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College students worldwide were heavily impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, as 
classes switched from in-person to remote. The switch to remote classes contributed to 
increased off-campus living. Many college students believed that they were missing 
out on new experiences and opportunities by living off-campus. The purpose of this 
study was to understand how living on-campus differed from living off-campus 
during the 2020–2021 academic year. A Qualtrics survey consisting of a variety of 
quality of life (QOL) questions was sent out to students attending the University of 
Michigan (U-M); participants (N = 66) were asked to assess the effect of COVID-19 
on their diet, education, exercise, sleep, and social activity. This study also briefly 
examined the mental and physical health of participants. Independent t-tests were 
performed to determine if there were any significant differences between on-campus 
and off-campus participants in relation to the five aforementioned factors. It was 
found that whether participants lived on-campus or off-campus, their education, 
exercise, sleep, and social activity were similarly affected by COVID-19. The diet of 
participants, however, was affected less for on-campus students than off-campus. It is 
hopeful that the findings presented here will help identify problem areas associated 
with COVID-19 to improve the QOL of college students.
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Background and Introduction

On March 11, 2020, COVID-19 was characterized as a global pandemic (World 
Health Organization (WHO, 2020). In an effort to mitigate the spread of the 
virus, colleges switched from in-person to remote learning (Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC), 2022). This switch in learning format had 
its consequences; there is evidence that COVID-19-related school closures had 
a negative effect on the academic achievement and performance of students 
(Hammerstein et al., 2020). For example, it was found in a study involving stu-
dents from Hanyang University College of Medicine in Korea that there was 
a significant decrease in average test scores in 10 out of 16 classes (62.5%) that 
transitioned to an online format (Kim et  al., 2021). Another study concluded 
that COVID-19-related school closures resulted in learning loss, particularly 
among students from disadvantaged and low socioeconomic status (SES) homes 
(Engzell et al., 2021). Often, these students do not have the same privileges as 
their high-SES peers, such as the availability and support of parents, reliable 
access to the internet and technology, and secure housing (George et al., 2021; 
Lederer et al., 2020).

Online classes also raised concerns about the mental and physical health 
of educators and students alike. In a study conducted at a large public United 
States university, participants reported increased snacking due to the COVID-19 
pandemic (Son et al., 2020). Additionally, they reported that the COVID-19 pan-
demic led to them experiencing depressive and suicidal thoughts (Son et  al., 
2020). Social isolation, which is exacerbated by the previously discussed changes 
to learning, was commonly cited as a key contributor to poor mental and phys-
ical health (Elmer et  al., 2020; Michigan Medicine Department of Psychiatry, 
2020, Son et al., 2020).

Although it is well-known that the COVID-19 pandemic has adversely 
affected the education, mental health, and physical health of college students, 
the role that living situation (i.e., on-campus versus off-campus) played in mod-
ifying the pandemic remains to be explored. Many college students believed 
that living off-campus during the 2020–2021 academic year meant missing out 
on new experiences and opportunities, but it is uncertain if there were truly 
advantages or benefits of living on-campus. This study utilizes a Qualtrics sur-
vey that was distributed at the University of Michigan (U-M) campus in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan to better understand the relationship between the effects of 
COVID-19 and living situation. Ultimately, these findings could help identify 
problem areas in the QOL of college students amid the pandemic and give us a 
better idea of how to address them.
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Methods

Participants and Procedure

The survey used in this study was administered via Qualtrics. It was advertised 
and distributed to U-M students through the monthly Undergraduate Research 
Opportunities Program (UROP) email newsletter and several group chats, such 
as a 30-member U-M Housing GroupMe and an over 5000-member U-M Dis-
cord community server. All messages had a brief description of the study, its 
purpose, and an anonymous link to the survey. The survey was open from 
November  2020 to January  2021. The participants were able to take it at any 
time within that time frame. There were 66 responses from U-M students. Of the 
respondents, 44 were female (66.7%) and 22 were male (33.3%). Twenty iden-
tified as Asian (30.3%), 4 identified as black and African American (6.1%), 37 
identified as Caucasian (56%), 4 identified as other (6.1%), and 1 preferred not to 
say (1.5%). The average household income of participants was varied: 8 reported 
under $25,000 (12.1%), 12 reported between $25,000 and $50,000 (18.2%), 14 
reported between $50,000 and $100,000 (21.2%), 18 reported between $100,000 
and $200,000 (27.3%), 8 reported over $200,000 (12.1%), and 6 preferred not to 
say (9.1%). The living situation of participants was almost evenly split during the 
2020–2021 academic year, as 35 lived on-campus (53%) and 31 lived off-campus 
(47%). Within the on-campus group, 24 participants were female (68.6%) and 11 
were male (31.4%). A majority of participants identified as either Asian (31.4%) 
or Caucasian (57.1%). Within the off-campus group, 20 participants were female 
(64.5%) and 11 were male (35.5%). Like the on-campus group, a majority of par-
ticipants identified as either Asian (29%) or Caucasian (54.8%).

