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To be a freshman during the COVID-19 pandemic:  

A cross-lagged model of severity of depression, mentalizing and epistemic 

trust  

Abstract: Research has shown that severity of depression increase in freshmen during 

their first months at university due to increased social and academic pressures. Since the 

start of the COVID-19 pandemic, several cross-sectional studies have suggested that levels 

of depression in university students are higher than before the pandemic, but longitudinal 

data are largely lacking. This study investigated severity of depression and negative affect 

linked to the pandemic among freshmen during their first semester at a large university 

in Flanders, Belgium. We also investigated whether epistemic trust predicted severity of 

depression and pandemic-related negative affect, and whether problems with reflective 

functioning (or mentalizing) mediated these relations. Participants in this two-wave 

prospective study were 289 first-year students of the Faculty of Psychology and 

Educational Sciences of a large Belgian university. We conducted paired samples t-tests 

and cross-panel analysis to answer the research question. The number of students at risk 

of clinical depression increased by 41% between T1 (early October 2020) and T2 (late 

December 2020). Epistemic mistrust at T1 was prospectively associated with an increase 

in the prevalence and severity of depression at T2. Problems with mentalizing and 

negative COVID-19-related affect were positively associated with severity of depression 

at T2, and mediated the association between epistemic mistrust and severity of 

depression at T2. The findings highlight the key role of epistemic trust in the development 

of depression among freshmen, with the COVID-19 pandemic presenting an additional 

source of uncertainty. 

Keywords: depression, freshmen, reflective functioning, mentalizing, cross-lagged, 

epistemic trust, COVID-19  
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic, and government measures taken to reduce infection rates and 

hospital admissions (e.g., lockdowns and curfews) in particular, have posed significant 

challenges to the mental wellbeing of the general population in many countries (Kola, 2020). 

For instance, Généreux et al. (2021) showed that there was a significant increase in the 

prevalence of self-reported generalized anxiety disorder and major depressive episodes in 

adults in eight countries between May 2020 and November 2020. Less is known about the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health and wellbeing in specific subgroups in 

the population, such as university students (Debowska et al., 2020). This group represents a 

sizeable share of the population. In 2018, there were 17.5 million tertiary education students 

in the 27 countries of the European Union (Eurostat, 2020), compared with 19.6 million in the 

USA (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021).  

Studies have amply demonstrated that the wellbeing of university students is under 

considerable pressure as a result of the new academic, social, and cultural environment they 

find themselves in, particularly during their first year (Dyson & Renk, 2006). Various studies 

have investigated the role of broad-bandwidth personality features, such as the Big Five (Shi 

et al., 2015), and more narrow-width personality dimensions (e.g., interpersonal relatedness 

and self-definition) (De Coninck et al., 2021; Luyten & Blatt, 2013) in explaining vulnerability 

to depression and related conditions in university students. There is also increasing research 

evidence suggesting that impairments in mentalizing (i.e., the capacity to understand oneself 

and others in terms of mental states, operationalized through reflective functioning) and 

epistemic trust (i.e., the extent to which individuals trust information provided to them by 

others) may explain in part these associations in the transition from adolescence to early 

adulthood (Badoud et al., 2015; Campbell et al., 2021; De Coninck et al., 2021).  

Mentalizing may play an important role in the transition to university and university 

life more generally. Studies suggest that it is easier to reflect on the inevitable changes 

resulting from the transition to university for students with strong mentalizing abilities, and 

that they are also better able to understand their peers' perspectives, and therefore more 

readily establish new friendships and collaborate and integrate more effectively with other 

students (e.g., on group projects) (De Coninck et al., 2021). Yet, effective mentalizing is 

without real value if it is not associated with epistemic trust, particularly in an academic 

environment. Epistemic trust refers to the individual’s capacity to trust knowledge conveyed 



  

 4 

by others, consider it relevant to the self and generalizable to different context. University 

students must continuously evaluate the credibility of information from various sources to 

make informed decisions and succeed academically. Building epistemic trust enables students 

to engage critically with academic materials, seek guidance from fellow students and 

mentors, and participate actively in classroom discussions (Campbell et al., 2021; Kampling et 

al., 2022; Riedl et al., 2023). A well-developed sense of epistemic trust is a prerequisite for a 

supportive learning environment, encouraging knowledge sharing and cooperative learning. 

