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University Students’ Wellbeing and Mental Health during COVID-19: An Online
Photovoice Approach

Sedef Unsal Seydoogullan”

Abstract

The pandemic has had a multifaceted impact on individuals of all age groups, giving rise to a myriad of
psychological challenges and problems. This effect has been particularly pronounced among university students
who harbor concerns about their education and future prospects. In these trying times of COVID-19, it is of
paramount importance to discern the factors that bolster or impede the mental health and overall well-being of
college students. This knowledge serves as the foundation for delivering preventive and interventional support
services. The objective of this study was to identify the biopsychosocial, spiritual, and economic factors that either
enhance or hinder the lives of students specializing in Islamic sciences during the COVID-19 pandemic. To achieve
this, the Online Photovoice (OPV) method was employed. The study engaged 108 participants (68 female and 40
male) from an Islamic Studies Department in Tiirkiye. The findings revealed 27 factors that facilitated well-being,
including elements such as the beauty of nature, positive emotions, and the support of family and relatives.
Conversely, 27 factors were identified as non-facilitating, including issues like inadequate planning and
communication, confinement indoors, and the experience of negative emotions. Professionals working with college
students can leverage these insights to better serve their needs and address the challenges they face. In conclusion,
understanding the diverse factors that impact the lives of university students during the pandemic, both positively
and negatively, is essential for guiding effective support and intervention strategies. By recognizing these facets,
this study provides important implications for promoting the mental health and well-being of students, ensuring a
brighter and more resilient future in the face of unprecedented challenges.
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Following the first case in Wuhan, China in December 2019, the global COVID-19 pandemic spread rapidly across
the world in 2020, causing massive loss of life, physical illnesses that weaken the immune system, and massive
socio-economic disruption (Arslan et al., 2021; Doyumgag et al., 2021; Karademir & Sahan, 2021; Nicola et al.,
2020; Subasi et al., 2023; Tanhan et al., 2020). Like other epidemics, wars, and disasters, in addition to physical
health effects, the COVID-19 pandemic has had short and long-term psychological effects (Tanhan, 2020; WHO,
2020).

Although the epidemic caused by the virus affects all age groups, it has been reported that it has caused various
mental illnesses (Marelli et al., 2020), especially anxiety (Cao et al., 2020; Sahan & Karademir, 2022; Subasi et al.,
2023) and depression (Armiyau et al., 2022; Subasi et al., 2023; Wanjie Tang et al., 2020), especially in university
students who are worried about the future. During this period, as in other levels of education, measures such as
closing university campuses to students and switching to online education, and taking breaks from interacting with
people to maintain social distance were interventions that significantly affected university students (Gostin & Wiley,
2020; Ihm et al., 2021; Otanga et al., 2022; Tiimkaya et al., 2021). Living with the family and avoiding being a
financial burden for the family were protective factors in this period (Cao et al., 2020; Tanhan, 2020). However,
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university students’ anxiety levels increased (Husky et al., 2020; Liang et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2021; Wang & Zhao,
2020) due to spending more time on the internet (Cigek et al., 2020; Subasi et al., 2023), being negatively affected
by the news and social media (Aydin, 2020), experiencing difficulties adapting to online education (Ozamiz-
Etxebarria, et al, 2020) and establishing social relationships via only online education (Altuntas et al., 2020). With
the onset of the pandemic, having to stay at home instead of receiving education in a social environment and the
current social isolation have put students in a trapped or claustrophobic mood, and this situation caused stress,
anxiety, fear, loneliness and emotional exhaustion, and all these created hopelessness and depressive symptoms
both in Tirkiye (Genc et al., 2022; Subasi et al., 2023; Tanhan, 2020) and other countries (Armiyau et al., 2022;
Otanga et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 2015).

College Students in Tiirkiye and the Literature Gap for Islamic Sciences College Students

There is a lack of research on the well-being of university students in Tiirkiye, who are already in a challenging
period due to high levels of academic and employment stress and widespread interpersonal, romantic and emotional
problems in Tirkiye (Genc et al., 2022; Tanhan, 2020). University students experienced many mental health
problems during the COVID-19 pandemic period (Doyumgag et al., 2021; Geng et al., 2021; Subasi, 2023a; Tanhan,
2020; Tanhan et al., 2021). Tanhan and others (2021) used Online Photovoice (OPV) to examine the factors that
support and hinder the mental health of counseling students in Tiirkiye. The researchers identified supporting factors
such as family and friends, socializing, spending time in nature, and reading books; and non-supportive factors such
as restriction of freedom, psychosocial and spiritual issues, and not being able to meet in person with other people.
Many researchers in Tirkiye focused on students in specific majors (e.g., counseling, social sciences teaching,
classroom teacher) and found spirituality to be one of the most important support systems during the pandemic
(Subasi et al., 2023; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2022; Tiimkaya et al., 2021). Despite there has been some research
in Tiurkiye focused on non-seminary students’ perceptions of distance education or mental health during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Doyumgag et al., 2021; Erpay, 2021; Geng & Giimriikgiioglu, 2020; Ozdemir & Erdogan,
2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; Tiimkaya et al., 2021; Subasi et al., 2023), has been no research on the
perceptions of Islamic sciences students in Tirkiye regarding their online/distance education or mental health status
during the pandemic period.

