensity on 
a long-term basis, the distress may jeopardize one’s mental 
health condition or lead to mental health disorders (Mubasy-
iroh et al., 2017).

As university students widely experience psychological 
distress, their way of coping is also of interest. In stress-
ful situations, such as during a pandemic, coping behavior 
is an internal protective factor to overcome distress (Akbar 
& Aisyawati, 2021). Coping is a critical variable in reduc-
ing, minimizing, or tolerating stress (Gustems-Carnicer 
& Calderón, 2013) and preventing psychological distress. 
There are adaptive or protective factors for psychological 
distress (e.g., social support) and maladaptive strategies to 
manage stress (e.g., escape/avoidance) employed by stu-
dents (Chao, 2012).

Despite the needed attention devoted to young adults’ 
mental health needs (Eskin et al., 2016), they are at risk of 
experiencing frequent mental health issues and psychologi-
cal concerns. Literature is scarce on the context of coping 
with psychological distress, particularly among Filipino 
university students. Although there are studies in the Phil-
ippines that dealt with university students; still, the focus 
of their investigations was the cause, effects of stress and 
coping mechanisms (Mazo, 2015), academic performance 
and coping mechanisms (Yazon et al., 2018), mental health 
literacy and mental health (Argao et al., 2021), psychologi-
cal impact (Tee et al., 2020), distinct associations of fear of 
COVID-19 and financial difficulties, mediating role of psy-
chological distress (Aruta et al., 2022) and the different fac-
tors linked with psychological distress (Marzo et al., 2020).

This present grounded theory design study is conceptual-
ized to explore and develop a theory on coping with psy-
chological distress culturally unique to Filipino university 
students during a global health crisis. Our grounded the-
ory study will address the central question: “What theory 
explains the coping processes for psychological distress 
among a select group of Filipino university students? We 
believe that our current study will contribute to existing lit-
erature and deeply understand the phenomenon of coping 
with psychological distress, particularly in the Philippine 
context during the pandemic. The findings of this qualitative 
inquiry are expected to provide evidence-based information 

to students, parents, university officials, and mental health 
professionals that will aid them in understanding, develop-
ing, and strengthening programs and interventions that sup-
port and safeguard students’ mental health.

Methods

Design

This qualitative study was conducted using grounded the-
ory as its research design, driven by the purpose to move 
beyond description and discover a theory, a “unified theo-
retical explanation“(Corbin & Strauss, 2007) for a process, 
particularly coping with psychological distress. Grounded 
theory, particularly the analytic procedure, was used to 
investigate the coping techniques of Filipino university stu-
dents with psychological distress during the pandemic.

Participants

Eligible participants for this study were 20 university 
students who fulfilled the set inclusion criteria: (a) Fili-
pino undergraduate students at selected universities in the 
National Capital Region (NCR), (b) enrolled during the 
Academic Year 2020–2021, (c) with ages 18 to 21 years old, 
and (d) had high levels of psychological distress. Those who 
did not give their consent, who were having prior mental 
health diagnoses, and with incomplete/missing responses in 
the measure were excluded from the study. Further, Kes-
sler Psychological Distress Scale-6 (K6) was used to screen 
the participants and those who were a high level of psy-
chological distress were chosen to be part of the study. Our 
participant’s age ranges from 18 to 21 years old (M = 19.6; 
SD = 0.99), majority were female (n = 12; 60%), in a rela-
tionship (n = 15; 75%) and enrolled in BS Psychology pro-
gram (n = 9; 45%).

Purposive sampling was used to intentionally select 
the participants representing the university students and 
give meaning to their lived experiences (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2018). McCrae and Purssell  (2016) emphasized that 
to develop a theory, one must base it on theoretical concerns 
such as data saturation and not on the number of partici-
pants. Participation was voluntary and without remunera-
tion. Each university student gave informed consent before 
completing the measures and participating in the interviews. 
Their willingness to answer the screening tool and their 
openness to sharing their experiences is essential in captur-
ing the phenomenon’s essence under investigation.
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Measures

Kessler Psychological Distress Scale-6 (K6). The K6 which 
is a short version of the K10 developed by Kessler and col-
leagues (2002) was used as a screening tool in selecting the 
participants. The K6 is a well-validated clinical measure, 
with good psychometric properties and is practical to use 
in assessing psychological symptoms (Krynen et al., 2013). 
It is a 6-item questionnaire that measures whether a person 
feels nervous, hopeless, restless, jumpy, sad, and worthless 
(e.g., “During the last 30 days, how often did you feel hope-
less? “). Each item of the K6 self-report format is answered 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1-None of the time to 
5-All of the time. The total score ranges from 1-to 30. Those 
whose sum scored from 1-to 15 were students experienc-
ing a low level of psychological distress, while those who 
scored 16-to 30 were students experiencing high levels of 
psychological distress (Serrano et al., 2022). Participants 
experiencing a high level of psychological distress were 
used as a reference in selecting participants for the current 
study.