Hence, a focus on the role of mentalizing and epistemic trust among university students may 

offer a particularly strong theoretical lens through which to understand university students’ 

wellbeing as well as their ability to thrive in an academic setting. Such an understanding may 

also be important for universities in order to promote an environment that is conducive to 

personal and academic growth. 

Most studies in this area to date have relied either on retrospective assessments of 

depression or on cross-sectional data (Debowska et al., 2020; Ibrahim et al., 2013; Islam et 

al., 2020). Thus, there is a need for prospective research (Ibrahim et al., 2013). We therefore 

investigated the changes in the severity of depression in a two-wave longitudinal study in a 

large sample of psychology students at a major university in Belgium during the first term of 

2020 (from September to December). As in many European countries, there was a sharp 

decrease in COVID-19 infection rates in July and August 2020 in Belgium. However, from the 

second half of August, infections began to increase again. The 2020–2021 academic year, 

which began in late September 2020, started off with a number of restrictions on the 

maximum number of students allowed in classrooms at the same time (Van Dorpe & Furlong, 

2020). However, there were still some opportunities for freshmen and other students to meet 

with each other (e.g., in so-called study groups or other group activities). Throughout the first 

weeks of the academic year, the infection rate continued to climb: by October 30, 2020, 

Belgium had the highest COVID-19 infection rate in Europe. In response, starting from early 

November 2020, the country entered its second lockdown (BBC News, 2020; Peeters et al., 

2021). For university students, this meant that no in-person classes were allowed, forcing 

universities to resort to distance teaching again. Examinations were scheduled to be 

conducted in-person to the extent that was possible, although they were also moved to a 

digital setting where possible. These restrictions remained in effect throughout the remainder 

of the first semester, and were not lifted until April 2021.  
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First, we will discuss the relationship between severity of depression and problems 

with mentalizing and epistemic trust. We will then outline the aims and hypotheses of the 

present study. 

Epistemic trust, mentalizing and severity of depression 

Recent research on the development of psychopathology has focused on the role of epistemic 

trust (Campbell et al., 2021; Wickham, 2019). Epistemic trust is the degree to which 

individuals are open to receive and believe information acquired through communication. 

This capacity is believed to develop throughout infancy and childhood, and to shape 

adolescent and adult relationships and interactions. It encompasses a complex process that 

varies based on an individual’s ability to consider the reliability of the source of information, 

and the relevance and quality of the information. A high level of epistemic trust may be 

advantageous to individuals as it allows them to frequently receive information 

communicated from various sources, and to process it. This ability increases their capacity to 

adapt to their environment (Wickham, 2019). Recent studies have shown that epistemic trust 

encompasses three dimensions (Campbell et al., 2021). The first dimension concerns 

epistemic trust as such, referring to the ability to consider and trust information acquired 

through communication. The second dimension, epistemic mistrust, reflects a general 

tendency to consider any information provided by others as unreliable or even ill-intentioned. 

As a result, individuals with high epistemic mistrust often reject communications from others, 

or avoid allowing themselves to be influenced by these communications. The third dimension, 

epistemic credulity, concerns a lack of vigilance and awareness about information. It involves 

a tendency for epistemic naivety, which results in a higher liability to misinformation and a 

risk of exploitation (Campbell et al., 2021). Studies have shown that these three dimensions 

(trust, mistrust, and credulity) are distinct in both non-clinical and clinical samples (Kampling 

et al., 2022; Riedl et al., 2023). For example, individuals with borderline personality disorder 

have been shown to have high levels of both epistemic mistrust and epistemic credulity (Orme 

et al., 2019).  

