
https://www.hsag.co.za Open Access

Health SA Gesondheid 
ISSN: (Online) 2071-9736, (Print) 1025-9848

Page 1 of 9 Original Research

Read online:
Scan this QR 
code with your 
smart phone or 
mobile device 
to read online.

Author:
Elsie S. Janse van Rensburg1 

Affiliation:
1Department of Health 
Studies, College of Human 
Sciences, University of South 
Africa, Pretoria, South Africa

Corresponding author:
Elsie Janse van Rensburg,
jvrenes@unisa.ac.za

Dates:
Received: 28 Jan. 2023
Accepted: 29 Aug. 2023
Published: 22 Dec. 2023

How to cite this article:
Janse van Rensburg, E.S., 
2023, ‘Resilience of 
undergraduate health 
sciences students during 
COVID-19: An integrative 
review’, Health SA 
Gesondheid 28(0), a2331. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/
hsag.v28i0.2331

Copyright:
© 2023. The Author. 
Licensee: AOSIS. This work 
is licensed under the 
Creative Commons 
Attribution License.

Introduction
COVID-19 pandemic challenged health systems on a global scale (Ahmed et al. 2022; Ho et al. 
2022). Health workers as well as students in health sciences were utilised as frontline workers. 
Lockdown restrictions resulted in limited access to face-to-face training at higher education 
institutions globally for students, including undergraduate health sciences students (Prieto et al. 
2021). 

This resulted in an andragogical shift to online platforms for teaching and learning (Shindjabuluka, 
Ashipala & Linkando 2022). The exposure as frontline workers to COVID-19 patients as well as 
the change in their learning environment increased the stress of undergraduate students in the 
health sciences domain (Abullais et al. 2022). A study conducted by Prieto et al. (2021) highlighted 
the fact that students had to adapt to an increased academic workload, challenges with the online 
learning platforms and chances in the teaching strategies. 

Students felt overwhelmed, anxious and worried about how they would achieve their academic 
outcomes (Evans et al. 2021). Stress affected these students in different ways and for some increased the 
severity of pre-existing mental health challenges (Evans et al. 2021) while others demonstrated resilience 
that assisted them to navigate the demands during the COVID-19 storm effectively (Abullais et al. 2022). 

Aim
The aim of this integrative review is to identify resilience of undergraduate students in health 
sciences during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Background: COVID-19 pandemic placed pressure on global health systems, healthcare 
providers and undergraduate students in health sciences. Students experienced change in the 
teaching and learning as well as the clinical context resulting in increased stress levels. 
Resilience assisted students to adapt and develop competencies and effective coping 
mechanisms.

Aim: The purpose of this integrative review is to identify resilience of undergraduate students 
in health sciences during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Setting: Online platforms.

Methods: An integrative review was conducted with keywords: resilience, undergraduate 
students, health sciences and COVID-19. Three different searches were conducted for the time 
frame 2020–2022 on the relevant electronic data bases with full text articles. A total of 1665 
records were identified and 49 potentially relevant articles were identified. Screening resulted 
in 34 articles that were analysed using the John Hopkins critical appraisal criteria.

Results: Four themes were identified: attributes of students’ resilience, aspects enhancing the 
development of resilience, aspects hindering the development of resilience and recommendations 
to cultivate resilience.

Conclusion: Resilience is key to withstand the challenges in the global health system. The 
development of resilience in undergraduate health sciences students should be prioritised to 
ensure cognitive adaptability, effective coping skills and sufficient support.

Contribution: These findings can assist higher educational institutions to improve their 
undergraduate health science programs to cultivate resilient health care professionals.

Keywords: resilience; undergraduate; students; health sciences; COVID-19; pandemic; 
integrative review.
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Methods
An integrative review provides an all-inclusive exploration 
of a concept through a process of reviewing different designs 
(Knafl & Whittemore 2017). A systematic review analyses 
and combines experimental evidence according to a pre-set 
criteria to answer specific research questions (Lau & 
Kuziemsky 2017). The integrative review was chosen for this 
study as it includes qualitative and quantitative reviews and 
provided a comprehensive analysis on resilience within the 
specified context. An integrative review was used to identify, 
classify and analyse literature systematically (Toronto & 
Remington 2020) in order to address the aim. 