Robotfoto. The robotfoto was used in obtaining the basic 
demographic profile of each participant and was used to 
ensure that the participants met the predetermined inclusion 
criteria. It specifically sought the participant’s age, gender, 
course, relationship status, and course.

Aide-Memoire. The aide-memoire was an interview 
guide developed for the present study to direct the semi-
structured interview to capture Filipino university students’ 
lived experiences. The interview guide is process-oriented, 
revolving around the participant’s experience (Villamor 
et al., 2016). The aide-memoire was guided by the central 
question: “What theory explains the coping processes for 
psychological distress among a select group of Filipino uni-
versity students?

Procedure

The data gathering started after obtaining approval from the 
Ethics Board of the University of Santo Tomas Graduate 
School. Permission from the presidents of the universities 
was secured before participants’ recruitment and selection. 
Twenty participants were purposely selected who met the 
study’s inclusion criteria. Informed consent was sought 
from each participant before scheduling the virtual inter-
view. The virtual interviews took place online via Zoom or 
Google Meet video or voice conferencing calls in a mutu-
ally agreed schedule by both parties. With the participants’ 
prior consent, video and audio recording was done to docu-
ment the interview. 

The initial minutes of the interview focused on build-
ing rapport as well as presentation of the nature and objec-
tives of the study. Such practice was observed to ensure 
a more natural, honest and open atmosphere between the 
participants and the researchers. The interview progressed, 
using the aide-memoire as a guide, and additional ques-
tions were also raised other than the key questions further 
to explore the participants’ responses during the interview. 
Each interview lasted for one and a half hours, depending 
on the participant’s experience. Follow-up interviews were 
also conducted that lasted 40 min with most participants to 
understand the phenomenon under investigation in-depth. 
The entire data gathering process for the second phase 
lasted three to six weeks. Moreover, the information shared 
by the participants was assured with utmost confidentiality, 
objectivity, and anonymity by using pseudo initials in place 
of their actual names and other identifying details.

Data analysis followed immediately after data collection. 
Recorded narratives were individually transcribed verbatim 
in English and were subjected to open, axial, and selec-
tive coding following Corbin and Strauss (2007) analytical 
framework. Preliminarily, each verbalization was assigned 
condensed codes, and through open coding, both anchors 
and phenomenal referents from the field text were identi-
fied, forming categories. Second, relationships between and 
among categories were correlated from the open codes and 
categories identified themes . The data after open coding 
was assembled in new ways in axial coding. Finally, the 
identification of conceptual ideas that integrated the exist-
ing categories was made in selective coding. We were able 
to develop a comprehensive model that highlights the cop-
ing processes of Filipino university students with psycho-
logical distress. Moreover, the themes that emerged in this 
study were further subjected to triangulation, peer debrief-
ing, and member checking validation strategies to employ 
refinement and consistency and ensure the trustworthiness 
and truthfulness of the theory. Reflexivity was likewise 
observed to ensure that no bias and subjective judgment 
influenced the qualitative interpretations.

Findings

Through analyzing the data of participants’ significant state-
ments and verbalizations, the findings of this grounded 
theory study yielded the B.E.N.D. Model of Coping with 
Psychological Distress (See Fig. 1) consists of four distinct 
phases: (1) befuddling, (2) enduring, (3) navigating, and (4) 
developing phases. The model is likened to the processes 
that a bamboo tree goes through to survive during a storm, 
as it bends harmoniously in the angry blasts of the blustering 
wind, remaining standing tall and still. Verily, the university 
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were experiencing psychological distress. As participants 
articulated,

“I don’t know if I should go on or let go of my dreams. 
I’m at a point where I’m not sure what will I do or where am 
I going. It’s very hard on my part, and as if there’s no one 
that I can turn to.“ (P2).

