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The Importance of Others: The Link Between Stress and Social 
Connectedness in University Students 
 

Abstract 
The mental health of undergraduate students is a concern across many North American institutions. 
To support students’ mental well-being and help them manage stress, many Canadian post-secondary 
institutions have introduced a mid-semester break during the fall term. However, there has been 
limited work evaluating whether this fall break is associated with a decrease in stress (a well-
established correlate of mental health). Further, it is not known which demographic variables and 
lifestyle factors (e.g., sleep patterns, regular exercise) may contribute to a change in stress surrounding 
the fall break. We assessed the effects of the fall break on perceived stress levels and investigated 
whether these effects varied according to gender and the quality of students’ social network. Our 
results indicate that on its own, the fall break did not reduce students’ level of perceived stress. 
Further, students who reported feeling socially disconnected reported greater stress (both pre- and 
post-break) than those who reported being more content with their social network. Men in our sample 
reported less perceived stress than women. We recommend that mental health initiatives on campuses 
integrate strategies to build social connections between students and emphasize outreach programs 
to students who report feeling socially disconnected. We acknowledge the increased necessity and 
challenge of doing this in the context of education in the time of COVID-19. 
 
La santé mentale des étudiants et des étudiantes de premier cycle est une préoccupation dans de 
nombreux établissements d’Amérique du Nord. Afin de soutenir la santé mentale des étudiants et des 
étudiantes et les aider à gérer le stress, de nombreux établissements d’enseignement post-secondaire 
canadiens ont introduit des vacances au milieu du semestre d’automne. Toutefois, on a peu évalué ces 
vacances pour savoir si elles ont eu pour résultat une baisse du stress (un corrélatif bien établi de la 
santé mentale). De plus, on ne sait pas quelles variables démographiques et quels facteurs de style de 
vie (par exemple les habitudes de sommeil, l’exercice régulier) peuvent contribuer au changement 
dans le niveau de stress en relation avec les vacances d’automne. Nous avons évalué les effets des 
vacances d’automne sur le stress tel que perçu par les étudiants et les étudiantes et nous avons cherché 
à savoir si ces effets variaient en fonction du sexe et de la qualité des liens sociaux des étudiants et des 
étudiantes. Nos résultats indiquent qu’en soi, les vacances d’automne ne réduisaient pas le niveau de 
stress perçu. De plus, les étudiants et les étudiantes qui étaient socialement déconnectés ont rapporté 
un stress plus important (tant avant qu’après les vacances) que celui des personnes qui avaient 
rapporté être plus satisfaites avec leurs liens sociaux. Parmi notre échantillon, les hommes ont 
rapporté ressentir moins de stress que les femmes. Nous recommandons que les initiatives concernant 
la santé mentale sur les campus intègrent des stratégies pour établir des connexions sociales parmi 
les étudiants et les étudiantes et soulignent les programmes de sensibilisation destinés aux étudiants 
et aux étudiantes qui rapportent se sentir déconnectés socialement. Nous reconnaissons la nécessité 
grandissante et les défis d’accomplir cela dans le contexte de l’enseignement au temps de la COVID-19. 
 