Search strategy
The researcher was supported by a subject librarian to identify 
and search databases for articles by using specific keywords. 
To ensure a thorough literature search, searches were conducted 
at three separate times during 2022 to ensure that all recent  
and relevant articles were included. The following electronic 
databases were included: EBSCOhost, Academic Search Premier, 
MEDLINE, CINAHL; Health Source: Nursing / Academic 
Edition, Africa-Wide Information, PubMed and ERIC. The 
inclusion criteria included the time frame between 2020 and 
2022 and the keywords resilience, undergraduate students, 
health sciences and COVID-19 (Table 1). Only full-text articles 

were included. The researcher and subject librarian identified  
a total of 1665 bibliographic records during the initial  
search. Duplications were removed by the researcher and 49 
potentially relevant articles were identified. Screening of the 
abstracts resulted in flagging 34 articles. The Johns Hopkins 
critical appraisal criteria (Johns Hopkins Evidence-Based 
Practice Model) was applied and resulted in 23 articles that 
were analysed (Table 2). The Johns Hopkins Nursing Evidence-
Based Practice (JHNEBP) model provides a structured method 
to assess, combine and interpret evidence from different 
manuscripts (Sanluagn & Avant 2014).

Three steps were used by the researcher to identify relevant 
articles within the timeframe (2020–2022).

Step 1 (Figure 1), the researcher and subject librarian identified 
the appropriate articles based on the inclusion criteria and 
focused on resilience and undergraduate students in the health 
sciences disciplines during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
researcher ensured that there were no duplications in this 
process. This step resulted in 49 potentially relevant articles 
that were applicable.

Step 2 (Figure 1), the titles and abstracts of all 49 articles were 
analysed by the researcher to identify the most appropriate 
articles. Inclusion was based on resilience, undergraduate 
students, health sciences, COVID-19. This step led to 
identifying 34 articles.

Step 3 (Figure 1), the researcher used the Johns Hopkins 
critical appraisal instrument to evaluate the quality of the 34 
articles identified during step 2. The adapted Johns Hopkins 

TABLE 1: Criteria used during the search strategy with keywords.
Criteria Include Exclude

•	 Resilience - -
•	 Undergraduate students - -
•	 Health sciences - -
•	 COVID-19 - -

TABLE 2: The critical appraisal process with the John Hopkins appraisal instrument for data extraction during the integrative review.
Number Authors Applicable population Resilience theme Strength of 

evidence
Quality of 
evidence

Included Excluded

1 Virani et al. (2021) Yes, undergraduate medical students Online teaching & learning (Opportunities) III C Yes -
2 Aslam et al. (2021) Yes, students of medicine, dentistry 

and allied health sciences
Online teaching & learning (Challenges);
Mental health

I A Yes -

3 GonÇalves et al. (2021) No, all university students, not 
linked to Health Sciences

Not used I C - Yes

4 Coughenour et al. (2021) No, all university students, not 
linked to Health Sciences

Not used I B - Yes

5 Brack et al. 2021 Yes, allied health students Online teaching & learning (Opportunities) III C Yes -
6 Prieto et al. (2021) Yes, dental students Online teaching & learning (Opportunities & 

challenges); Mental health
III A Yes -

7 Evans et al. (2021) Yes, social work students Online teaching & learning (Opportunities & 
challenges); Mental health, personal growth, resilience

I & III A Yes -

8 Ezulike et al. (2021) Yes, social work students Online teaching & learning (Challenges); Mental health, 
financial impact, personal growth, resilience, coping 
mechanisms

III A Yes -

9 Forycka et al. (2022) Yes, medical students Online teaching & learning (Challenges); Mental health I A Yes -
10 Gandhi et al. (2021) Yes, nursing students Mental health I & III A Yes -
11 Goodlet et al. 2022 No, pharmacy students in Doctor 

of Pharmacy programme
Mental health I B - Yes

12 Kerbage et al. (2021) Yes, nursing students Mental health, Coping strategies I & III B Yes -
13 Wang et al. (2021) Yes, nursing students Recommendations II C Yes -
14 Drach-Zahavy et al. (2022) Yes, nursing students Mental health I C Yes -
15 Kane et al. (2021) Yes, nursing and midwifery students Mental health, burnout I & III C Yes -
16 Kane et al. (2022) Yes, nursing and midwifery students Mental health, anxiety and professional development I C Yes -
17 Keener et al. (2021) Yes, nursing students Not used III C - Yes
18 Koob et al. (2021) Yes, medical, nursing and social  

work students
Not used III C - Yes

Table 2 continues on the next page→
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appraisal instrument was used for the critical appraisal of the 
articles (Table 2). This step identified 23 articles.