“I feel very down, and it’s like I’m all by myself. I feel 
I’m at a crossroads. I want to continue, but I don’t know 
how.“ (P7).

Additionally, due to the abrupt change, participants were 
confronted with the feeling of self-doubt. They perceive 
themselves as weak in facing their distress, underestimating 
what they can do, as shared:

“I have the feeling that I am not doing much of anything. 
If I do something, I feel I am doing it wrong… It’s very hard 
for me to keep trying and trying.“ (P10).

“Life is difficult, and most of the time, I think I can’t make 
it. There are others who can do it, but who am I anyway? I 
am nowhere beyond perfection.“ (P9).

Besides self-doubt, participants also shared that they felt 
they were stuck, experiencing emptiness and losing direc-
tion in life. As verbalized:

“It’s really hard to get myself to focus. I feel I’m not doing 
anything to move forward. It’s very hard for me.“ (P16).

“There are days I’m emotionally flat, and I just want to 
be alone. I don’t want to engage in conversations or see 
anybody. I don’t even know where I am headed for.“ (P20).

Further, they engage in self-blame and even humiliate 
themselves. They even turn to vices to boost their self-
esteem, as stated:

“I guess blaming myself to the point where it was 
unhealthy about different things. I feel weak and sometimes 
I calm myself by drinking some wine. At times it helps. It 
makes me feel more confident.“ (P3).

“When I think about many things, smoking calms me. I 
smoke without the knowledge of my parents. I know it’s bad 
for my health, but it ables me to become more confident in 
the choices I make.“ (P12).

However, it is interesting to note the participants make 
sense of their initial feelings. Their acknowledgment that 
they are torn between stopping schooling or furthering their 
education during the health crisis led them to reflect on how 
to adapt to the new normal and identify their sources of 
strengths as a factor for their distress experience. As par-
ticipants shared,

“I know I just have to go with the flow, it’s never easy, but 
if I stop, my whole life will be worst. I need to continue. It’s 
difficult, but I must continue; I know my parents are there 
for me.“ (P8).

“My family keeps me going. The crisis I am into is inde-
scribable, yet I have many reasons not to give up…oth-
ers were also experiencing the same. Maybe I just need to 

students were like bamboo. Even with the widespread havoc 
that the global health crisis has created, they use a bending, 
not breaking process to continuously adjust, adapt and cope 
with everyday vagaries of life.

(1) Befuddling Phase

In this study, the participants had a high level of psycho-
logical distress. Unsurprisingly, the drastic changes brought 
about by the global health crisis triggered the distressed 
experiences of students. They were emotionally and men-
tally disturbed as they faced an unusual situation. As par-
ticipants shared,

“I have anxieties and fears; then the pandemic has 
brought me problems that I didn’t know existed. It feels 
like I’m inside a room and can’t do anything to get out. 
There are many ideas running through my head, but I 
can’t think clearly, which makes me upset.“ (P6)
”There’s an emptiness inside of me. It is very difficult, 
and it drives me crazy. I thought of stopping school 
because I lost focus on everything.“ (P13)

This experience is the onset of the process of the befuddling 
phase wherein Filipino university students collectively 
described themselves as facing a crisis, confused about 
whether to continue or discontinue their schooling as they 

Fig. 1 B.E.N.D. Model of coping with psychological distress
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“I feel I fail in achieving my goals. I’m not doing any-
thing, so I fear that an undesirable outcome will be the 
results…” (P7).

“I am experiencing a great deal of sadness and stress…I 
have a lackluster attitude towards my studies. Anyway, it 
feels so hopeless and helpless.“ (P16).

They felt they had slowed progress in all aspects, and at 
times, they were stuck, as shared:

“I am disheartened because there’s no progress in any-
thing that I want. If ever there is, it’s hard for me to pinpoint 
it.“ (P4).

“I feel disappointed because as if there’s no improvement 
in myself. I feel I’m not moving forward. It seems to take 
forever for progress to come around.“ (P18).

Notably, with all the participants’ experience of facing 
and overcoming difficult situations, it creates the confidence 
and resilience in them to deal with the things that go their 
way, as articulated in the following statements:

“It’s very hard, but I’m able to move on from the very 
painful circumstance. I take it as a challenge, and I go on 
believing in what I can do.“ (P8).

“When I discovered that the struggles of my friends were 
very similar to my struggles, it normalized my thoughts that 
students should go through this. What’s important is you’re 
doing something to move forward.“ (P17).