Keywords  
fall break, stress, mental health, undergraduate students, social connectedness, social network; 
vacances d’automne, stress, santé mentale, étudiants et étudiantes de premier cycle, connectivité 
sociale, réseaux sociaux 
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The mental well-being of post-secondary students has received considerable attention in 
recent years due to a rise in the prevalence of stress, depression, and anxiety in this group (Beiter 
et al., 2015; Canadian Alliance of Student Associations, 2019; Leahy et al., 2010; Moreira & 
Telzer, 2015; Stixrud, 2012) and because of a higher occurrence of psychological distress than in 
the general population (Auerbach et al., 2016; Leahy et al., 2010). This difference is substantial: 
Leahy et al. (2010) found the rate of self-reported psychological distress in a cross-section of 
undergraduate students to be more than four times that of an age-matched control. Accordingly, 
advocacy groups such as the American College Health Association (ACHA) have created targeted 
missions to promote and advance the health and well-being of post-secondary students. The ACHA 
publishes ongoing reports to provide data on several behaviours in undergraduates, including 
mental health measures. To date, the association has surveyed more than 1.4 million students at 
over 740 institutions across North America (ACHA, 2020). The Spring 2019 ACHA survey of 
55,284 Canadian students found that in the past 12 months: 64% of respondents reported feeling 
hopeless, 69% experienced overwhelming anxiety, and 52% felt so depressed that it negatively 
impacted their ability to function. Over half of surveyed students said that they faced a higher than 
average amount of stress in the past year, with 15% of the respondents reporting “tremendous” 
stress (ACHA, 2019). In spite of (or perhaps due to) the prevalence of psychological distress in 
student populations, post-secondary institutions are significantly lacking in supports for students’ 
mental health (Giamos et al., 2017; Gibbons et al., 2018; Gibson, 2019; Kupfer, 2019, 2020). These 
and other findings (Li & Hasson, 2020; Linden & Stuart, 2020; Lun et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 
2016; Tung et al., 2018) suggest that the psychological state of post-secondary students is in crisis. 

The wellness of post-secondary students is of special concern given that the stressors 
impacting their mental health may be different than those of their non-student counterparts or 
individuals who are in a different life stage. There are several factors unique to students that may 
contribute to an increased rate of mental distress. Not surprisingly, academic pressures are a major 
source of stress (Deasy et al., 2014; Geslani & Gaebelein, 2013). In fact, a recent study polled 
students throughout an entire semester regarding their major stressor each week. Academics were 
by far the most commonly reported stressor; they were reported five times more frequently than 
other stressors (such as personal or financial stressors) (Pitt et al., 2017). Academic stressors can 
take a variety of forms, such as frequent exams, waiting for grades, and managing a combined 
academic and occupational workload (Deasy et al., 2014). Additionally, many students are striving 
for exceptional grades (Robotham & Julian, 2006) in order to earn or maintain scholarships or gain 
admission to professional or graduate school. Students rank preparing for and writing examinations 
as their most significant source of stress (Geslani & Gaebelein, 2013), however this stress can be 
mitigated. For example, lower stress is reported among those students with greater time 
management skills (Misra & McKean, 2000). The financial responsibilities associated with post-
secondary education also drive students’ stress. For example, Canadian dental students with more 
than $100,000 in debt reported significantly more financial-related stress than those with less debt 
(Hayes et al., 2017), and Poplaski et al. (2019) found that students who use financial aid self-report 
higher levels of financial stress. Typically, nearly half of students report finances as a major source 
of stress (ACHA, 2019; Aselton, 2012; Pitt et al., 2017). Additionally, financial and academic 
stressors may interact: high levels of financial support from family are associated with more stable 
academic performance throughout university (Cheng et al., 2012), perhaps because students must 
otherwise work to support their basic needs (Baik et al., 2015). Students may also live a somewhat 
nomadic lifestyle, changing housing, lifestyle, and social networks several times throughout the 
year, and stress commonly arises from such changes (Pitt et al., 2017). Finally, the recent 
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coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has resulted in sudden changes in the academic 
term. With the majority of post-secondary institutions pivoting to the delivery of online classes 
from in-person instruction, there have been major changes and disruptions in the typical routines 
of students leading to great uncertainty about the future. Emerging research indicates deleterious 
effects of the pandemic on student mental health (e.g., Cao et al., 2020; Huckins et al., 2020; Smith 
et al., 2022; Son et al., 2020). 

