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ABSTRACT

Background: The Covid-19 pandemic generated great fear and anxiety across the world. Debates concer-
ning mental health promotion and mental illness prevention have reinforced the importance of promoting mental
health literacy and providing psychological help to the population. Nonetheless, no study has examined the effect
of mental health literacy and psychological help in levels of fear of covid. Aims: This study aims to explore the
relationship between literacy about mental illness, literacy about mental well-being, having consulted a psycho-
logist/psychiatrist in the past and levels of fear of covid, in a sample of Portuguese adolescents. Methods: Using
cross-sectional design we collected a sample of 345 adolescents (53.2% of the participants are female) aged bet-
ween 15-18 years old, that filled during the months of May-June 2021 an online survey composed of a sociode-
mographic questionnaire, two mental health literacy scales — one measuring literacy about mental illness (Mental
Health Literacy Questionnaire - MHLg), one measuring literacy about mental well-being (Positive Mental Health
Literacy Questionnaire - PosMHLIt) - and two questionnaires measuring coronavirus anxiety and fear of Covid
(CAS and FCV-19S). In order to assess professional psychological help, subjects were also asked if they had con-
sulted a psychologist or psychiatrist in the past. Results: Fear of covid is related to mental health literacy and
having psychological support in the past. Results from multiple regression analysis, on the other hand, suggest
that variance in fear of covid is better explained by sociodemographic variables, such as gender, than by mental
health literacy. Conclusions: Exploring the main findings and the relationships between variables, the implica-
tions of the results will be addressed.
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RESUMEN

Niveles de miedo de COVID en una muestra de adolescentes: ;Ayuda la alfabetizacion en
salud mental?. Introduccion: La pandemia de Covid-19 ha generado gran temor y ansiedad en todo el
mundo. Los debates sobre la promocion de la salud mental y la prevencion de las enfermedades mentales han
reforzado la importancia de promover la alfabetizacion en salud mental y proporcionar ayuda psicoldgica a la
poblacion. Sin embargo, ningdn estudio ha examinado el efecto de los conocimientos sobre salud mental y la
ayuda psicoldgica en los niveles de miedo de Covid. Objetivos: Este estudio tiene como objetivo explorar la
relacion entre la alfabetizacion en enfermedades mentales, la alfabetizacion en bienestar mental, el haber consul-
tado a un psiclogo/psiquiatra en el pasado y los niveles de miedo a Covid, en una muestra de adolescentes por-
tugueses. Metodologia: Utilizando un disefio transversal, recogimos una muestra de 345 adolescentes (el
53,2% de los participantes son mujeres), de entre 15y 18 afios, que rellenaron durante mayo-junio de 2021 una
encuesta online compuesta por un cuestionario sociodemografico dos escalas de alfabetizacion en salud mental
-una que mide la alfabetizacion en enfermedad mental (Cuestionario de Alfabetizacion en Salud Mental - MHLq),
la otra que mide la alfabetizacion en bienestar mental (Cuestionario de Alfabetizacién en Salud Mental Positiva -
PosMHLit)- y dos cuestionarios que miden la ansiedad por coronavirus y el miedo a Covid (CAS y FCV-19S).
Para evaluar la ayuda psicol6gica profesional, también se pregunto a los individuos si habian consultado a un
psicélogo o psiquiatra en el pasado. Resultados: El miedo a la covida se relaciona con la alfabetizacion en salud
mental y el apoyo psicoldgico en el pasado. Los resultados de los andlisis de regresion maltiple, por otro lado,
sugieren que la variacion en el miedo a la covida se explica mejor por variables sociodemogréficas, como el
género, que por los conocimientos de salud mental. Conclusiones: se exploran las principales conclusiones y
las relaciones entre las variables, y se abordan las implicaciones de los resultados.

Palabras clave: miedo al COVID-19; ansiedad por el coronavirus; alfabetizacion en salud mental; adoles-
centes

INTRODUCTION

After the emergence of the new coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2), in Wuhan, China, at the end of 2019, which led
to an epidemic of severe respiratory syndrome (COVID-19) that spread throughout the world, leading to the death
of a large number of people, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a pandemic. This massive global
health crisis required important behaviour change and placed various psychological burdens on individuals
(Bavel, et al., 2020). Among other potentially devastating effects, the Covid-19 pandemic generated great fear and
anxiety across the world. In fact, one of the essential emotional responses during a pandemic is fear (idem, ibi-
dem), which is included in the defensive systems for combating ecological threats (LeDoux, 2012; Mobbs, et al.,
2015).