This enduring phase refers to the process by which the 
participants face personal and social circumstance which 
makes them suffer and prevent them from achieving their 
dreams. Still, they never quit, and an attitude is developed 
to keep going and decide not to give up on realizing their 
hidden strength and potential.

(3) Navigating phase

As the participants decided not to give up, they reflected 
on how they will continue to be in motion moving forward. 
They chose to be open to what is new and what is different, 
as verbalized:

“I reflect most of the time. Where am I now? What should 
I do? These are the questions I ask myself, and I ended up 
reminding myself to plan, strategize and learn.

I ask my friends often. If I do this and that, what will hap-
pen. I also asked them what they were doing. I’m trying it, 
and thanks to God, it works.“ (P11).

They established social connections to ease feelings of 
loneliness and increase their motivation and happiness. 
They started with their roots, their family, and relatives. 
They tried their best to get along with people. They realized 
that the challenge for them is to remain mobile and flexible 
and, at the same time, exert effort to become involved and 
deeply rooted in their own family and in the local commu-
nity where they belong, as shared:

change some things in my life…definitely, not giving up on 
my dreams in life.“ (P15).

The participants’ statements reveal that this phase is 
typified by their experiences of confusion, self-doubt, self-
blame, and self-humiliation. Their distress was triggered by 
their struggles and difficulties as they find it hard to open 
themselves to what is new and what is different. They were 
trying their best to adapt and go with the flow by under-
standing the dynamics of the new normal situation.

(2) Enduring Phase

As the participants’ struggles and difficulties continued, 
they expressed their lives were full of twists and turns. It 
becomes complicated and unpredictable. They admitted that 
it was excruciating and fearful as shared:

“I thought it was easy at first, but it was difficult, very far 
from my imagination. I feel lonely and isolated. At night, all 
I can do is cry. It’s tearing me up inside.“ (P1).

“This part was tough, there were setbacks, and I was 
afraid. I’m disappointed in myself. What’s hard is I’m not 
thinking only about myself but also about the people around 
me. What will happen if I give up.“ (P4).

Aside from that, they also experience tensions all over; 
physiologically, emotionally, and mentally which affects 
their overall health, causing them to have infections and be 
hospitalized, as verbalized:

“My health is suffering; I have palpitations and signs 
of a panic attack. I hardly can’t breathe. My parents were 
alarmed, so I had to be brought to the hospital. Knowing the 
current scenario of the pandemic, my exposure to the virus, 
especially in the hospital, added to my fears. I have to take 
medicine to calm down my emotions.“ (P5).

“I know I’m experiencing stress because I develop rashes 
on my skin. I also had unnatural shedding of hair, as evident 
on lots of hair strands on my pillows in the morning. This 
makes me irritable at home. It was very shameful to admit, 
but others-especially my family were affected because of 
how I felt.“ (P19).

Consequently, their self-esteem becomes very low as 
their mind is bombarded with negative thoughts.

“I complain about everything and as if I don’t appreciate 
anything. I feel I’m not effective in doing anything, and if I 
do something, it is done poorly.“ (P2).

“There were embarrassments and discouragements. I 
feel blue about myself and my future. I have consistent wor-
ries and am depressed… I lack control over my situation, so 
everything that goes wrong is my fault.“ (P14).

This experience also affected the participants’ motivation 
to study and to lose courage, but they were also alarmed by 
the possible outcome as articulated:
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(4) Developing phase

Finally, the participants in this study arrived at the final 
stage of the coping process, the developing phase, wherein 
achieving a more “developed self” in various aspects of life 
becomes more evident. The participants were one to claim 
that they first recognized the need to identify areas where 
they wanted to improve within themselves. They shared:

I’m using a journal, listing down my personal qualities. I 
reflect from within. Admitting my weaknesses was the hard-
est thing to do…It always makes me cry. But then, I have in 
mind, clearly, what should I do or change.“ " (P14).

“I lacked the knowledge of the technological aspect 
before, but I did I tried to master the use of gadgets and 
the internet, which helped me in my tasks and increased my 
performance at school. " (P13).

Consequently, once the participants were already aware 
of the areas that need betterment, they also have a more pre-
cise grasp of the contributory factors to their distress experi-
ence, which they need to overcome.