Critical appraisal: Data extraction 
The Johns Hopkins appraisal instruments (JHNEBP Research 
Evidence Appraisal; Johns Hopkins University 2014) were 
used for the articles identified during Step 2 (Figure 1) to 
determine their appropriateness for inclusion in the integrative 
review. The critical appraisal process (Step 3 in  Table 2) 
played a crucial role during this process. The inclusion criteria 
reflected the keywords (Table 1), population (resilience; 
undergraduate students; health sciences; COVID-19), strength 
and quality of evidence, strong study design and clear 
methodology. The quality of  the scientific evidence was 
appraised according to the descriptions of the sample sizes; 
conclusions and recommendations based on a comprehensive 
literature review and findings.

The critical appraisal was applied as follows:

I	 Experimental (randomised controlled trial) or meta-
analysis research

TABLE 2 (Continues...): The critical appraisal process with the John Hopkins appraisal instrument for data extraction during the integrative review.
Number Authors Applicable population Resilience theme Strength of 

evidence
Quality of 
evidence

Included Excluded

19 Laher et al. (2021) Yes, undergraduate psychology 
students

Mental health: anxiety and fear of contracting Covid 
themselves; Online teaching and learning challenges; 
coping skills, disturbance in personal life balance and 
recommendations

I & III A Yes -

20 Leigh et al. (2020) Yes, nursing students Coping mechanism III C Yes -

21 Li Yu and Yang (2021) No, college students. Does 
not specify 

Not used I C - Yes

22 Maini et al. (2020) Yes, medical students Not used, limiting info III C - Yes

23 Mȕhlbauer et al. (2021) Yes, medical students Coping mechanisms: altruism I C Yes

24 Wallace et al. (2021) Yes, nursing students Online teaching & learning (Challenges & 
opportunities); Mental health, coping skills, 
recommendations

III A Yes -

25 Smith, Urban & Wilson (2022) Yes, nursing students Not used I C - Yes

26 Gȍl and Erkin (2021) Yes, nursing students Mental health I C Yes

27 Labrague and Ballad (2021) No, college students; does 
not specify

Not used I C Yes

28 Pretorius (2021) Yes, students from health sciences  
for physiotherapy, dietetics, 
psychology, occupational therapy  
and nursing

Mental health (negative effects – depression; positive 
effects – Resilience)
Recommendations – Development of strengths 
(psychological preparedness)
-Enhancing support (emotional support & 
awareness)

I B Yes -

29 Rahman et al. (2021) Yes, medical students Mental health (negative effects: anxiety & depression; 
fear of covid: infecting others)

I C Yes -

30 Razzak et al. (2022) Yes, medical students Not used I C - Yes

31 Renaud et al. (2021) Yes, undergraduate and  
postgraduate medical students

Not used I C - Yes

32 Schlesselman et al. (2020) Yes, pharmacy students Online teaching and learning: Challenges 
(ineffective teaching skills; connectivity issues, 
screen tiredness)
Disturbances in personal life balance (social isolation; lack 
of study space)
Mental health: negative effect (increase existing 
symptoms)
Recommendations (development of strengths: 
psychological preparedness)

I C Yes -

33 Wang et al. (2021) Yes, medical students Mental health negative effects: Increased stress 
Online teaching and learning (challenges: increased 
stress)
Recommendations (Creating learning and teaching 
spaces; enhancing support)

I B Yes -

34 Yȕksel and Yilmaz (2022) Yes, nursing students Mental health – negative effects: increased stress
Recommendations – Developing strengths 
(psychological preparedness)

I B Yes -

FIGURE 1: Steps in preparation of the data-extraction process.
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TABLE 3: Themes, categories, and sub-categories of the integrative review on resilience of undergraduate students in health sciences during COVID-19.
Themes Categories Sub-categories

1. Attributes of 
students’ resilience

1.1.1 Defining of resilience
•	 invulnerability (Concalves et al. 2021:5)
•	 embedded in a socio-ecological perspective (Drach-Zahavy et al. 2021:111)
•	 the ability of a person to navigate their way to resources that sustain well-being
•	 Individual, family and community level (Drach-Zahavy et al. 2021:111; 115)
1.1.2 Self-efficacy and self-determination
•	 ... I taught classes with a few of my peers (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
•	 … we [as students] felt helpless not knowing what to do … over time, I have become more self-reliant (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 2021:126)
•	 …[students] gained confidence (Ghandi et al. 2021:8)
1.1.3 Adaptability during remote learning
•	 … after we do our classes, we get together and do our own classes … (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
•	 … [The COVID-19 pandemic] prompted many students to enhance their resourcefulness and creativity (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
•	 … [students] stayed connected to their studies by actively seeking out opportunities via online platforms such as zoom … to communicate 