There are considerable consequences of ongoing psychological stress, which can occur 
when an individual feels unable to adequately handle environmental demands (Cohen et al., 1995). 
A vast body of established literature suggests that ongoing psychological stress may contribute to 
multiple poor health outcomes and increased disease risk (see Cohen et al., 1995; Poplaski et al., 
2019). The pioneering works of stress researchers (e.g., Selye, 1950) indicate that stress results in 
the broad disruption of the body’s balance due to unexpected external or internal demands. 
Although the appraisal of any given situation may vary greatly between individuals, in students, 
multiple stressors associated with a busy term schedule may culminate in a common and unhealthy 
physiological response: the dysregulation of the body’s normal response to stress. However, there 
is evidence indicating that a perceived sense of social support can mitigate the impact of daily 
stressors on health (Crockett et al., 2007; Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009). While individuals may differ 
in terms of the factors that define their perceptions of social support, there are some underlying 
commonalities, such as the general and personal belief that family and friends are available to 
provide support (Reid et al., 2016). The Stress Buffering Hypothesis suggests that those with high 
levels of social support might be more resilient in managing daily stressors due specifically to 
support from others, and that high social support allows for the maintenance of a high level of 
mental health functioning regardless of stress (Cohen & Willis, 1985). Considering this in light of 
the links between stress and overall health, it is not surprising that several studies have found an 
association between social support and health outcomes. For example, Berkman and Syme (1979) 
showed that higher mortality is linked with a smaller number of social connections, and a recent 
meta-analysis indicates a large effect size (OR=1.29) of social isolation on mortality (Holt-Lunstad 
et al., 2015). Other works investigating the links between perceived social support and health 
behaviours are consistent with the idea that social support may act as a buffer to mental stress 
(Cohen & Willis, 1985; He et al., 2018; Ueno, 2005), and may also serve to benefit important 
physiological processes such as improved cardiovascular health (Uchino et al., 1996), better 
functioning of the immune system (Uchino et al., 1996), longer life expectancy (Holt-Lunstad et 
al., 2015), and lower levels of hormones that are produced in relation to stress (Uchino et al., 1996). 

Arguably, social support has the most potential benefit in populations that are at high risk 
of experiencing stress, namely post-secondary students. Among students, support from others may 
take a variety of forms: tangible support (e.g., receiving financial assistance from parents), 
appraisal support (e.g., a friend who reassesses a situation as inconvenient instead of stressful), 
and emotional support (e.g., commiserating with a classmate after a challenging exam) (Cohen & 
McKay, 1984). In the literature on social support and health (Hefner & Eisenberg, 2009), students’ 
perception of stress is affected by their connectedness to others. A number of studies have found 
that the negative effects of stress can be buffered when individuals feel that others are responsive 
and sympathetic to their needs (Cohen & Willis, 1985; Crockett et al., 2007). For example, 
Raffaelli and colleagues (2013) examined how social support could moderate the distress that 
adolescents experience when applying to university. They found that social support was a 
significant moderator of the relation between stress and symptoms of depression. Moreover, Zhou 
and colleagues (2013) observed that social support significantly moderated the relation between 
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perfectionism, symptoms of depression, and anxiety in college students (Zhou et al., 2013) and 
Cruwys et al. (2014) found that the effectiveness of therapy to treat depression is increased when 
participants have a strong sense of social belonging. Nevertheless, the effects of social support 
vary across gender: women (particularly young women) report experiencing more psychological 
distress than men (McQuaid et al., 2021), but are more likely than men to obtain social support 
during times of stress (American Psychological Association, 2012; Arthur, 1998; Cohen & 
McKay, 1984). Taken together, these results suggest that students’ perceived social support may 
affect their reaction to various stressors. However, the effects of social support on stress within a 
contemporary Canadian student population have not been investigated. Given the recent concerns 
around stress and mental health of this population, it is timely to do this. 

We have studied the impact of a fall semester break on student stress for several years. Our 
broader research indicates that a fall break is not a sufficient standalone stress-relief intervention 
for the student body as a whole (Poole et al., 2017, 2018). Our current work aims to (1) replicate 
our previous work on student stress around the timing of the fall break, and (2) identify distinct 
groups of students who are experiencing particularly high levels of stress, with the goal of 
pinpointing groups that may need additional, focused supports to manage their stress and maintain 
good mental health. Here, we investigated the interaction between students’ social network and 
stress within the context of the fall break across three Canadian universities. 