There is scientific literature that states that negative emotions resulting from threat can be contagious, espe-
cially considering the using of the new technologies of information (Kramer, Guillory, & Hancock, 2014), and fear
can contribute to a more imminent perception of threats (Cole, Balcetis, & Dunning, 2013). Considering this sce-
nario, important consequences in terms of mental health may occur. Negative emotions like anxiety and fear about
COVID-19 can contribute to the development of psychological disorders (Luchetti, 2020; Serafini, ef al., 2020)
and to other negative implications for people’s daily lives (e.g., Beck, & Hensher, 2020; Wen, Kozak, Yang, & Liu,
2021). So, there is a need to identify and early intervene, psychologically, in people with dysfunctional anxiety
and high values of fear related to COVID-19.

Preventive and health-promoting approaches, based on health information, can also play an important role
in this context. Studies refer that health literacy is important for health outcomes (Sansom-Daly, 2016) and rese-
arch has shown an association between mental health literacy and the mental health status (Lam, 2014). Mental
health literacy (MHL) has been framed as a multi-construct theory that entails both literacy about mental iliness
and positive mental health (Spike & Hammer, 2019). It includes the knowledge, skills and behaviour that aids
mental well-being promotion and mental illness prevention or management (idem, ibidem). So, MHL integrates
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beliefs and skills about how to prevent, manage and ask for help or to provide help facing mental illness symp-
toms/diseases (Jorm, 2000; Jorm et al., 1997), but also how to achieve and cultivate good mental health (Kutcher,
Wei, & Coniglio, 2016; Kutcher et al,, 2016). It is increasingly being seen as a fundamental tool for mental health
promotion, that can be trained in schools, work spaces and national campaigns (Jorm et al,, 1997; Jorm, Wilson,
Allen, McKay-Brown, & Proimos, 2020) though much information is needed regarding who lacks more from
MHL.

Debates concerning mental health promotion and mental illness prevention have reinforced the importance
of promoting mental health literacy and providing psychological help to the population (Bj@rnsen et al., 2017,
2019; Chao et al, 2020; lasiello, van Agteren, & Muir-Cochrane, 2020; Spiker, & Hammer, 2019; Westerhof, &
Keyes, 2010; World Health Organization, 2021). Nonetheless, no study has examined the effect of mental health
literacy and psychological help in levels of fear related to COVID-19.

AIMS

This study was conducted in a sample of Portuguese young-people and aimed to: a) describe levels of MHL,
COVID-19 anxiety and fear of COVID-19, search for mental health information and history of having mental health
support; b) explore the relationship between MHL (literacy about mental illness and positive mental health lite-
racy) and anxiety/fear of COVID-19; c) explore the relationship between sociodemographic variables (e.g. gender,
SES, age, having mental health support) and fear of COVID-19; d) to test the predictive effect of gender and MHL
in fear of COVID-19.

SAMPLE

The sample was composed of 344 Portuguese adolescents aged between 15-18 years old (M = 16.45; SD =
1.382) and was collected online (Lime Survey platform) during the months of May-June 2021. In this sample,
53.2% of the participants are female and 46.8% are male. All adolescents are students, the majority attending
secondary school (from 10th to 12th grade) and only 21.2% were at the previous level (9th grade). From the full
sample, 32.8% are in a relationship and 64.2% are not. In terms of family composition, 72.5% live with both
parents or one parent and stepfather/stepmother and brothers/sisters and spent lockdown with their family.
Concerning sociogconomic status (SES), 20.1% are low SES, 59.6% medium SES, and 20.3% high SES.

METHODS/INSTRUMENTS

Instruments

We asked participants regarding their experience during lockdown, about anxiety and fear during pandemic,
about levels of mental health literacy, concerning the search for mental health information and about mental health
professional support. For this purpose, several instruments were used.

Sociodemographic Questionnaire: included questions related to age, gender, education level, socioeconomic
status, family composition, and romantic relationship status.

Questions related to experience during lockdown, the search for information and mental health support. ques-
tions were designed to assess the participants” perceptions concerning the search for mental health information
in times of the COVID-19 pandemic, and also to know about the history of having mental health support. In order
to assess professional psychological help, subjects were asked if they had consulted a psychologist or psychia-
trist in the past.

Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire - MHLq (Campos et al., 2016): The MHLg was designed and validated
for the Portuguese adolescent population and measures literacy about mental health, although focusing specifi-
cally in more disorder-oriented aspects of mental health. The instrument has 7 items of nominal recognition of
disorders and a total of 33 items rated in a 5-point Likert type scale. Mental health literacy is measured in a final
sum and the factors: First aid skills and help seeking; Knowledge and stereotypes; Self-help strategies. Adequate
Cronbach Alphas for the factors rank from 0.72 to 0.79. The Total score presents a .84 Cronbach Alpha.
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Positive Mental Health Literacy Questionnaire - PosMHLIt (Maia de Carvalho & Vale-Dias, in preparation):
This questionnaire measures literacy about positive mental health and mental well-being in a unidimensional
scale of 5-point Likert type scale. The instrument is reliable with .93 Cronbach Alpha.

Coronavirus Anxiety Scale - CAS (Portuguese version: Magano et al., 2021): this scale assesses distinct phy-
siological reactions of anxiety related to COVID-19. It has 5 items rated in 5-point Likert type scale and ranks .85
Internal Consistency.

Fear of Covid 19 Scale - FCV-19S (Portuguese version: Magano éf al., 2021): this instrument is considered
reliable and valid in assessing fear of COVID-19 among the general population and useful in alleviating COVID-
19 fears among individuals. The Portuguese version of FCV-19S has 7 items rated in a 5-pont Likert type scale
and ranks .88 Cronbach Alpha.

PROCEDURE
This research is a cross-sectional study anonymously performed. All necessary authorizations were obtained
(including informed consent from all participants and their legal tutors) and ethical procedures were followed.
Data was collected online (Lime Survey platform) during the months of May-June 2021.

DATA ANALYSIS

The data was analysed using SPSS Statistics Version 23.0 software. Preliminary data analysis (Skweness and
Kurtosis, Multicollinearity, Mahalanobis Distance) were performed to examine the adequacy of data.

In addition to descriptive statistics, such as mean and standard deviation, correlation analyses and t-tests
were performed. Regression analyses were also performed.

RESULTS

Descriptives And Internal Consistency Of The Scales

Mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) obtained in each scale are displayed in Table 1. In terms of psycho-
metric properties, internal consistency (Cronbach’s ) was analysed (Table 1), allowing us to conclude that all ins-
truments are reliable, with Alpha values ranging from .79 (Mental health literacy -TotalMHLq) to .93 (Positive
mental health literacy (PosMHLit).

Table 1. Mean (M), Standard Deviation (SD) and Internal Consistency (') of each scale (N= 344). Mean (M)
and Standard Deviation (SD) of the Portuguese adaptations.

Construct/Scale M SD o M (SD) Port.
adapt.

Mental health 134.85 11.16 79 131.43 (11.35)

literacy

(TotalMHLq)

Positive mental 77.09 9.58 93 78.91 (9.17)

health literacy

(PosMHLit)

Fear of Covid 14.67 6.09 .88 17.20 (5.69)

(FCV-19S)

Covid Anxiety 1.47 3.26 92 6.29 (2.35)

(CAS)

Notes: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; M (SD) Port. adapt. = mean and standard
deviation of Portuguese adaptations of the instruments; TotalMHLq = Mental health
literacy questionnaire (Total); PosMHLit = Positive mental health literacy questionnaire;
CAS = Coronavirus Anxiety Scale; FCV-19S = Fear of Covid-19 Scale.
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Comparing mean and standard deviation values obtained in this study with the values of the Portuguese
adaptations of the instruments (Table 1), we can see that results are not very different in terms of MHL. Our sample
has a slightly higher value in Mental health literacy (TotalMHLq) and slightly lower in Positive mental health lite-
racy (PosMHLit). Considering, on the other hand, the comparison relating to COVID-19 fear and anxiety, our sub-
jects have lower results, especially with regard to the level of COVID-19 anxiety.

Frequencies Of Answers Related To Experience During Lockdown, The Search For Information
And Mental Health Support

Regarding to the question “How did you feel during lockdown?”, the majority of participants reported feeling
worst during lockdown (41.3%; N=142). About a third (30.8%; N=106) of the subjects revealed to feel the same,
and there were some who felt better (17.2%; N=59) (Table 2).