with teachers and peers (Kerbage et al. 2021:1412)
1.1.4 Resilience is protective of students’ well-being
•	 … resilience partially mediates the relationship between hopelessness and depression… (Pretorius 2021:275)
•	 … higher levels of resilience … protect [students] their well-being (Drach-Zahavy et al. 2021:116) 
•	 … As personal, relational, organizational and national resilience is augmented…students are able to maintain their well-being (Drach-Zahavy 

et al. 2021:117)
2. Aspects 
enhancing the 
development 
of resilience

2.1. Cognitive 
adaptability 
cultivating 
students’ resilience

2.1.1 Creating opportunities for personal and professional growth
•	 … guided self-reflection and mentor support… can yield opportunities for positive personal growth (Goodlet et al. 2022:36)
•	 Everything I have witnessed, whether it be good or bad, will influence my future practice as a student and nurse. I will reflect on the 

things that I have experienced and when I feel drained and defeated through life, work or when I’m struggling with an assignment, 
these things will remind me that I am strong and that, no matter how tough things get, it will all be worth it for both myself and my 
patients (Leigh et al. 2020:788)

•	 Though, physically exhausting and emotionally draining, I have developed strong emotional resilience (Kane et al. 2022:99)
2.1.2 Contributing to society
•	 It was like a very rapid evolution … We went from the fear of being away from my family, friends, university … to the frustration and 

helplessness of not knowing how to help… to finding our place as professionals and … feeling useful (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 2021:126)
•	 I felt a social obligation as I am nearly qualified and … in a place to help my community (Kane et al. 2022:97)
•	 It’s so amazing to hear the positive stories of communities coming together to support our healthcare and key workers [in the 

Netherlands] (Leigh et al. 2020:789)
2.1.3 Fostering healthy relationships with peers and self
•	 During the transition to virtual learning, the mantra of ‘we are all in this together’ (Goodlet et al. 2022:34) 
•	 … [COVID] pushed me out of my comfort zone and allowed me to ‘show up’ in ways I never knew I could (Evans et al. 2021:779)
•	 … [I developed the] ability to take time for self‐care (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
2.1.4 Adversity as an opportunity to learn and acquire new skills
•	 [Social Work] students to receive Telehealth Training (Evans et al. 2021:780)
•	 … [Students] learned how to work in disaster management (Ghandi et al. 2021:8)
•	 I felt this time would give me a unique experience (Kane et al. 2022:99) 
2.1.5 Viewing the positive side of challenges
•	 … contentment is the key… the gift of life … [to] find happiness (Ezulike et al. 2021:10)
•	 … do the best with what you got (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
•	 Staying positive in times of uncertainty (Kerbage et al. 2021:1411)

2.2. Coping strategies 
cultivating students’ 
resilience

2.2.1 Emotion-focused coping
Managing negative emotions
•	 Each time I feel down emotionally, I play the piano… Social media was a good coping strategy (Ezulike et al. 2021:10)
•	 … whenever I have free time, I tried to exercise as much as I can (Wallace et al. 2021:616)
•	 … Religion and spirituality… (Ezulike et al. 2021:10) 
2.2.2 Problem-focused coping
Active actions to cope or solve problems
•	 … [Students] Counselled themselves… learned a new skill (Ezulike et al. 2021:10)
•	 Debriefing…developing routines (Kerbage et al. 2021:1411)
•	 … shared reflections… (Leigh et al. 2020:789)
2.2.3 Altruism and satisfaction to be of help to others
•	 … assisting other people kept [students] them busy and took their minds off the current situation (Ezulike et al. 2021:10) 
•	 Self-satisfaction in life-saving process and in service to the needy… (Ghandi et al. 2021:9)
•	 I have been trained for this. It is my responsibility (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 2021:127)
2.3.1 Institutional support
•	 … university [was seen] as supportive … provision of data, counselling services …support offered by lecturers and tutors (Laher et al. 

2021:224)
•	 … There was a very good atmosphere in the team and a great deal of collaboration .… (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 2021:127)
•	 … [supervisor] checking on my wellbeing … guiding me (Kane et al. 2022:99)

Table 3 continues on the next page→
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II	 Quasi-experimental research
III	 Non-experimental, qualitative and meta-synthesis 

research

The quality of the scientific evidence was rated according 
to:

A: High quality: reliable results with adequate sample size, 
conclusions and recommendations that were scientifically 
sound and supported with a literature review. The article 
had to have a sample size fitting with the methodology and 
reflected conclusions and recommendations based on a 
comprehensive literature review or findings.