 
Method 

 
Participants and Recruitment 
 

Undergraduate students at McMaster University (N=27,900), University of Waterloo 
(N=33,300), and University of Ottawa (N=5,000) were recruited via email with a link to participate 
in two online surveys during the fall of 2017. All three universities are located within the province 
of Ontario and within driving distance of fewer than six hours to each other. Students were emailed 
the week before and the week after their fall break. Each school held its break at a different time 
during the month of October with week-long breaks at McMaster University and at University of 
Ottawa, and a 2-day break at University of Waterloo. This research was approved by the Research 
Ethics Boards at all institutions, conforming to standards of ethical conduct as per Canada’s Tri-
Council Policy Statement on the ethical conduct for research involving human participants. 

 
Materials and Procedure 
 

Students accessed the surveys directly by clicking on a link in the email; access was 
possible for one week following each initial email. The surveys presented a series of demographic 
and stress-related questions (see full details in Poole et al., 2018). Participants indicated consent 
after reading a letter of information available at the start of each survey and had the option to skip 
questions. Each participant created a unique and anonymous ID code at the outset to allow us to 
link pre- and post-break responses. All respondents were offered one entry into a prize draw for 
participation in each survey. 

Survey response rates varied across the three universities (McMaster University: 13.7%; 
University of Waterloo: 10.0%; University of Ottawa: 21.3%); a total of 8,242 students responded 
to our survey. Exclusion criteria from this total (n=652) consisted of incomplete responses, 
students not enrolled in fall semester courses, and graduate students. We further limited our subject 
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pool to include participants who had completed both the pre- and post-break survey, with a final 
sample size of 710 respondents (568 females, 142 males; mean age of 20 years). (Note that our 
gender question included non-binary response options and 10 respondents selected these options. 
They were excluded from this analysis due to small sample size). Our final sample comprised 316 
undergraduates at McMaster University, 312 from University of Waterloo, and 82 from University 
of Ottawa. 

In this study, we focused on a subset of the survey questions. We assessed pre-break and 
post-break stress using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al., 1983), which is a 
standardized and validated stress inventory that assesses the degree to which an individual views 
their life to be stressful. The scale has 10 items that measure the recent frequency of various 
thoughts and feelings related to stress. Each item is scored on a 5-point scale ranging from “never” 
to “very often” (scored as 0 and 4, respectively). Total PSS is calculated by summing the responses 
on the 10 items; scores can thus range between 0 and 40. Higher scores on the PSS indicate greater 
perceived stress. The PSS has good reliability and validity (see Cohen et al., 1983 for details). We 
assessed social support through a single survey item: How do you characterize your social 
network? A. prefer being alone, B. disconnected, C. adequate, D. well connected. These four 
options were developed in consultation with several experts in student experience and mental 
health at McMaster University, including a clinical psychologist. We recognize that the use of a 
single item to evaluate social support may cause initial concern regarding validity. However, our 
measure does possess good face and construct validity as demonstrated by the extant literature on 
this construct, which indicates that our measure was adequate. Various measures of social support 
(e.g., subjective or objective (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015), absence of support (loneliness) (Cacioppo 
et al., 2015) or presence of support (connected) (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015; Holt-Lunstad et al., 
2010)) have shown parallel links to health. Furthermore, the respondent’s perception of social 
support, as opposed to the actual presence of support, is key (Cohen & Willis, 1985; Crockett et 
al., 2007; Helgeson, 1993). Although recommendations for risk assessment regarding health 
suggest including multiple measures of this construct (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015), we sought only 
to categorize individuals according to social network quality, with a secondary aim to limit the 
time that it takes to complete our survey so that it was not a cumbersome experience for our 
respondents. 