Islamic science college students’ mental health, however, has been the subject of only a very limited number
of studies in Tiirkiye. These students will be employed in very different positions in Tiirkiye, and they give utmost
attention to spiritual and religious support systems. Therefore, mental health researchers can serve these students
and the people these students are going to serve better if conduct research to understand these students’ mental
health status.

Additionally, there is lack of innovative and collaborative research methods in research conducted to
understand these students. As an innovative, collaborative and comprehensive research method, OPV is closing this
gap quite effectively. Recently, many researchers have used OPV in different areas including women’s perspectives
on their sexuality (Ozkan & Tanhan, 2023), close relationships during difficult times (Genc et al., 2022), special
education (Ogiilmiis et al., 2021), high school students’ perception of math (Kog¢ Koca, 2023), mental health in
Nigeria (Armiyau et al., 2023), and college students’ approach to Tasawwuf (Tanhan & Erin, 2023). However, none
of these researchers have used OPV to explore how the Islamic science college students are going through difficult
times, especially COVID-19 pandemic.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of the research consisted of Ecological Systems Theory (EST), Community Based
Participatory Research (CBPR), and Online Photovoice (OPV) all together.

Ecological Systems Theory (EST) addresses the multiple factors affecting individuals' lives from a
developmental perspective within the context of nested systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Bronfenbrenner & Morris,
2006): the microsystem (one’s immediate environment, including home, peers, and school), the mesosystem
(interactions between two or more microsystems; for example, school and home interaction), the exosystem
(environmental influences not directly related to the individual, such as media or local governments), the
macrosystem (cultural, social and institutional influences), and the chronosystem (wars, economic problems, life
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events) (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000). The supportive and non-supportive factors for mental health are related
to different levels of EST based on previous OPV research (e.g., Armiyau et al., 2022; Doyumgag et al., 2021; Genc
et al., 2022; Tanhan, 2020; Subasi et al., 2023); therefore, EST was used to examine the factors that emerged in this
study to have a more comprehensive and contextual perspective.

This research is also informed by CBPR, which is one strategy for addressing mental health related subjects at
a more community level with the people from a community for the community (Dari et al., 2023; Hauber-Ozer et
al., 2021; Subasi et al., 2023; Tanhan, 2020). It refers to collaborative research processes that are carried out in
cooperation with the relevant groups, authorities and institutions. Rejecting a top-down approach to addressing
community and individual problems, CBPR attempts to go beyond mere research and identification to collectively
solve these problems (Call-Cummings et al., 2023; Dari et al., 2019; Tanhan & Strack, 2020). Tanhan and Francisco
(2019) conducted CBPR with a group of 118 academics, civil servants, workers, students and their families in the
United States to examine the biopsychosocial, spiritual and economic factors that make their lives easier or more
difficult. These researchers collaborated with the college students and community members to address related issues
from a CBPR perspective.

Similarly, in this current research from a CBPR perspective and the theoretical framework of this study, the
author of this paper engaged in active advocacy through collaborating with the Islamic science college students,
their professors and some administrators interested in this research. The researcher constructed a WhatsApp group
called “CBPR OPV Group to understand Islamic sciences students.” The researcher has been collaborating with the
group from the beginning of the study as ongoing advocacy for sharing the results with key people (e.g.,
administrators, seminary faculty and students, mental health professionals, and OPV experts).

The third part of the theoretical framework of this current study is Online Photovoice (OPV). The current
researcher used OPV, which is a qualitative research method to collect the students’ experiences. Tanhan and Strack
(2020) developed OPV based on the traditional photovoice method (Wang & Burris, 1997; see also Call-Cummings
et al., 2019). OPV is much more convenient than traditional photovoice in terms of OPV allowing reaching out to
many and diverse participants, taking less time, costing less money, saving time both for the participants and
researchers, and making research possible even if it is very difficult to be together face-to-face (Call-Cummings &
Hauber-Ozer, 2021). A fuller discussion of OPV can be found in Tanhan (2020)’s and Tanhan and Strack (2020)’s
work in which they, as the developers of the method, explained OPV’s advantages in detail compared to traditional
photovoice. More detailed information on how OPV was exactly used in provided in the following method section.

The Purpose of the Present Study

In the present study, the researcher focused on the supportive and non-supportive factors for the mental health of
college students studying Islamic sciences, which is also known as the seminary or theology faculty. Islamic
sciences college students constitute an important segment in Tiirkiye because they are employed in many different
positions from education to administration, including spiritual/religious social services, in many different
institutions. Therefore, in this current study, the researcher attempted to fill this gap in the literature, using OPV
(Tanhan & Strack 2020) to understand supportive and non-supportive mental health factors for these students in
Tirkiye. The aim of the researcher was to determine the biological, psychological, social (biopsychosocial),
spiritual, and economic factors that support and do not support the lives of students studying Islamic sciences during
COVID-19 using the Online Photovoice (OPV) method.