“Fear is what I have; this causes me to panic, experience 
anxiety, and overthink. I believe that fear prevents me from 
growing and progressing. It hinders me to do whatever I 
have in my mind and learning to overcome it is really a big 
deal for me. " (P12).

“At some point, I was afraid to change. What if it goes 
wrong? But I pulled myself together and started to do some-
thing about my situation. " (P9).

They are one in believing advocacy for work-life balance 
as this reduces their distress and increases their motivation 
to perform their responsibilities as students. As shared:

“I give myself time, a space. Sometimes, after long peri-
ods of time studying and working on my school projects, I 
feel unmotivated. I make sure to take a break and recharge. 
I’m reminding myself to take a deep breath, take it easy. " 
(P13).

The participants expressed that self-guided improve-
ment is a must in developing themselves and enhancing 
their skills and characteristics. They were committed to 
continuous learning and improvement. It may not be giant 
leaps and bounds, but quite remarkable as a sign of growth 
and improvement. They started to see their capabilities and 
embrace their weaknesses. They shared:

“I give myself random rewards for even my simplest 
achievement and accomplishments. This way, I make myself 
motivated to get my task completed. It really feels good 
inside. " (P1).

“I include in my habit or as part of my daily life reading 
books, watching videos on the internet, and collecting rel-
evant pieces of information that I can use. " (P18).

They set realistic goals and gradually achieve their 
aspirations in life. They claim they struggle a lot, but they 

“What helps me the most is having a strong social sup-
port system-my family. What I am grateful for is that they 
are always there for me, especially at times wherein I feel 
very low. I am telling them everything that is happening to 
me, and I’m glad that they are very understanding.“ (P17).

“Connecting with someone and talking about school and 
life is really helpful. We have that group chat in our baran-
gay wherein; as students, we share ideas and experiences. 
Honestly, It makes me feel better. It gives me the feeling that 
I belong. Sometimes just talking makes me feel better. I don’t 
have my parents, so I share my thoughts and experiences 
with my relatives.“ (P3).

They observe how they can do their best to be ready for 
any situation. As verbalized, university students engage in 
training and practice developing a state of being ever ready.

“I silently observe how others do it, then I try. I make 
myself ready. It was never easy, but I just went with the flow, 
and I don’t regret it…I feel I’m used to it. Whatever hap-
pens, I know I can adapt.“ (P16).

They empty their minds with their preconceived notions 
of anxiety and fear. They become open to possibilities and 
accommodate interests and preferences. They also accept 
that they do not need to be perfect, but only to be resilient. 
They become more creative and resilient through persis-
tence and practice. They shared,

“I choose to be open to possibilities. It’s a rational 
choice. Maybe at times, I felt very weak, afraid, but I’m sure 
I’ll keep going.“ (P5).

“At first, I felt like I am alone in this situation. Hearing 
the sharing of my friends and classmates, it’s just really vali-
dating to hear from others that we all seem to be struggling 
with the same things.“ (P1).

“I expected too much from myself, but I learned to lower 
these expectations because it might kill me. What I expect 
now for myself is to survive from all of these as others were 
also doing.“ (P10).

They are motivated by feeling appreciated, and their 
progress is externally validated. They also adjust to adapt. 
Adaptation allowed them to broaden their perspective, as 
verbalized:

“It’s great to have solidarity in many things. Others were 
simply reminding me that I am doing great. They don’t know, 
but it means so much to me.“ (P15).

“Every day I try something new. I try to reinvent myself. 
This lets me feel I’m in motion and I’m deciding whether 
I move forward or backward in every circumstance that I 
have.“ (P11).

In this study, the navigating phase is the process where 
students establish connections, make observations and 
adaptations to overcome their psychological distress, and 
understand the dynamics of the new normal situation.
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“I always involved myself in praying activities. There 
were prayer chains in my chat groups and even novena with 
my family in messenger. It calms me and lightens my bur-
dens in life.“ (P1).

“If I find myself bored in a task that I’m doing, I pray. 
I also attend online-based masses. This enlightens me and 
motivates me to avoid piled up works left unfinished…” 
(P14).

Summarily, the developing phase is indicative of the cop-
ing process in dealing with psychological distress and the 
participants’ empowerment to thrive and survive. This last 
phase is recreating themselves and beginning to develop 
new attitudes while freeing themselves from preconceived 
notions causing them to be distressed, such as fear and 
uncertainties. They were also exploring and opening rooms 
for greater possibilities and adapting to what is new and 
what is different.