 Epistemic trust might be particularly relevant to our understanding of the 

development of depression and negative affect related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Locati et 

al., 2023; Serrano et al., 2023). Students presenting with problems related to epistemic trust 

seem to be at risk for developing depression in the transition to university. As epistemic trust 
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relates to openness to positive input from the environment, these students may experience 

considerable difficulties establishing positive relationships with peers. They may tend to close 

themselves off from others and, when in need, may delay reaching out to peers and other 

sources of support offered by their university and other organizations (Locati et al., 2023; 

Orme et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have greatly increased this tendency 

for students with epistemic trust to isolate themselves and/or increasingly rely on a narrow 

and often unhelpful set of sources of information. 

Problems with epistemic trust – or, rather, epistemic mistrust – are also likely to 

negatively affect these students’ capacity for mentalizing (Locati et al., 2023). This refers to 

the capacity to understand oneself and others in terms of mental states, and has been shown 

to play an important role in explaining increased vulnerability to depression (Badoud et al., 

2015). Indeed, epistemic mistrust typically leads to distorted mentalizing about both the self 

(“I am all alone, I do not fit in”) and about others (“You cannot trust others, you should only 

rely on yourself”), reflecting hypomentalizing. This potentially leads to a vicious cycle 

characterized by increasing impairments in mentalizing, epistemic mistrust, and high levels of 

social isolation and loneliness, which have previously been associated with depression in 

students (De Coninck et al., 2021). 

The present study 

Although many studies have investigated the mental health consequences of the COVID-19 

pandemic among the general population (Généreux et al., 2021; Kola, 2020), studies that 

focus on the impact of the pandemic on university students are relatively scarce. Other 

studies have shown that negative thoughts or affect about the pandemic were associated 

with more pronounced depressive feelings (Harrison et al., 2021). Based on the literature 

reviewed above, we formulated the following three hypotheses with regard to the impact of 

the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health in university students. 

First, given the shift from (partial) in-person to distance learning during the semester, 

we expected students to report significantly higher levels of severity of depression at the end 

of the first semester than at the beginning (Hypothesis 1). Distance teaching often involves a 

significant reduction in face-to-face interactions, which are vital for creating a sense of 

belonging, community, and engagement among students (Harrison et al., 2021). The sudden 

shift from in-person classroom settings to remote learning settings can lead to a sense of 
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isolation and disconnection from peers and instructors, potentially exacerbating feelings of 

loneliness and detachment (De Coninck et al., 2022). Additionally, distance teaching might 

come with technical challenges, lack of immediate feedback, and a diminished ability to 

engage in real-time discussions. These obstacles may contribute to increased stress and a 

sense of isolation and loneliness in particular among students (De Coninck et al., 2022), which 

are known risk factors for  depression. 

  Second, we expected to find negative associations between epistemic trust and levels 

of depression during the first semester (Hypothesis 2a) and positive associations between 

epistemic mistrust and severity of depression (Hypothesis 2b). 

Third, we expected that impairments in mentalizing would mediate the association 

between problems with epistemic trust assessed at the start of the first semester and higher 

severity of depression at the end of the first semester (Hypothesis 3).  

Methods 

Participants and procedures 

Participants were freshmen enrolled in a sociology course at the Faculty of Psychology and 

Educational Sciences at a large university in Belgium for the academic year 2020–2021. The 

first assessment took place during the first week of the semester (Time 1 (T1), early October). 