Method

Participants

Participants (N = 108; 68 female and 40 male) were students of Islamic Studies at different universities in Tiirkiye.
Participants were recruited using snowball sampling, starting with students in the researcher's CBPR WhatsApp
group. One hundred and twenty-six students clicked on the online survey Google form and participated. After
removing 16 people who did not give consent and two who gave incomplete answers, 108 (68 female and 40 male)
students remained in the final sample. Of the 108, 93 were single and 15 were married. Based on the responses, the
age ranged from 20 to 36 years (M = 23.62, SD = 5.40). In terms of socio-economic status, 34 were low, 64 were
middle and 10 were high. 68 participants reported living in a house or flat with a garden and the rest, 40 participants,
reported living in a house or flat without a garden. Ethical approval was also received from the Bartin University
Ethics Board (date and number: 16.05.2020; 2020-SBB-0098).
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Procedures

University students in Tirkiye complained about biopsychosocial, spiritual, and economic issues, especially during
the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. Tanhan et al. (2021) proposed the use of OPV to understand these
issues from participants' own perspectives because OPV allows participants to share their own bodily sensations,
feelings, thoughts and behaviors through a comprehensive story and a photo accompanying these rather than
participants responding to some quantitative scales or questions. The author identified the literature gap and read
published OPV papers to become familiar with how to use OPV to conduct research. Then the researcher obtained
ethics committee permission from a university in Tirkiye. The researcher then constructed the CBPR OPV
WhatsApp group, which was composed of the primary researcher, interested university students who got involved
from the beginning of the study, and a few OPV experts.

Data Collection Tools: Online Google Form/Survey

An online Google Form was used to solicit informed consent, collect demographic information, and elicit the
participants’ supportive and non-supportive factors for their mental health through one single link. This online
form/survey included all of the following including OPV videos, OPV written documents, OPV participation
procedures, and demographic questions. The researcher and CBPR group shared only this online form/survey link
so that all possible participants could see everything through one single link and participate if they wanted to. The
research was conducted in Turkish.

Videos, Recorded Voices and Written Documents in the Online Google Form/Survey

In the online Google Forms survey, the researcher used a video to introduce OPV to participants because OPV is a
quite new method and providing an option for the participants to learn about OPV is important. The developers of
OPV highlight the importance of providing training options for OPV participants (Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan & Strack,
2020). The researcher provided the following two videos in which the main OPV developer (Tanhan, 2020) explains
OPV in detail, including its development, utilization, philosophy, and advantages over traditional photovoice. The
main developer of OPV provided this detailed information both in English and Turkish'. The online survey form
included published OPV articles so that any interested participants could read more about OPV to get more
information about this new method.

The link to the survey was shared on the social media accounts of the people in the CBPR WhatsApp group for
this study. The CBPR WhatsApp group facilitated the outreach to more and diverse students. The group allowed
the researcher and the group member to inform each other about the process from the beginning of the study and
motivated each other to reach out to many and diverse students for participation.

OPYV Steps
The researcher followed Tanhan (2020) and Tanhan and Strack (2020)’s protocol for OPV:
Step 1: Participants identify least one and up to ten key supports for their daily life and especially for their
mental health.
Step 2: Participants take a photograph of the most important supportive factor.
Step 3: Participants upload the photograph and write a story representing the support factor using the
guestions below, abbreviated as SHOWED (Tanhan, 2020). The research used SHOWED question in
Turkish as adapted to Turkish by Tanhan (2020). The SHOWED questions can be briefly summarized as
follows:
S: What do you see in the picture representing the support for mental health or daily life for yourself
and/or your community?
H: What is happening in your photograph?
O: How does the photograph relate to y(o)ur life as an Islamic sciences college student and to your
community?
W: What makes this the most important supportive factor?
E. What did you experience feel when taking your photo and writing your story.

! the link/ for the OPV introduction in English is: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ArggA33EMDQ&t=1328s and link for
the OPV introduction in Turkish is: https://youtu.be/_e0imJTtC_Y?si=B1WD6n5D8sogloal
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D: What can we as mental health professionals, educators, researchers and students do for this
subject to improve mental health?

Step 4: Participants provide at least one and at most three phrases to summarize their photos and stories.
Step 5: Participants attribute their supportive factors to Ecological Systems Theory (EST) levels.
First, the participants completed these five steps for supportive factors to their mental health. And then, they
followed the same steps for non-supportive factors for their mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Analysis

Data were analyzed by the researcher and a few people (academics and students) involved in this research who have
been part of the CBPR group. Online Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (OIPA) was used to analyze
collected data through OPV. Tanhan and Strack (2020) developed OIPA based on traditional Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA; Smith & Osborn, 2003). OIPA was adapted into Turkish by Tanhan (2020) based
on Tanhan and Strack (2020)’s research paper. Some other researchers have also used traditional IPA (Lim &
Freeman, 2023) to understand people’s experience during the COVID-19 pandemic. However, it seems more and
more people from different disciplines have used OIPA recently during the COVID-19 pandemic to capture people’s
experiences more accurately (Armiyau et al., 2022; Doyumgag et al., 2021; Genc et al., 2022; Tanhan et al., 2021;
Tiimkaya et al., 2021). Additionally, some other researchers have also used OIPA for other subjects, including high
school students’ approach to math (Ko¢ Koca, 2023; Subasi, 2023) and women’s perceptions of their own sexuality
(Ozkan & Tanhan, 2023).