Survey Content

The Qualtrics survey had a total of twelve questions. Participants were asked 
for general demographic information (e.g., age, household income, and race 
and ethnicity), as well as COVID-19- and health-related questions (e.g., “How 
would you describe your physical health? How would you describe your mental 
health? Are you worried about contracting COVID-19?”). For the health-related 
questions, participants were given the options of poor, fair, good, very good, 
or excellent. Question 11 specifically asked participants to assess the effect of 
COVID-19 on the following five factors using a Likert-type scale: diet, education, 
exercise, sleep, and social activity. The Likert-type scale ranged from 0 to 10, 
with 0 being low and 10 being high. Lastly, question 12, which was an optional 
open response, asked participants if they had anything else to add.
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Data Analysis and Collection

After the closure of the survey, independent t-tests were performed with JASP 
to determine if there were any significant differences between the responses of 
off-campus and on-campus participants for each of the five factors (i.e., diet, 
education, exercise, sleep, and social activity). A p-value of less than 0.05 was 
considered significant. Box and whisker plots were generated to visualize the 
results (Figure  1). The responses to the mental and physical health questions 
were also compiled and examined for general differences and trends (Figure 2).

Discussion and Results

Diet, Education, Exercise, Sleep, and Social Activity

As shown in Figure 1 and Table 1, there was not a significant difference between 
the responses of on-campus and off-campus participants in terms of education, 
exercise, sleep, and social activity. There was, however, a significant difference 
in their dietary habits. This finding adds to past studies that have reported 
increased snacking, inconsistent eating patterns, and reduction in nutritious 
food consumption due to the pandemic (Son et al., 2020). There are a few reasons 
for why off-campus college students might not be able to maintain healthy diets, 
such as financial insecurity and little or no access to food pantries and grocery 
stores (Balch, 2020). It is also likely that the diet of U-M students living in the res-
idential halls is influenced by the requirement of having an unlimited meal plan 
(Michigan Dining, 2022). Notably, the averages of participants’ responses to all 
five factors tend towards the mid- to high-end of the scale regardless of living 
situation. Education (M = 8.62, SD = 2.34) and social activity (M = 9.57, SD = .90) 
were the most affected, whereas sleep (M = 4.52, SD = 2.57) was the least affected. 
With classes being online, there are fewer opportunities to socially interact in 
both a classroom setting and social context, but there is also less travel time and 
fewer in-person commitments, which could lead to more sleep.

Mental and Physical Health

Participants were asked the following questions: “How would you describe your 
physical health?” and “How would you describe your mental health?” Figure 2 
depicts the distribution of responses to these questions. Interestingly, 53 out of 
66 (80.3%) participants described their physical health as good, very good, or 
excellent, whereas only 24 out of 66 (36.4%) participants described their mental 
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Figure 1: Box and whisker plots for diet, education, exercise, sleep, and social activity of 
participants. Off-campus is in dark gray and on-campus is in light gray.

health as good, very good, or excellent. Most participants (39.4%) described 
their mental health only as fair. These results suggest that participants were 
able to find ways to maintain their physical health despite the pandemic. Mental 
health, however, was hit harder by remote classes and quarantine. The lack of 
social activity could be linked to participants’ mental health only being fair. In 
fact, surveys within the first month of the pandemic revealed that feelings of 
loneliness increased by twenty to thirty percent, and emotional distress tripled 
(Holt-Lunstad, 2020). The results presented here in the study support the recent 
and urgent need to address the consequences that the pandemic has on mental 
health (Holmes et al., 2020).
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Table 1: The statistics (i.e., mean, range, and standard deviation), as well as p-values 
from the independent t-tests for diet, education, exercise, sleep, and social activity of 
respondents. A p-value of less than 0.05 is considered significant.