The questionnaire was programmed in Qualtrics, an online platform for developing 

questionnaires and collecting data. A URL linking to the questionnaire was made available on 

the student portal before the first class. The set-up of the study was explained, and students 

were invited to participate via their smartphone, tablet, or laptop. Two reminders were sent 

during this week, and the survey was closed after 7 days. Participants were unable to skip 

questions. A total of 575 students completed the assessment at T1 (response rate: 81%). In 

the final week of the semester, about 3 months later (Time 2 (T2), mid-December), students 

were asked to complete the same questionnaire; 350 students completed the assessment at 

T2 (response rate: 49%). In total, 289 students (response rate: 41%) provided complete data 

for T1 and T2. Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Social and Societal Ethics 

Committee of KU Leuven (G-2017 09 934). 

Measures 

Severity of depressive features at T1 and T2 
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Severity of depressive features was assessed with the validated Dutch version of the Center 

for Epidemiologic Studies Depression (CES-D) eight-item scale (Radloff, 1977; Van de Velde et 

al., 2009). Items included questions on whether respondents have been feeling depressed, 

have felt like everything they had to do was too much effort, have been sleeping poorly, have 

been lonely, have been happy, have enjoyed life, have felt sad, and have felt like they did not 

want to start their day, over the past week (Cronbach’s αT1 = .84; Cronbach’s αT2 = .88). 

Answer categories range from 0 (rarely/never) to 3 (almost always). This version of the CES-

D has a potential range of 0–24, with higher scores reflecting a greater number of self-

reported depressive symptoms. We used a score of 9 as a cut-off for possible risk for clinical 

depression (Briggs et al., 2018; De Coninck et al., 2021).  

Reflective Functioning at T2 

We used the validated Dutch version of the Reflective Functioning Questionnaire (RFQ) 

(range: 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) to assess impairments in mentalizing 

(Badoud et al., 2015; Fonagy et al., 2016). Reflective functioning was assessed through six 

items, with high scores reflecting too much uncertainty or hypomentalizing and with low 

scores reflecting too much certainty or hypermentalizing (Cronbach’s α = .75).  

Epistemic Trust, Mistrust and Credulity at T2 

The Epistemic Trust, Mistrust and Credulity Questionnaire (ETMCQ; Campbell et al., 2021) 

was used to measure individuals’ epistemic stance. The ETMCQ is a 15-item questionnaire 

with responses rated on a 7-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 

(7). An example of a Trust item is “I find information easier to trust and absorb when it comes 

from someone who knows me well.” A Mistrust item is “If you put too much faith in what 

people tell you, you are likely to get hurt.” A Credulity item is “When I speak to different 

people, I find myself easily persuaded even if it is not what I believed before.” Cronbach’s 

alpha values were .70, .65 and .81 for trust, mistrust and credulity, respectively. 

Negative COVID-19 affect at T2 

We gauged the extent to which students felt more (1) stress, (2) tense and afraid, and (3) 

gloomy and sad, due to the COVID-19 pandemic. For each sentiment, answer options ranged 

from 1 (never) to 5 ((almost) always). The Cronbach’s alpha value for the single construct 

underlying these three items was .81.  
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Analytic strategy 

We focused on the 289 students who completed both assessments. First, paired-samples t-

tests were conducted to investigate whether depressive feature scores differed between T1 

and T2. This was followed up by a repeated-measures ANOVA to look at gender differences. 

Second, we ran a cross-lagged panel structural equation model (see Figure 1) to investigate 

whether epistemic stance at T1 prospectively predicted severity of depressive features at T2, 

and whether these relationships were mediated by reflective functioning and/or negative 

COVID-19 affect at T2. We also included potential “scarring” effects of depressive features at 

T1 on depression at T2. Table A1 provides an overview of Pearson correlations between key 

study variables. We controlled for age, gender, socioeconomic status, and type of secondary 

education. All analyses were conducted using SAS version 9.4. 
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Figure 1. Proposed model between epistemic trust, reflective functioning, negative COVID-19, affect and depressive features at T1 and T2.
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Results 

Descriptive statistics 

The sample consisted mainly of women (83%), which is typical for psychology students in 

Flanders. Most respondents had completed general secondary education (91%) and had 

highly educated parents (77% highly educated mothers, 67% highly educated fathers). Of the 

total sample, 91% was between 17 and 19 years old (mean age = 18.1 years).  