Discussion

This grounded theory inquiry successfully afforded the 
emergence of the substantive B.E.N.D. Model of Coping 
with Psychological Distress. A model that involves four 
distinct yet interrelated phases: befuddling, enduring, navi-
gating, and developing. This four-phased theoretical model 
provides a valuable aid in understanding the manner Fili-
pino university students underwent in coping with psycho-
logical distress during a global health crisis. The B.E.N.D. 
Model of Coping with Psychological Distress could be used 
to design proactive interventions, specifically for university 
students.

The first phase, the befuddling phase, describes how 
university students acknowledge the crisis they are into, 
between continuing or discontinuing their education despite 
the psychological and mental disturbances they were expe-
riencing. At the onset, the participants in this study admitted 
that their distress was triggered by their academic con-
cerns, such as increased workload (Realyvásquez-Vargas 
et al., 2020), the volume of assignments given (Al-Salman 
& Haider, 2021), and lack of guidance in every aspect of 
their lives. The drastic changes brought about by the global 
health crisis made university students struggle and encoun-
ter difficulties. However, the potential impact of the health 
crisis is still unknown as it is described as an exceptional 
and novel situation (Baltà-Salvador et al., 2021). In their 
study, Barrot and colleagues (2021) posited that the global 
health crisis impacted the quality of the learning experience 
and students’ mental health. It has also brought university 
students various mental health challenges and psychological 
problems such as anxiety, depression, and stress (Khan et 
al., 2020; Cao et al., 2020).

succeed by broadening their perspective and signifying a 
commitment to change. They shared:

“When doing my schoolwork, the single best thing that I 
do is to ensure that I am not falling behind schedule. what 
I’m doing is breaking down my tasks into small and easily 
achievable tasks with a set deadline. " (P3).

“When I begin to set goals, I know myself…so I don’t 
overwhelm myself. I consider my strengths and weaknesses, 
limitations, and capacity. I’m also telling it to others. For 
me, telling someone we know about our goals also seems to 
increase the likelihood that we will stick to them. " (P12).

The participants were very hopeful about achieving their 
goals. They also track their progress each day. Understand 
what motivates them, what distracts them, and how they 
best perform and become more productive at school. They 
were not discouraged by what they perceived as their lack-
ing potential. Instead, their main concern is implementing 
proactive actions and moving forward. They also reflect if 
they seem to get going or if there is a need for additional 
support.

“I write my goals and constantly check on how far I 
have accomplished. At times, I realized my movement is 
not always forward. So, I reflect and try to recall what went 
wrong. Identifying what’s wrong, I seek advice from my 
friends. There I will realize what I need to do. " (P7).

The participants shared that it was never easy and very 
challenging. However, they are determined to do it as they 
recognize it is for their future. They also developed the skills 
of mindset reappraisal, which they believe would help them 
persevere in their education and later in life. They shared,

“It’s always a struggle, but nobody will do it for me. I try 
to listen to myself most of the time. I also talk about my feel-
ings. You know, talking about my feelings keeps me sane and 
helps me deal with times I feel troubled.“ (P18).

“There were a few hurdles where I would get upset, yet 
giving up is not an option. If I feel I must do it, I will be 
doing it. No regrets. It’s like every day; I reinvent myself. I 
have the feeling of happiness and excitement in everything 
that I do. I am in motion, and I know it’s for my future.“ 
(P11).

They also enhanced their relationships with others and 
seeking social support. Participants felt that they were being 
cared for as a whole person, as verbalized:

“I ensure that I maintain close communication with peo-
ple important to me. Whether my experiences or feelings are 
good or bad, I share them with them. They always support 
me, and this helps me ease my burden.“ (P5).

Also, enhancing their spirituality and devotion to God 
helped them deal successfully with their problems and dif-
ficulties. With this, they could find meaning even during the 
most challenging times, go with the flow without resistance, 
and feel at peace.
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Finally, the university student participants eventually 
realize that they will attain total adjustment and adaptation 
to their psychological distress experienced in the develop-
ing phase. They shifted their thoughts from catastrophiz-
ing to a more helpful mindset, increasing their well-being, 
decreasing negative health symptoms, and boosting physi-
ological functioning (Crum et al., 2017). They were chal-
lenged but still determined, as they paid attention to their 
feelings, thoughts, and behaviors to identify their goal-
related obstacles (Kreibich et al., 2020). University students 
accepted themselves with imperfections and uniqueness and 
were prone to stresses and challenges. The findings in this 
study fit well with previous literature reporting that thought-
provoking circumstances, such as the global health crisis 
lead the way for positive impacts such as increased moti-
vation and enhanced performance (Rheinberg & Engeser, 
2018, Gonzalez et al., 2020), as students set and achieve 
their goals.