Considering OIPA’s advantages over traditional IPA, the researcher used OIPA to analyze the data.
Participants' responses were grouped into themes and subthemes. Data analysis was conducted in five steps: 1) Data
were reviewed to identify missing or non-consented data (photo, theme or consent to participate); 2) data were
checked for confidentiality; 3) supportive themes and subthemes; 4) non-supportive themes and subthemes were
identified; and 5) supportive and non-supportive themes’ attributions to EST levels were categorized.

Results

The findings are classified into four sections: 1) mental health supportive factors; 2) mental health non-supportive
factors; 3) attribution of supportive and non-supportive factors to EST systems; 4) sharing the results with key
people from an advocacy and CBPR perspective.

Mental Health Supportive Factors

Supportive factors were grouped into 27 themes (Table 1). Due to space limitations, the researcher included only a
small selection of examples of photographs and stories. The researcher conducted the study in Turkish and the
words and expressions in Table 1 and 2 and captions below are the expressions of the participants. OPV developers
(Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan & Strack, 2020) suggested not editing participants’ words, captions and photos so that their
voices, message and contexts are conveyed as the participants wanted to share. The participants’ shared words,
captions or photos can be edited only if they are totally unclear and out of context (Tanhan, 2020). Therefore, the
words, captions and photos shared below were not edited unless they were totally unclear.

Photograph |. Examples of photos and captions by participant 43
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I grow my own crops and watch my seedlings grow in my two hobby gardens. The hobby garden we made with
all residents improved our neighborhood relations. Positive thinking makes everything easier. | never thought
about what | went through during this time. Thanks to this OPV research, I got an opportunity to think about
the situation we are in. Believing that everything will get better no matter what.”

This participant summarized their photo and caption as: “Against all odds, no matter what”.

Table |. Supportive factors for student mental health during COVID-19

Themes: Supports n %

10

11

12
13
14
15
16
17

18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

Nature: Spending time in nature, fresh air, soil, garden, walking, deep breathing, fewer cars and 36 33
people, campus and living spaces being in touch with nature

Enjoyable feelings: Love, compassion, joy, hope, connection to life, pleasure, happiness, trust, 28 26
peace, self-confidence, appreciation, celebrating special days with enthusiasm, relaxation, dreaming,

gratitude, love

Family and loved ones: Spending time with relatives, children, and mother; helping family 27 25
Spirituality, religion: Turning towards Allah, prayer, reciting the Qur'an, memorizing surahs, faith, 26 24
worship, prayer, getting up early for the morning prayer

Making time for yourself: Hobbies, self-discovery, self-knowledge, self-understanding, relaxation, 25 23
journal writing, painting, contemplation, sports, painting, watching movies,

Reading books, learning 22 20
Being active: Being useful to society and other people, togetherness, support, socializing, being in 19 18
contact with others

Making money: Working, producing, turning a crisis into an opportunity, setting and pursuing goals, 18 17
working somewhere, self-improvement, learning a language, working in the field to earn money and
contribute to society economically, starting the day early, recycling

Being positive or affirmative: Positive thoughts, avoiding stress, smiling, noticing beauty, thinking 12 11
positively

Participating in meaningful activities: Psychological counseling, guidance, bibliotherapy, 12 11
conferences, writing, conversation

Studying: Studying for the exam for government jobs, belief in getting a job, having places to study, 11 10
being able to study in the small masjid and mosque on campus and in the neighborhood

Buildings and cities: Balconies, gardens, large areas, empty fields, parks and estates near nature 10
Support and interest of friends 10
Living in a village or on a farm

Patience, tawakkul

Understanding and supportive people: Teachers, family members, friends

Having a suitable learning environment at home: Separate room, internet, good economic
situation

Healthy food and conversation: Family meal, fruit, tea, coffee

Positive experiences from the past: Photos, difficult moments overcome

Taking care of animals

Taking health precautions (masking, distancing, etc.)

Living alone: being alone, avoiding the news

Being mindful

Having plans: Internal discipline, schedule, focusing attention, making good use of time
Technology: computers, computer game, soccer games, gain computer skills

Healthcare workers

Online and distance education

~N N 00 00 © ©

N MBS D B OO OO
N MBS D DS OO OO
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Photograph 2. Examples of photos and captions by participant 2|

“The thing that supported my life the most was Quran. | read it a lot, tried to understand it, tried to engrave it
in my heart, memorized about 15 suras in the first 6 months. Memorizing with my family, repeating the
memorization with tea and fruit, was something | missed for a long time. The hardest thing was not being able
to go out and the feeling that my brain was on fire at home. Always the same room, garden and balcony was
very boring. | wish we lived in a modest house with a garden. The fact that people were poor was also very
depressing because many people lost their jobs and lost their bread.”

This participant summarized their photo and caption as: "Quran, memorizing, tea with family, reading Quran with
family".

Non-supportive Mental Health Factors
Non-supportive factors were grouped into 27 themes (Table 2).