Change in severity of depressive features 

There was a significant increase in levels of depressive features among first-year students 

between T1 and T2 (t = –15.76, p < .001): students reported higher levels of depressive 

features at T2 (M = 12.20, SD = 4.99) than at T1 (M = 7.94, SD = 4.43), representing a large 

effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.90), confirming our first hypothesis. Using a cut-off score of 9 on the 

CES-D (Briggs et al., 2018), T1 data showed that 27% (n = 77) of students had a possible risk 

for clinical depression; at T2 this had significantly increased to 68% (n = 195). Post-hoc 

analyses showed that this increase was observed in both male (t = –4.22, p < .001) and female 

(t = –15.59, p < .001) students. We also found significant differences in levels of depressive 

features at T1 and T2 between female (T1 = 7.91, T2 = 12.53) and male (T1 = 7.83, T2 = 10.47) 

students. There was no selective study drop-out as a function of depressive features: 29% of 

students who dropped out after T1 showed a possible risk for clinical depression, whereas 

25% of students who completed both assessments were at risk for clinical depression; the 

difference in proportions was not significant. Further drop-out analyses also showed no 

significant differences in epistemic trust, mistrust, or credulity between students who 

dropped out after T1 and those who completed both waves.  

Structural equation modeling 

The theoretical model showed an acceptable fit to the data (RMSEA = .08, GFI = .88, CFI = .89, 

AIC = 732.06, χ2 = 438.06, df = 259). After deleting non-significant paths (D, E, M, and O in 

Figure 1), the model showed a better fit (RMSEA = .05, GFI = .90, CFI = .93, AIC = 724.45, χ2 = 

430.05, df = 259).  

Epistemic trust at T1 was negatively associated with severity of depressive features at 

T2 (β = –.15, p = .001), confirming hypothesis 2a. Impairments in mentalizing at T2 were 

positively associated with depressive features at T2 (β = .19 p < .001), confirming hypothesis 

3. Negative affect due to COVID-19 at T2 was also shown to be positively associated with 
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severity of depressive features at T2 (β = .55, p < .001). Mentalizing and negative COVID-19-

related affect at T2 mediated the association between epistemic mistrust at T1 and severity 

of depressive features. Findings suggest a small negative association between epistemic 

mistrust at T1 and subsequent depressive features at T2, but this trend was not significant. 

On the other hand, there was a significant positive association between epistemic mistrust at 

T1 and mentalizing at T2 (β = .25, p < .001). Similarly, a significant positive association was 

observed between epistemic mistrust at T1 and negative COVID-19 affect at T2 (β = .19, p < 

.001). Further, findings indicated a significant indirect effect of T1 mistrust on severity of 

depressive features at T2 (β = .15, p < .001). The presence of significant direct effects and 

indirect effects suggests the possibility of mediation through epistemic mistrust, confirming 

hypothesis 2b. We also found a weak indirect effect of epistemic trust (β = .07, p = .041) and 

epistemic credulity (β = .08, p = .031) on depressive features at T2 (Tables 1 and 2).  

 

Table 1. Standardized direct effect estimates of the structural equation model. 

 β SE p-value 

Trust T1 > Depressive features T2 –.15 .05 .001 

Mistrust T1 > Depressive features T2 –.02 .06 .742 

Credulity T2 > Depressive features T2 –.04 .05 .392 

Mentalizing T2 > Depressive features T2 .19 .05 .000 

Depression T1 > Depressive featureson T2 .49 .08 .000 

Negative affect COVID-19 T2 > Depressive features 

T2 
.55 .06 .000 

Trust T1 > Mentalizing T2 .13 .06 .042 

Mistrust T1 > Mentalizing T2 .25 .06 .000 

Credulity T2 > Mentalizing T2 .13 .06 .046 

Trust T1 > Negative affect T2 .09 .06 .121 

Mistrust T1 > Negative affect T2 .19 .06 .000 

Credulity T2 > Negative affect T2 .10 .06 .096 

Age > Depressive features T2 .05 .05 .321 
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General secondary education > Depressive features 

T2 
–.03 .05 .571 

Female > Depressive features T2 .11 .05 .029 

Note: T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. 