On the one hand, this investigation infers that a small 
amount of stress can also be significant. The right sort of 
stress encourages university students to make some changes 
in their lives and progress, preventing them from experienc-
ing more severe psychological distress. On the other hand, if 
university students cannot adapt to stress successfully, they 
can feel burdensome (Ganesan et al., 2018). Their learning 
experience is disrupted (Kapasia et al., 2020), and they are 
prone to experiencing mental health problems and societal 
dysfunction associated with suicide (Tang et al., 2018).

Consequently, the university students also built positive 
relationships with others, which served as their social sup-
port avenue. Building positive relationships lowered the 
level of loneliness (Bernardon et al., 2011) and fostered a 
sense of hope, purpose, and meaning. Specifically, support 
from peers protects the mental health of university students’ 
(Alsubaie et al., 2019). Surprisingly, family support which 
has great importance on life satisfaction of the participants, 
becomes less influential and critical than peer support 
(Alsubaie et al., 2019; Kim, 2020), because they have more 
frequent interactions and similar experiences with their 
peers than their families (Bernardon et al., 2011).

Further, as university students continuously adapt and 
improve, they also ensure the balance between studying 
and relaxing, hence they engage in recreational activities 
(Fawaz et al., 2021). Moreover, they undertake self-divert-
ing actions and engage in spiritual activities through prayers 
and meditation . All of these then lead to the university stu-
dents’ continuous use of coping strategies, which, in turn, 
improved their efficiency for adjustment and adaptation to 
achieve a more developed self in various aspects of their 
lives.

Since university students are preoccupied with their 
problems, this study also revealed the widespread belief 
that students turn to vices and engage in stress eating to feel 
better and boost their self-esteem. Moreover, the crisis has 
significantly influenced the behavior of university students, 
which reduced their motivation and even lost direction in 
life, as they feel helpless, uncertain, and have self-doubts 
(Yilmaz et al., 2020). This study supports the findings of 
empirical research that highlighted students’ difficulties 
which affected their academic performance, making them 
less motivated and intensifying their negative feelings such 
as anger, fear, worry, boredom, stress, anxiety, and frustra-
tion (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Aristovnik et al., 2020).

In light of the findings from this study, the university stu-
dents who experienced psychological distress felt that they 
were stuck; they experienced confusion, emptiness, and los-
ing direction in life. They are prone to drop out of school 
which made them at higher risk for academic failure (Ishii 
et al., 2018) as their education and career plans have been 
affected negatively. University students find it hard to open 
themselves to what is new and different. Still, they were try-
ing their best to adapt and go with the flow by understanding 
the dynamics of the new normal situation. They embraced 
their emotions, whatever they are, and they shared it is com-
parable to welcoming oneself.

Interestingly, university students suffering from this 
global health crisis leads them to be aware of the need to 
seek any source of support from others. In the navigating 
phase, the coping process is generally characterized by 
university students actively dealing with the distressful sit-
uation by seeking help from others, seeking external valida-
tions, and making some observations. They observed that 
it is necessary to have social connections to ease feelings 
of loneliness and increase their motivation and happiness. 
This finding runs parallel with the results of previous litera-
ture that students’ coping mechanism was fulfilled by seek-
ing support from others, especially informal social support, 
such as material or emotional support, which has a signifi-
cant impact on their ability to overcome distress (Bøen et 
al., 2012; Son et al., 2020). Moreover, Taylor (2015) found 
out that social support reduced cortisol response to stress 
and improved immunity. Receiving support, getting along 
with others, and feeling appreciated both in person or vir-
tually can foster bonding and bridging social connections 
(Robin & Tiechty , 2020; Jones et al., 2020). These expe-
riences have a powerful effect on helping the participants 
cope with distress as this gives them external validation and 
a sense of comfort and stability. On the contrary, passive 
coping and not having somebody as a source of social sup-
port during a health crisis result in high psychological dis-
tress (Yu et al., 2020).
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