 
Results 

 
Across the three universities, 8,242 students completed our survey. Our final sample 

(N=710) was limited to students who (a) met the inclusion criteria listed above and (b) responded 
to both the pre- and the post-break survey, so as to allow an assessment of change in stress scores. 
Details of the sample are presented in Table 1. Overall, our respondents feel satisfied with their 
social network. More than three quarters (78%) of students reported feeling adequately connected 
or well connected. However, a substantial gender difference exists: while 83% of females fall into 
these two categories, only 59% of males do. 
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Table 1 
Frequency of Social Network Quality Rating by University and Gender 
 
  McMaster University University of Waterloo University of Ottawa % of  

respondents  
(by gender)   n % n % n % 

Females 
(n=568)  

Prefer to be alone 13 5 15 6.4 6 8.2 6 

Disconnected 30 11.5 21 9 12 16.4 11.1 

Adequately 
connected 159 60.7 138 59.2 29 39.7 57.4 

Well connected 60 22.9 59 25.3 26 35.6 25.5 

Males 
(n=142) 

Prefer to be alone 8 14.8 9 11.4 2 22.2 13.4 

Disconnected 11 20.4 25 31.6 3 33.3 27.5 

Adequately 
connected 24 44.4 35 44.3 3 33.3 43.7 

Well connected 11 20.4 10 12.7 1 11.1 15.5 

Total  316  312  82  
 
The association between social network and perceived stress was assessed before and after each university’s fall break. To allow 

analysis of the broadest sample of students and because patterns were similar at all sampled universities, the three universities were 
collapsed in this analysis. Patterns were analysed using a 2 (time) x 2 (gender) x 4 (social network) mixed design ANOVA. The combined 
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analysis revealed no main effect of time on perceived stress, F(1,702)=0.08, p>.05; mean pre-
break PSS=20.2, mean post-break PSS=20.3), but significant main effects of social network, 
F(3,702)=20.2, p<.001, n2=0.08, and gender, F(1,702)=20.2, p<.001, n2=0.03; mean PSS 
males=18.8, mean PSS females=21.7. Furthermore, there was a significant interaction between 
social network and time, F(3,702)=2.63, p<.05, n2=0.01. Mean perceived stress scores are 
provided in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
Mean Stress Scores by Self-reported Social Network and Gender, in the Week Before and the 
Week after the Fall Break 

Gender Time Mean SEM Mean PSS by 
social network 

Prefer being alone 

Male  prebreak 20.8 1.47 

21.2 postbreak 19.6 1.46 

Female  prebreak 21.6 1.10 
postbreak 21.9 1.10 

Disconnected 

Male  prebreak 22.2 1.03 

23.9 postbreak 22.1 1.02 

Female  prebreak 25.3 0.81 
postbreak 24.7 0.80 

Adequately connected 

Male  prebreak 16.0 0.81 

19.9 postbreak 18.2 0.81 

Female  prebreak 20.2 0.36 
postbreak 20.6 0.35 

Well connected 

Male  
prebreak 16.0 1.37 

19.0 postbreak 15.9 1.36 

Female  prebreak 19.5 0.53 
postbreak 19.5 0.53 

Note. Scores are collapsed across three universities (N=710). 
 
Simple effects investigating the interaction between social network and time were run via 

four paired-samples t-tests. These revealed no significant differences between pre-break and post-
break stress for well-connected, disconnected, or students who prefer to be alone. Post-break stress 
was higher than pre-break stress in the adequately connected group; however this effect was not 
significant when familywise error was controlled, t(387)=-2.24, p=.025 (familywise error was set 
at p=.05, therefore to control for multiple comparisons p<.0125 was required for comparisons to 
be significant). The details of these effects are illustrated in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 
Mean Stress Scores Before and After the Fall Break, Classified by Social Network 
 

 

 

Further post hoc tests were done using Tukey’s HSD to investigate the main effect of social 
network on perceived stress (averaged over the two time points). These revealed that students who 
feel disconnected showed significantly higher perceived stress than that of: well connected 
students (mean difference=4.87, p<.001), adequately connected students (mean difference=4.00, 
p<.001), and students who prefer being alone (mean difference=2.69, p=.03). No other differences 
were significant (p>.09). 