Table 2. Frequencies of answers to the question “How did you feel during lockdown?” (N=344)

How did you feel? [ % IN
Same 30.8 106
Better 17.2 59
Worst 41.3 142
Other 1.7 6
Missing 9.0 31
TOTAL 100 344

With regard to the question “Have you ever consulted a mental health professional?” (Table 3), it is possible
to verify that approximately half (45.9%) of the participants consulted a psychologist. Only a few (18.9%) have
consulted a psychiatrist.

Table 3. Frequencies of answers to the question “
Have you ever consulted a mental health professional?” (N= 344)

| Psychologist | Psychiatrist
Yes 45.9% 18.9%
No 50.9% 73.0%
Missing 3.2% 8.1%
TOTAL 100% 100%

As indicated in Table 4, during lockdown, most of the participants searched more information about well-
being (62.8%). Only a few (17.4%) searched more information about mental illness.

Table 4. Frequencies of answers to the question “Did you search MORE for mental health information during
lockdown?” (N= 344)

| About mental well-being { About mental illness
Yes 62.8% 17.4%
No 28.2% 73.5%
Missing 9% 9,1%
TOTAL 100% 100%
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CORRELATIONS
Literacy about mental illness was correlated with fear of COVID-19 (r = .116*; p<0.05) and positive mental

health literacy was negatively related with COVID-19 anxiety (r=. -.128*; p< 0.05). No SES were significantly
correlated with fear of COVID-19 or COVID-19 anxiety (Table 5).

Table 5. Pearson’s Correlation between all variables (N=344)

[1 |2 [3 [ 4 |5 [ 6.
1.TotalMHLq - 691%* -.065 116* -012 018
2 PosMHLit - -.128%* .005 .098 053
3.CAS - A450%* -.068 -.006
4.FCV-19S - -.001 -.020
5. Age - -.064

6. SES -
Notes: * p<0.05; ** p<. 0.01; TotalMHLq = Mental health literacy questionnaire (Total);
PosMHLIit = Positive mental health literacy questionnaire; CAS = Coronavirus Anxiety
Scale; FCV-19S = Fear of Covid-19 Scale; SES = socioeconomic status.

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN CAS AND FCV-19S (T-TEST)
There are gender differences in both COVID-19 anxiety (T = 2.813; p< 0.05) and fear of COVID-19 (T=5.107;
p< 0.001), with girls reporting higher levels on both variables (Table 6).

Table 6. Gender differences in CAS and FCV-19S: T-Test (N= 322)

| Male | Female |
M SD M SD T P
CAS .9470 2.41602 1.9357 3.80888  2.813 .005%*
FCV-19S  12.8940 5.44567 162398  6.21439  5.107 .000*

Notes: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; CAS = Coronavirus Anxiety Scale; FCV-19S
= Fear of Covid-19 Scale.

DIFFERENCES IN CAS AND FCV-19S IN FUNCTION OF CONSULTING OR NOT A MENTAL HEALTH
PROFESSIONAL (T-TEST)

T-test suggests differences between the group of young people who reported consulting a psychologist in the
past and those who did not (T =3.283; p< 0.05) in terms of COVID-19 anxiety. Subjects who have consulted a

psychologist report less anxiety (Table 7).

Table 7. Differences in CAS and FCV-19S by consulting a psychologist: T-Test (N=311)

| Yes | No |
M SD M SD T )4
CAS 2.1806  4.14029 9162 221281  3.283 .001*
FCV-19S 149028 6.50478 14.6766  5.67203 328 744

Notes: M =mean; SD = standard deviation; CAS = Coronavirus Anxiety Scale; FCV-19S
= Fear of Covid-19 Scale.

There are no differences in COVID-19 anxiety or fear of COVID-19 between those who did consult a psychia-
trist in the past and who did not (Table 8).
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Table 8. Differences in CAS and FCV-19S by consulting a psychiatrist: T-Test (N=305)

| Yes | No |
M SD M SD T p
CAS 1.9839 4.01429 1.1545 2.62977 1.541 127
FCV-19S  14.1935 6.76742 14.9399 5.81732 -.867 .387

Notes: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; CAS = Coronavirus Anxiety Scale; FCV-19S
= Fear of Covid-19 Scale.