 

Table 2. Standardized indirect effect estimates of epistemic stance at T1 on depressive 

features at T2. 

 β SE p-value 

Trust T1 > Depressive features T2 .07 .04 .041 

Mistrust T1 > Depressive features T2 .15 .04 .000 

Credulity T2 > Depressive features T2 .08 .04 .031 

Note: T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2. 

 

Discussion 

In this study, we investigated whether levels of depressive features among freshmen changed 

between the start and the end of the first semester, and how epistemic trust, reflective 

functioning, and negative COVID-19-related affect explained possible changes in the severity 

of depressive features during the fall semester of 2020, during the second wave of the 

pandemic in Belgium. A little under one-third of students (27%) were found to be at risk for 

depression at the start of the semester, which is in line with previous large-scale cross-country 

studies among first-year university students in non-pandemic times (Auerbach et al., 2018). 

Previous studies on similar subgroups indicated that there is usually about a 10% increase in 

freshmen with a potential risk for clinical depression between the start and end of the first 

semester (De Coninck et al., 2019, 2021). Although we had suspected that this increase would 

be stronger during the pandemic, the results showed that there was a 41% increase, with 68% 

of students being at risk of depression at the end of the semester. This illustrates how strongly 

university students may be affected by the pandemic, and how the pandemic presents an 

extra stressor in the transition from secondary to tertiary education. In line with the dominant 

literature, we also found gender differences in severity of depression, with women reporting 

higher levels of depression and a stronger increase in depression than men from the start to 
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the end of the first semester at university. Previous studies have shown that young women 

show greater vulnerability to interpersonal concerns and reactivity to depressive feelings than 

young men (Ibrahim et al., 2013).  

One plausible explanation for the negative effects of the pandemic on students is the fear of 

illness and infection. Several studies have demonstrated increased levels of anxiety and 

depression in young people during the pandemic. The uncertainty surrounding the virus' 

transmission, impact, and possible long-term health implications may have contributed to 

increased stress and depression in university students, particularly because many universities 

largely switched to distance learning increasing feelings of social isolation and uncertainty 

about the future (Généreux et al., 2021). Additionally, the pandemic-induced isolation and 

the implementation of social distancing measures could be a pivotal factor impacting 

students' mental well-being. The constraints on traditional social interactions, the shift to 

distance learning, reduced face-to-face interactions, and the limited scope for normal social 

engagements could have led to an overwhelming sense of isolation and detachment. Such 

emotional estrangement may have affected first-year students disproportionately, as they 

typically struggle to adapt to their new academic and social environment, but this time 

without much  possibilities to learn from and share their experiences with others. Particularly 

those students with poor mentalizing capacities and low levels of epistemic trust seem to 

have been impacted, as these students are likely to increasingly struggle to make sense of 

their own self-experience and, because of low epistemic trust, also increasingly became 

isolated and cut off from the normal social co-regulation of stress, further magnifying feelings 

of helplessness and hopelessness.. In accordance with our expectations, greater epistemic 

trust was associated with lower depressive feelings. This finding is particularly important, 

especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, students received 

a great deal of information on potential health threats from news media and health experts, 

while they were also required to process information on how their education would proceed 

during these challenging times. Misinformation and disinformation about the health threats 

posed by the virus also became increasingly prevalent during the study period (Debowska et 

al., 2020), which also presented a potential hazard to individuals’ epistemic trust. Students’ 

epistemic trust was therefore under considerable pressure during this period. This makes it 

even more important to recognize that those students who were more able to trust the 
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information they receive from individuals and subsequently adapt their behaviour based on 

this information reported lower levels of depression at the end of the first semester.  