Table 2: Non-supportive factors for student mental health during COVID-19

Main Non-supportive Themes n %
1. Lack of planning and communication: Lack of communication, empathy, sincerity and planning 38 35
among friends, family, teachers; waste of time and effort, lack of understanding, lack of guidance
and direction, lack of psychological and social support, negative behavior, waking up too late,
people with negative energy,
2. Being trapped in buildings: being a prisoner, prison, small houses, many siblings and no private 26 24
rooms
3. Feeling unpleasant emotions: forced, stuck, no choice, upset, anxious, worried, helpless, sad, fear, 24 22
tired, getting nothing, fed up, frustrated, angry, sad, feeling unable to handle certain situations,
agitated, infected, shock, stunned, stress, depressed, anxiety, fear of death, fear of rebelling against
God
4. Unpleasant situations: stressing about exams, taking exams blindfolded and being asked to recite 20 19
chapters from Quran from memory, being alone, getting caught up in TV and regretting wasting a
lot of time, getting caught up in beautiful scenery and forgetting what needs to be done, dealing
with many different problems, the pressure of running out of time, not being able to get your things
from the dormitory, not knowing what to do and just staying there, uncertainty, being alone with
thoughts, being caught out of the blue, negative thoughts, people acting in a panic, developing an
obsession with cleanliness, not being in control
5. Online education and internet problems: internet problems, not being able to connect to the class, 20 19
trying to understand and explore alone, not being able to learn, not having a computer, everything
being electronic
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6. Difficulty in studying: school stress, lack of focus, preoccupation with other things, lack of time, 19 18
pressure to study, lack of suitable study space

7. Physical distance: lack of socialization, not being able to get together with friends, not having 17 16
people to talk to, not finding people to trust

8. Economic conditions: not having a car, not getting enough healthy food, having to work, everyone 17 16
in the household having to work

9. Loneliness: not seeing children around, silence, doing everything alone 17 16

10. Staying away from nature: longing for nature 11 10

11. Not going to school: longing for school, lack of planning and support from school administrators, 11 10
lack of solidarity

12. Having to do several difficult things at the same time: central exam and school lessons together, 10 9
not choice but imposition and coercion, life being limited to exams, other obligations of life such
as work

13. Restriction of freedom 10 9

14. Problems with family: arguing with family, lack of family awareness, lack of religion and 9 8
spirituality, slang and swearing, spending too much time with family, living with family

15. Mandatory quarantine rules: prohibitions; people not following the rules, masking 9 8

16. COVID-19: catching the virus, getting sick, losing someone 9 8

17. Lack of spirituality or religion: lack of prayer in the mosque, Islamic knowledge, patience, prayer, 8 7
and contemplation

18. Meaningless work: not producing meaningful work, products, activities 7 7

19. Not being able to get together: not being able to hug family, relatives and loved ones, not being 7 7
able to get together, not being able to get together even on Islamic eids

20. The past: going back to the past, longing for past beauties, past difficulties 7 7

21. Village: missing the village, lack of young people in the village, lack of infrastructure and easy 6 6
transportation

22. Health: health anxiety, lack of doctors, inaccurate medical information, and health services 6 6

23. Not having time for oneself: not knowing oneself, not knowing how to breathe regularly, 4 4

24. Not being able to help people, environment, nature 4 4

25. Excessive time spent on electronic devices: Overexposure to computers and online content, phone 4 4
addiction, substance abuse, gambling

26. Buildings not built for people: concrete houses with no gardens, no proper shopping areas, cities 4 4
full of garbage and smells, not fit for people

27. The difficulty of keeping children at home, depriving children from Islamic eids, not beingable 3 3

to kiss children

......

‘—\ . %

Photograph 3. Examples of photos and captions by participant 8
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“Some of our teachers do not understand us at all, some of them were even more brutal. For example, one of
them says they will ask direct memorization questions and says, "the exam will be live and with your eyes
closed". Come on, how can they do this? :( We are crying as a group. My phone was not smart, it was broken,
I could not even send this OPV participation from my phone. | feel anxious and nervous every day. You see, |
am alone, and | am constantly studying for the central exam to get a job in the government system.
Unfortunately, there is no other job to do in Tiirkiye. | think the teachers and managers should get up and open
a factory, | don't know, they should really do something, and we should take an example... So, what will happen
when we do a live exam with our eyes closed...? Then | will forget all the information and then | will be even
more angry with them, myself and the system... | think the administrators should really work now. Thank you
for opening this chance to express ourselves with this study.”

This participant summarized their photo and caption as: "Produce real work, I'm exhausted with meaningless work".

Photograph 4. Examples of photos and captions by participant 64

"A photo from the mountain or the campus, | don't remember exactly, but this is what we had in common with
our friends. Sitting on stones and talking over our petrified hearts. After classes, we were 4 friends. We used to
go to the masjid together and pray, and we met with such friends online during the pandemic, we supported
each other. But the fact that we couldn't meet face to face anymore, we couldn't discuss it, it was challenging
for us. Therefore, people should be given the opportunity to come together. | wish we had not gone home; it
would have been much more productive if we had stayed in a dormitory or rented a house."

This participant summarized their photo and caption as "Moving away from learning from friends and discussions,
living with family, family arguments, TV".

Supportive and Non-supportive Factors in EST Systems

Participants were asked to sort the supportive and non-supportive factors they named into to the EST system
categories: individual/intrinsic, microsystem, exosystem and macrosystem (Table 3). Each supportive and non-
supportive factor could be placed in multiple systems.