REGRESSION ANALYSIS

To assess the predictive effect of gender and mental health literacy in fear of COVID-19, a multiple regression
analysis was performed (Table 9). The results of this analysis suggest that gender is the variable (entered in block
1) that explains most variance in fear of COVID-19 (7%). As we enter MHL in the second block, the variance
explained increases (9%) but gender remains the variable with more predictive power ( = -.26; < 0.001).

Table 9. Multiple Regression: Predictive effect of gender and mental health literacy in fear of covid (FCV-19S)

Predictive effect of gender and mental health literacy in fear of covid (N=322)

Step 1 B P sr R’
1. Gender -27 <0.001 -.151 0.07
Step 2
2. Gender. -26 <0.001 -.169 0.09
TotalMHLq. .16 .025 .009
PosMHLit -.14 .047 -.118

Notes: TotalMHLq = Mental health literacy questionnaire (Total); PosMHLit = Positive
mental health literacy questionnaire; FCV-19S = Fear of Covid-19 Scale.

DISCUSSION

This study, conducted with a very balanced sample regarding the gender of the subjects, allowed the analysis
of the levels of mental health literacy (MHL), COVID-19 anxiety and COVID-19 fear of Portuguese adolescents
assessed during the period of May/June 2021. Comparing mean and standard deviation values obtained in the
present research with the values of the Portuguese adaptations of the instruments, results are similar in terms of
MHL (literacy about mental illness and positive mental health literacy). However, when we consider the compari-
son relating to COVID-19 fear and anxiety, our subjects present lower results, particularly with regard to the level
of COVID-19 anxiety, which is much lower in our sample of adolescents. This result can be explained, in part, by
the time when data on COVID-19 anxiety and COVID-19 fear were collected. Indeed, in May/June 2021 there was
relief from restriction and containment measures in Portugal, and there was already a considerable percentage of
people vaccinated, at least with one dose of the COVID-19 vaccine.

As predictable, most participants reported feeling worst during lockdown. Interestingly, most of the partici-
pants searched more information about well-being than about mental iliness, showing the importance of positive
aspects for mental health (e.g, Bj@rnsen et al,, 2019).

As expected, fear of COVID-19 is related to mental health literacy and having psychological support in the
past. In terms of professional mental health support, psychological help was more important for subjects than
psychiatric help. Considering that psychiatric help seems to be more linked to stigma of mental iliness and help-
seeking intention (cf. Lally ef a/, 2013) and taking into account the developmental period of our subjects (adoles-
cents), this result is also understandable.
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Positive mental health literacy was negatively related with COVID-19 anxiety, emphasising the importance of
positive aspects for mental health (e.g, Bj@rnsen et al,, 2019; Kutcher ef al., 2016; Lam, 2014).

There are gender differences in both COVID-19 anxiety and fear of COVID-19, with girls reporting higher
levels on both variables. Previous literature already reported a greater tendency of female towards negative emo-
tionality (e.g., Brody, & Hall, 2008).

Reinforcing this latter outcome, results from multiple regression analysis suggest that, although MHL is also
a predictor, variance in fear of COVID-19 is better explained by sociobiographic variables, such as gender, than
by mental health literacy.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study provides interesting data concerning levels of MHL, COVID-19 anxiety and fear of
COVID-19, and also about search for mental health information and history of having mental health support, in a
sample of adolescents. It was possible to explore and found a relationship between MHL (literacy about mental
iliness and positive mental health literacy) and anxiety/fear of COVID-19. Results allow to strengthen the impor-
tance of positive aspects for mental health, suggesting that those aspects must be considered in mental health
prevention and intervention, both in the educational/family context and in the clinical context. This study also
reveals some gender differences that should be taken into account in prevention/intervention strategies for mental
health promotion.

As far as it is known, this is the first attempt to study the relationship between MHL and anxiety/fear of
COVID-19. Some strengths of this study may be referred: considerable sample size; balance between subsamples
(gender, SES, mental health support); data collected concerning mental health information search; reliability of
instruments; use of a new instrument on Positive Mental Health Literacy (PosMHLIt). Yet, this study has some
limitations. It is a cross-sectional design not allowing interpreting causality, and it is based on self-report mea-
sures. Future studies should overcome these limitations and also include clinical samples.
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