Effect of COVID-19 on Diet, Education, Exercise, Sleep, and Social Activity
Factors Statistics Off-campus On-campus P-Value
Diet Mean 5.79 4.12 .01

Range 2 - 10 1 - 8
SD 2.38 2.22

Education Mean 8.03 9.11 .06
Range 0 - 10 3 - 10
SD 2.97 1.51

Exercise Mean 7.11 6.91 .73
Range 2 - 10 3 - 10
SD 2.41 2.08

Sleep Mean 4.71 4.34 .58
Range 0 - 9 0 - 9
SD 2.49 2.66

Social Activity Mean 9.53 9.60 .77
Range 5 - 10 8 - 10
SD 1.07 .74

Figure 2: Pie charts depicting the response distributions for the “how would you describe 
your mental health?” and “how would you describe your physical health?” questions in 
the Qualtrics survey.
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Participants’ Comments

The last question of the survey gave participants the chance to provide their 
own comments regarding COVID-19 and the 2020–2021 academic year (Table 2). 
There were 6 participants who responded, approximately half female and half 
male. Their ages ranged from 18 to 21, and all but two participants identified 
themselves as Caucasian. Several of the comments indicated frustration with 
their education (e.g., “professors need to make their classes easier [. . .] we can’t 
be on the screen for hours and hours on end” and “the University is doing a ter-
rible job helping students during this time. . .”). Other comments, such as those 
from participants “C” and “D,” further highlight the effect that COVID-19 has 
on mental health. Overall, these comments from participants bring up interest-
ing avenues for future study (e.g., financial and pre-existing challenges), and 
lend a more personal perspective on issues associated with COVID-19. There is 
nevertheless a collective sentiment that the pandemic has been a negative and 
stressful experience.

Comments Regarding COVID-19 and 2020–2021 Academic Year
Participant “A” “Professors need to make their classes easier, their 

assignments lessened understanding we can’t be on the 
screen for hours and hours on end!”

Participant “B” “COVID has mainly had a negative influence on all these 
areas.”

Participant “C” “I feel as though my entire life has been flipped upside 
down by the virus. My already abysmal life became a 
black hole, and I am currently on the cusp of failing out of 
the University. I am financially burdened and feel I have 
no resources to aid me in my situation.”

Participant “D” “I have pre-existing mental health issues whose effects 
are exacerbated since I am in quarantine. It’s hard getting 
quality distractions/relief.”

Participant “E” “I am worried about contracting covid more due to the 
fear of spreading it to my parents than the fear of having it 
myself.”

Participant “F” “The University is doing a terrible job helping students 
during this time, we need a break.”

Table 2: Responses to the “Is there anything else you want to add?” question.
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Conclusion

This study provides insight into how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected life 
for college students, and analyzes the relationship between these effects and 
their places of residency. The findings presented here suggest that making more 
resources focused on enhancing education, diet, social activity, and mental health 
available to students would most effectively improve their QOL. For example, 
free public transportation to grocery stores would greatly help students, espe-
cially those who do not have their own vehicle, with their diet. For mental health, 
it has been demonstrated that individual counseling and peer support groups 
are useful tools for reducing anxiety and depression (Viswanathan et al., 2020; 
Suresh et al., 2021). Of course, this study has its limitations and only tells part of 
the story. One limitation is that there were no explicit definitions for on-campus 
and off-campus. The participants simply responded with yes or no to the ques-
tion of “Are you currently living on-campus?” Future research should specify 
what is considered on-campus (e.g., residence halls) versus off-campus (e.g., 
living with parents), as well as include a larger and more representative sam-
ple of college students by surveying at different campuses. Additional questions 
to probe for specific variables that might contribute to the differences between 
living on-campus versus off-campus would be helpful too (e.g., “How are you 
maintaining your physical health” and “Why would you describe your mental 
health as only fair?”). By asking these questions, the COVID-19-related issues 
that are faced by on-campus and off-campus college students can be further 
identified and addressed.
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