 
Discussion 

 
There has been a recent surge in discussions around the state of mental health of students 

on university and college campuses (Auerbach et al., 2016; Chiose, 2016; Gibson, 2019; Kupfer, 
2019, 2020; Rosenberg, 2018; Rushowy, 2017). Across Canada, post-secondary institutions are 
introducing fall semester breaks from classes in an effort to support student mental health. 
However, very little empirical evaluation of this intervention has been reported. As part of a mixed-
methods longitudinal study (Agnew et al., 2019; Poole et al., 2017, 2018), we have surveyed 
undergraduate students at three Canadian universities, with an interest in assessing the effect that 
a fall break has on their perceived levels of stress. Here, we additionally sought to identify distinct 
groups of students who are at high risk of psychological distress. Given the literature linking 
mental health and social connectedness (Chao, 2012; Denenny et al., 2015; Dunkley et al., 2000), 
we were particularly interested in determining whether a subjective sense of connection to others, 
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as reported through a social network rating in our questionnaire, corresponded to differences in 
perceived stress. 

In our sampled institutions, we found that the experience of a fall break did not decrease 
students’ level of perceived stress. This replicates our earlier findings (e.g., Poole et al., 2017, 
2018) and adds strength to our previous work where we employed between-subjects analyses to 
compare student stress before and after a fall break. Here, we compared pre- and post-break stress 
within the same participants, thus increasing the statistical power of our research design to detect 
an effect of the fall break. However, we again found no decrease in stress. The results from our 
study may be interpreted as a concerning finding, as the fall break is being put forth as a crucial 
strategy to support students’ mental well-being. Notably, one limitation in our work is the lack of 
a control institution (with no fall break), mainly due to the recent adoption of fall breaks across 
most post-secondary institutions in Canada. As such, we do not suggest that institutions should 
abolish the fall break (as it may have other benefits and is popular among students), but it is 
important that administrators are aware that a fall semester break is not a standalone strategy to 
decrease student stress. 

Critically, our data indicate that those who perceive themselves as socially disconnected 
report greater stress than do students who are adequately connected, well connected, and those 
who prefer to be alone. This pattern did not differ by gender and is in line with the research 
reviewed earlier, suggesting that social support can buffer experienced stress (Cohen & Willis, 
1985; Crockett et al., 2007; Raffaelli et al., 2013; Zhou et al., 2013). While our design and that of 
others does not imply causality (Cohen & Willis, 1985; Wright et al., 2013), we suggest that social 
support may be one way to mitigate student stress, as the benefits of social support have recently 
been shown to generalize to other populations living in high-stress situations. For example, there 
is evidence that maternal stress during pregnancy predicts obesity in toddlerhood and beyond 
(Entringer, 2013). Kroska et al. (2018) tracked the effects of social support amongst pregnant 
women who were experiencing high levels of stress due to a local natural disaster. They found that 
the link between maternal stress and offspring health was buffered by strong social support: the 
children of women who reported high social support during pregnancy did not show the typical 
increased risk of obesity, but those of women with low social support did (Kroska et al., 2018). 
Among college students, previous work (Chao, 2012) has shown a significant interaction between 
perceived stress and social support, such that compared to students with high social support, 
students with low social support report lower psychological well-being. 