Table 3. Supportive and non-supportive factors in EST systems

EST Levels
Themes Intrapsychic Microsystem Exosystem Macrosystem All together
Supportive 84% (n=91) 78% (n=84) 54% (n=58) 41% (n=44) 34% (n=37)
Non-supportive 72% (n=78) 56% (n=60) 63% (n=68) 77% (n=83) 38% (n=41)

As seen in Table 3, the participants attributed supportive and non-supportive factors for their mental health to
different EST systems and also attributed them to all the systems together as well.
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Sharing the Results with Key People from an Advocacy and CBPR Perspective

Given the researcher’s and CBPR group’s commitment to participatory research, they are committed to sharing
these results with relevant institutions. Advocacy from a CBPR perspective, which constitutes an important part of
the theoretical framework of the research, and reaching relevant institutions and individuals, is of great importance
for researchers using the OPV method. In this context, the research results here continue to be shared with the
relevant authorities. The CBPR group, including the researcher, has shared the results with a few local government
administrators, university administrators, university staff and especially academicians and staff in Islamic sciences
faculties in Tirkiye. We also shared the results with hundreds of college students in seminary through
online/distance courses, face-to-face interaction, and academic meetings. These efforts are ongoing. Positive and
negative feedback is being obtained from different key people and institutions.

Discussion

Main Supportive Factors of Mental Health During COVID-19

The supportive factors were categorized into 27 themes. Nature (n=36, 33%) was the most common theme, and
participants discussed spending time in nature. The participants meant getting fresh air, stepping on soil, gardening,
walking, taking deep breaths in nature, having fewer cars and people, spending time on their university campuses
that have many trees and green areas, and living in a house in a natural environment. This finding concurs with
similar studies: Tanhan et al. (2021) found that nature was the second most prevalent (31%) supportive factors for
counseling students’ mental health wellbeing during the pandemic. Tanhan (2020) found that nature was the fourth
most prevalent theme (17%) discussed in research on college students' biopsychosocial, spiritual and economic
wellbeing and issues; Subasi et al. (2023) again found nature to be the 6™ most prevalent theme (8%) for supporting
college students to be motivated for their education. Other research has also demonstrated the relaxing effect of
nature on human psychology: it reduces stress (Jiang et al., 2014; Slater et al., 2020), makes individuals feel positive
emotions (Junot et al., 2017), and increases individuals' life satisfaction and happiness levels (Eigenschenk et al.,
2019). Nature is important for gaining direct experience about how ecosystem works and how different living beings
sustains their life, and all these improve one’s perceptions of the physical environment (Pouya et al., 2014) and
enhance one’s psychological capacity to enhance one’s wellbeing and endure difficult issues (Tanhan, 2020). The
healing effects of nature have been found to be quite effective for close relationship as well (Genc et al., 2022). That
nature is the most commonly cited supportive factor indicates the importance of spending time in nature and away
from the increasingly crowded and difficult city.

The second most prevalent theme was experiencing pleasant emotions (n=28, 26%). Participants described
these feelings with words such as love, compassion, joy, hope, being connected to life, pleasure, happiness, trust,
peace, self-confidence, appreciation, celebrating special days with enthusiasm, relaxation, dreaming, gratitude, and
love. In Tanhan et al.'s (2021) study, counseling students identified similar positive emotions: feeling of calmness,
serenity and security were mentioned by 14% of participants, and hopefulness and hope for the future were
mentioned by 10% of participants. Similar studies also reported themes of positive perspectives (attending oneself
n=42, 33%) (Tanhan, 2020) and benevolence, solidarity and support (n=6, 4%) (Tiimkaya et al., 2021).

This theme might be productively understood in relation to mindfulness and emotion management. Emotion
management, the process of identifying and distinguishing between positive and negative behaviors, requires people
to recognize, direct, adapt, and use emotions effectively. This is made possible by living in the moment and being
able to recognize the triggers that distract individuals from their present reality (Ciiceloglu, 2005). That means a
conscious awareness of being in the moment is important, especially considering the effect of past experiences on
current emotions. Mindfulness is defined by Baer and others (2004) as non-judgmentally or accepting the focus of
one's attention on the experience occurring in the present moment. It has been shown to be a successful intervention
against depression, anxiety and addiction (Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2007), and is strongly linked to happiness
(Bellin, 2015; Brown et al., 2007). Studies also showed that being “in the moment" during COVID-19 made people's
lives easier (Arslan et al., 2020; Cicek et al., 2020). Being “in the moment" is a protective factor for mental health,
not only for university students but also for all people (Tanhan & Francisco, 2019; Tanhan & Strack, 2020;
Viskovich & Pakenham, 2020). This is an important factor for people to experience feelings of well-being.
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The third theme, which was about as prevalent as the second, was the presence of family and loved ones (n=27,
25%). This finding is in line with other OPV studies, which also named family, relatives, friends and close
environmental relations (Tanhan, 2020), spending time with family (Tiimkaya et al., 2021), supporting family and
relationship with friends (Tanhan et al., 2021), and spending time with family, being together and knowing that you
are with family (Subasi et al., 2023) as core supportive factors for wellness. Many studies emphasize the importance
of family support during COVID-19 (Cao et al., 2020; Geng et al., 2020; Kiirtiinci & Kurt, 2020; Otanga et al.,
2020). The family is widely recognized as a very core support system in therapies. In societies like Tiirkiye with a
collectivist culture, the family may serve as an even more important source of support (Kagit¢ibasi, 2014; Tanhan,
2020).