Conversely, it could be expected that epistemic mistrust – the tendency to consider any 

information source as unreliable or ill-intentioned – was related to greater risk for depressive 

features. Consistent with these assumptions, higher levels of mistrust at the start of the first 

semester at university were indirectly related to greater depressive features the end of the 

semester. Moreover, epistemic mistrust was related to greater uncertainty about mental 

states and higher levels of negative feelings about the effect of the pandemic on mental 

states, which were in turn related to greater severity of depression. In previous studies it was 

hypothesized that students with impairments in the capacity to reflect on themselves and 

others “may be unable to make sense of the many changes that are associated with the 

transition to university” (De Coninck et al., 2021, p. 1726). This transition, along with the 

uncertainty brought by the COVID-19 pandemic, may exacerbate the effects of this trait and 

mediate the effect of epistemic mistrust. 

The current study has two key strengths. First, it contributes to the growing literature 

that prospectively assesses levels of depressive features among freshmen during the COVID-

19 pandemic. Many previous studies in this field have used mainly retrospective assessments 

of depression or are limited to cross-sectional data (Islam et al., 2020). Second, there have 

been no studies so far simultaneously investigating the (mediating) role of reflective 

functioning and epistemic trust on depressive features among either the general public or 

subgroups such as university students.  

However, our study design also has some shortcomings. We cannot generalize our 

findings to other populations, such as socioeconomically deprived students or students from 

other countries, given the fact that most of the participants were young, female first-year 

university students, with most having parents who had completed higher education, and who 

were enrolled in a psychology program. Moreover, this study collected data from two time 

points only (the beginning and end of the first semester). It is unclear how the relationships 

among these variables may change over longer periods of time (e.g., the beginning and end 

of the first, second, or subsequent years at university). The addition of more data points over 

a longer period would enhance our understanding of these relationships beyond the first year 

of university life and throughout the pandemic. Additionally, it is important to acknowledge 

that all measures in our study are based on self-report measures only. Finally, the observed 
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increase in feelings of depression could also be (partially) attributed to factors not under 

investigation in this study. Given the already elevated levels of depression among almost one-

third of participants at the start of the semester, it is possible that other stressors that 

precede the transition from secondary to tertiary education, such as a precarious 

socioeconomic position, parental and/or peer pressures in academic or social contexts, or 

parental difficulties may – perhaps in interaction with COVID-related stressors during the 

semester – exacerbate feelings of depression. Because of the design of this study, it is 

impossible to distinguish between COVID-specific effects and those stemming from the 

general transition to university life. The overlapping nature of pandemic-related stress and 

the broader challenges of adjusting to student life complicates the identification of precise 

causal factors. This study's two-time point data collection restricts insights into the longer-

term impacts and interaction between pandemic stressors and the general university 

transition. This complexity emphasizes the need for further research to untangle pandemic-

related stressors from broader educational adjustments and isolate their distinct 

contributions to the observed outcomes, including mentalizing abilities and depressive 

symptoms. 

Clinical implications 

Feelings of epistemic trust, that is, mistrust in others as a potential source of information and 

help, were associated with increases in feelings of depression and isolation over the first term 

in first-year university students, a negative vicious cycle that was reinforced by the emotional 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. If further replicated, these findings stress the need to 

address epistemic mistrust and distrust in university students, particularly in relation to help-

seeking behaviour. This could be achieved by offering online support and treatment, which 

have been shown to lower barriers to treatment-seeking among university students with 

mental health problems (Auerbach et al., 2018). Online self-help may be more effective for 

students with high levels of epistemic mistrust, as it does not involve a relationship with a 

mental health professional. Moreover, peer-led initiatives may be equally, if not more, 

effective in reaching the “hardest to reach” university students (i.e., those students who close 

themselves off from social contacts, including contacts with mental health services).  
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