 
Implications and Future Work 
 

Our current work indicates that undergraduate students who feel socially disconnected are 
a high-risk population for stress. Recent data from American institutions in light of the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic indicate that half of the respondents in a survey of 1,300 post-secondary 
students felt isolated from friends and family. Nevertheless, many (63%) students used video chats 
to stay connected with their social networks (Neal, 2021). Another similar survey of about 2000 
American students conducted at about the same time (Spring 2021) indicated that many (65%) 
students reported fair or poor mental health. At the same time, 47 percent indicated that they could 
use some or more support from their post-secondary institution during the pandemic, with 
nonbinary and female-identifying students revealing feelings of constant worries around anxiety 
and about life (Ezarik, 2021). In particular, LGBTQ+ students are an especially vulnerable 
population, as indicated by a recent report suggesting that this group reported more difficulties in 
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pursuing post-secondary education because of the pandemic than their cisgender counterparts 
(Conron et al., 2021). As such, we encourage institutions to continue their focus on increasing 
social supports and to further create an environment where students, particularly female-
identifying and those from the LGBTQ+ communities, as there is some evidence to suggest that 
such groups might be more likely to access mental health services when student wellness websites 
have prominent displays of institutional commitment to equity, diversity, and inclusion (Seehus et 
al., 2021). We recognize that this is a challenging task. Recent work indicates the importance of 
community-building in enriching the student experience. For example, Baik and colleagues (2015) 
have published important work that outlines specific student-reported recommendations on what 
post-secondary institutions can do to better support student mental health and wellbeing. Using a 
diverse group of students (N = 2525) from multiple academic backgrounds, the research team 
found that although most student-generated recommendations related to instructors (e.g., increased 
approachability, the use of different teaching and learning strategies, and the understanding of 
unique student circumstances), and the need for increased student supports (e.g., academic skills, 
counselling, and student advising), close to one quarter of the respondents made recommendations 
around the culture of their program. In particular, students raised the importance of creating a sense 
of community in order to “make a community of students, not a situation (where) students feel 
treated like a number and not a person.” Another respondent recommended to “build upon the 
existing structure that fosters a sense of community and family amongst the students.” 

In line with this work, we encourage institutions to take a bottom-up approach where staff, 
faculty, and program managers may organize special student working groups as partners in 
brainstorming and implementing realistic and student-centered approaches to removing barriers in 
creating a more inclusive and student-centered environment with well thought out spaces for 
student interactions. We particularly recommend that, in forming such groups, special attention is 
paid to best practices related to equity, diversity, and inclusion principles. Engaging diverse 
students as partners in the creation, review, and improvement of institutional initiatives, strategies, 
and programs for peer-to-peer networking and cohort building can allow students the opportunities 
to build positive social connections with one another. Engaging students as partners in the co-
creation of a culture that fosters positive interactions with their peers can result in two important 
benefits: (a) it can empower students to take ownership and set priorities that speak directly to their 
varied experiences (Bovill et al., 2011; Bovill et al., 2016), and (b) it can encourage the inclusion 
of students that might be at a higher risk of isolation and marginalization, such as those from 
indigenous groups, mature students, international students, and from LGBTQ+ communities. 

Our aim through this work is to highlight the importance of perceived social connectedness 
in relation to student mental health and well-being. Our assessment of social support was through 
a single survey item: How do you characterize your social network? A. prefer being alone, B. 
disconnected, C. adequate, D. well connected. Although the question was developed in 
consultation with mental health professionals at one of our sampled institutions, we highly 
recommend future studies assessing a similar relationship between mental health and social 
connection to use validated scales to strengthen their experimental design. We further recommend 
that among the multiple approaches currently employed by post-secondary institutions to better 
the student experience, special attention should be directed to activities that allow for better peer-
to-peer interactions. We strongly suggest taking a student-centered approach, whereby students 
are recruited as partners in varying capacities in order to improve institutional practices, with a 
key focus on the student’s voice, so that we may challenge our traditional approaches and to 
encourage “shared ownership” in co-creating the student experience to foster academic excellence 
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in the context of a strong institutional community (Gravett et al., 2019). While shared ownership 
might be difficult to enact during the COVID-19 pandemic, we feel that developing strong 
communities is particularly important at this time, and as such should be a major focus of post-
secondary institutions. 
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