Spirituality and religion (n=26, 24%) was the fourth important theme. Participants identified activities that they
do in accordance with their religious beliefs such as praying, reading the Holy Quran, memorizing sections,
worshipping, and getting up early for morning prayers as supportive for their psychosocial, spiritual and academic
life. In Tanhan's (2020) study, spirituality was the third most important factor (n=23, 18%) that enriched the lives
of the college students who were receiving mental health services at a counseling center during the COVID-19
pandemic in Tirkiye. Our results show this to be more significant among Islamic science students in the faculty of
theology. Other research demonstrates that religion and fulfillment of religious practices have positive effects on
coping with stress (Kavas, 2005; Tanhan & Francisco, 2019) and general wellbeing. Religion functions as a
supportive structure (Otanga et al., 2020; Tanhan & Francisco, 2019). Turning to a transcendent power offers
security in situations over which people have no control (Joshi et al., 2004), like the pandemic. Due to space
limitations, participants’ other supportive factors during the pandemic could not be included in detail.

Non-supportive Factors of Mental Health During COVID-19

Twenty-seven main themes capture the factors that made participants’ lives difficult during the pandemic. The most
common theme was lack of planning and communication (n=38, 35%). Participants felt the lack of communication
between students and professors made their education and daily life very difficult. The fact that the professors did
not act empathetically and did not understand students enough made it very difficult for students to focus on their
courses and lives. Students reported struggling to use time well and reported problems related to being late, not
receiving adequate guidance, and not receiving adequate psychological and social support.

Tanhan's (2020) study examining facilitators and barriers for mental health and daily life of clients at a college
counseling center in Tiirkiye during the first months of the pandemic found similar problems: a lack of a schedule
and unfinished work (n=6, 5%) and a lack of empathy in academia (n=3, 2%). Other studies of college students and
what supported and what did not support them during the pandemic found similar results. Doyumgag and others
(2021) documented a lack of communication (n=14, 16%); Tiimkaya et al.'s (2021) found a lack of sufficient
interaction and incompatibility between teachers and students (n=10, 7%); and Subas1 et al. (2023) reported
miscommunication and not being understood (n=4, 3%) as core themes. Tanhan (2020) found that making a
plan/program (n=5, 4%) was one of the factors that made students' lives easier is in line with this study’s results.
Many other studies with similar results can be found in the literature (Eldeleklioglu, 2008; Mac Cann et al., 2012;
Misra & McKean, 2000).

During the pandemic, people experienced major changes to their routines. With the transition to online
education, students had to contend with and adapt to a totally new system. Students were thus more in need of
guidance and support than ever. Students expected understanding and empathy during this period of adapting to
these new realities. Few studies have addressed student problems with time management, lack of empathy from
faculty, and insufficient guidance during the COVID-19 pandemic (Doyumgag et al., 2021; Tanhan, 2020; Tiimkaya
et al., 2021; Subasi et al., 2023).

The second most common theme expressed by participants was being stuck in their homes and not having
private space (n=26, 24%). Not having private space due to feeling stuck and feeling as a prisoner, living in small
houses, and many people sharing a house made life difficult for the students during the pandemic. Tiimkaya et al.
(2021) found physical inappropriateness of houses’ effect on college students (n=11, 7%) and Tanhan (2020)
reported students’ feeling imprisoned at home (n=24, 19%), having crowded family (n=13, 10%), and living in
concrete buildings far from nature (n=13, 10%) hindering the students’ mental health status and education.
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This current study joins others in documenting people’s discomfort in feeling imprisoned at home during
quarantine (Arslan et al., 2020; Cigek et al., 2020). Students want to live in environments and houses that contain
components of nature such as gardens, soil, and animals (Ozkaral & Bozyigit, 2020; Tanhan, 2020) and, as noted
above, nature has a positive effect on people's well-being.

The third main theme was unpleasant emotions, which were discussed by 22% (n=24) of participants.
Participants expressed that they felt stuck and helpless, depressed and anxious. At times, they felt they could not
handle certain situations, and they often felt that they did not have any agency. Participants emphasized that
unpleasant feelings such as intense anxiety about getting the virus, fear of death, depressive mood, fear of rebelling
against Allah (God) were intense during this period. Similar results were found in the literature (Arslan et al., 2020;
Cigek et al., 2020; Haktanir et al., 2020; Subasi et al., 2023; Tanhan, 2020; Tanhan et al., 2021; Tiimkaya et al.,
2021; Yakar et al., 2020). These unpleasant feelings, coupled with social isolation, may cause greater problems and
even psychopathology over time (Tanhan et al., 2020; Schafer et al., 2022). The other non-supportive themes that
emerged in the research are not discussed due to space limitations.

Taken together, these themes capture the factors that helped or hindered Islamic science college students’
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. Activities such as spending time in nature, family support,
experiencing positive emotions, practicing spiritual or religious activities, taking time for oneself, producing and
reading books, and having resources for online education had a positive and feel-good function for the participants.
On the other hand, situations and obligations such as lack of planning, academic incomprehension, lack of empathy,
not receiving adequate guidance and direction, being and feeling stuck at home, experiencing unpleasant emotions
and situations, facing technical problems related to distance education, not being able to socialize, being away from
nature, having family problems, and experiencing restriction of freedom caused negative emotions and made life
difficult for the Islamic science college students. Although the results of this study are similar to the those of other
OPV studies about supportive and non-supportive factors for college students’ education and mental health, this is
the first OPV study focusing on Islamic science (theology) students in Tiirkiye. These students become employed
in many different positions in Tiirkiye, and lack of mental health research on these students is an important gap.
The current study closes a bit of this gap.

Limitations

Participants in this study were not a good representative sample of all theology students, considering the thousands
of Islamic sciences college students in Tiirkiye and the sample of this current study (N=108). Because the study was
conducted online and during a limited time frame, only some of the students were able to participate, and they were
limited to their experiences of the first periods of the pandemic when the restrictions were very strict. Additionally,
it is possible some of the participants did not want to write on a screen due to feeling burned out from looking at
electronic tools. Another important limitation could be the researcher not being a faculty member in Islamic sciences
faculty, and this could have made it more difficult to reach out to the students.

Implications

This research was conducted with the aim of identifying the supportive and non-supportive factors for Islamic
sciences college students’ mental health and sharing the results with key people to serve the students and increase
their well-being and mental health. Based on these main goals and especially the theoretical framework of the study,
the following recommendations can shed light on future research and services.

Implications for Future Research

In this study, the supportive and non-supportive factors for the lives of theology students were examined with using
OPV. Similar methods might be used to identify supportive and non-supportive factors affecting students in other
departments, especially the relatively more sensitive departments (e.g., kindergarten, special education, departments
teaching Turkish language to refugees and immigrants, departments that have many international students). This
can serve initiatives to ensure the well-being and mental health of young people. Future research might focus
specifically on the problems of disadvantaged groups in society, such as minorities, migrants and people with
disabilities, to better lay the foundations for effective measures not only at the individual or academic level, but also
at the institutional and practical level. Many researchers have called for working with minority groups and
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improving research methods to capture minority groups’ experiences (Armiyau et al., 2022; Dari et al., 2021,
Hauber-Ozer & Call-Cummings, 2020; Subasi, 2023b; Tanhan, 2020; Waegh et al., 2023). A final call can be
conducting OPV research with students under 18 years of age because all of the OPV published research are
conducted with people at the age of 18 or older.

Implications for Mental Health Professionals

Understanding the factors that affect university student wellness can support mental health professionals in
university counseling centers in providing better therapeutic interventions for their clients during such difficult
times, especially when it is very difficult to get out. For example, the effect of nature, which is among the most
important supportive factors in this study, on people's positive emotions can be utilized: therapy gardens and nature
walks, for example, can be suggested to students. Practicing mindfulness exercises, opening space for enjoyable
feelings and positive emotions were important to students' well-being. Mental health professionals can benefit from
working with students should emphasize mindful activities and practices related to being in the moment.
Additionally, mental health providers can utilize Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Arslan et al., 2021; Cigek
et al., 2021; Tanhan, 2019; Ugur et al., 2020; Ugur et al., 2021; Viskovich & Pakenham, 2020) to create space for
enjoyable and difficult feelings, thoughts, and sensations and integrate present moment awareness activities.

Stress, anxiety, depressive mood, hopelessness, helplessness, and loneliness are emotions that students are
likely to experience in such difficult times when students are not allowed to get their education on campus, spending
time outside and not being able to socialize with their friend. The stressors that cause these negative feelings should
be addressed professionally. For example, anxiety may be largely caused by lack of planning and problems in time
management, a theme that emerged at a high rate in this study. Mental health professionals can emphasize time
management and planning with their clients. The effects of excessive use of technology should be discussed with
clients, and protective measures can be suggested, such as engaging in diverse activities and incorporating
meaningful activities into their lives.

Implications for Educators

Among the most prominent challenges participants faced during the pandemic was poor communication with
professors, lack of empathy from professors, and inadequate support from professors. If educators make an effort
to understand the perspectives of their students and show necessary empathy and support, it may be possible for
online education, which involves various difficulties for both parties, to be more effective and comfortable. Our
results suggest that students need strong and empathic guidance from their educators. Educators need to provide
students with personal, social and educational guidance as well as academic information.

Implications for Active Interdisciplinary Social Advocacy

Since this research uses CBPR and EST as part of the framework for this study, one needs to be mindful of the
contextual conditions in which individual wellbeing exists and be committed to positive change across systems and
scales. At the institutional level, our research emphasizes the importance of economic conditions to wellbeing. It
also suggests that increasing green spaces in cities that would have positive effects on students and others. Key
people and administrators can collaborate with Islamic science students, their professors, mental health
professionals and people interested in these emerged supportive and non-supportive themes to enhance supportive
factors and address non-supportive ones more effectively and functionally.
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