B: Good quality: reasonable reliable results with an adequate 
sample size, fairly significant conclusions; reasonable 
consistent recommendations based on a moderately 
comprehensive literature review. The article had to have a 
sample size fitting with the methodology and have made 
some conclusions and recommendations based on a partial 
literature review.

C: Low quality: inconsistent results from an inadequate 
sample from where no conclusions were drawn.

Results of the critical appraisal
From the 34 publications reviewed, 23 were included after 
the critical appraisal process was completed.

Rigour
A subject librarian assisted with literature searches by 
using specified keywords and search engines to enhance 
accuracy. The literature search was conducted during three 
different times in 2022 to look for articles that fit the 
inclusion criteria. The critical appraisal was applied to 34 
articles and 11 were excluded because of poor quality of 
evidence, inadequate conclusions and recommendations or 
findings irrelevant to the topic under study. The sample 
size of 23 was based on data saturation where the themes 
were recurring, and no new information was added. A co-
coder ensured neutrality. Thematic analysis was applied 
following Tesch’s protocol as described in Creswell (2014). 
Themes, categories and subcategories were identified and 
described in Table 3.

Ethical considerations
This article followed all ethical standards for research 
without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Results
There were four themes reflected in the findings: attributes 
of students’ resilience, aspects enhancing the development 
of resilience, aspects hindering the development of 
resilience and recommendations to cultivate students’ 
resilience. Table 3 indicates the thematic analysis applied to 
the data. 

TABLE 3 (Continues...): Themes, categories, and sub-categories of the integrative review on resilience of undergraduate students in health sciences during COVID-19.
Themes Categories Sub-categories

2.3. Support 
cultivating students’ 
resilience

2.3.2 Peer support
•	 … we felt like we were going through this together. Nobody was alone, and we had the support that we needed (Wallace et al. 2021:615)
•	 Having colleagues close by… knowing that the other person will understand you because they are in the same situation as you … if I 

needed to cry, I wept… (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 2021:127)
2.3.3 Social and professional support
•	 My family members provided little financial support. They also provided huge emotional support by encouraging me not to give up 

hope (Ezulike et al. 2021:9)
•	 I have a regular Zoom meeting with my church group to stay connected (Kerbage et al. 2021:1411)
•	 I’m also seeing a therapist on a regular basis … it also helped me (Wallace et al. 2021:616)

3. Aspects 
hindering the 
development of 
resilience

3.1 Challenges in 
cultivating students’ 
resilience

3.1.1 Coping challenges
•	 … some students used negative coping strategies such as avoidance. While such a coping strategy proves effective in the short term, it 

may be ineffective in the long term (Ezulike et al. 2021:14)
•	 … self-distraction coping strategy… (Laher et al. 2021:221)
•	 Low resilience was correlated with more severe burnout, poor well-being, reduced motivation, and higher usage of stimulants… 

(Forycka et al. 2022:10)
4. Recommendations 
to cultivate students’ 
resilience

4.1 
Recommendations 
to cultivate students’ 
resilience

4.1.1 Capacity building to cultivate resilience and mental health
•	 … universities to implement programmes to educate students… increase awareness regarding mental health… signs and symptoms of 

hopelessness and depression (Pretorius 2021:275)
•	 … online counselling sessions, workshops on coping and stress… (Aslam et al. 2021:85)
•	 Students must be given the tools to manage their anxiety (Yüksel & Yilmaz 2022:81)
4.1.2 Enhancing institutional support (academic & emotional)
•	 … the lecturers in the Department, reach out to the students…at different time points, to know how well they are faring…assure [them] 

they are not alone... (Ezulike et al. 2021:14)
•	 … foster online community building, become adept in teaching in an online environment… promote self‐care to cultivate resilience 

(Wallace et al. 2021:617)
•	 … maintain transparency about the [educational] goals … Share your own experiences…offer flexible structures…provide ongoing 

feedback (Schlesselman et al. 2020:680)
4.1.3 Providing psychological support for students
•	 More access to counselling services and self-help material was recommended (Laher et al. 2021:224)
•	 Allow student to determine how much they can withstand … Ask students what makes them feel safe… Communicate often… Invite 

conversation … Address students by name … Ask students how they are doing (Schlesselman et al. 2020:680)
•	 … [it was recommended that] students with moderate anxiety should be followed up after graduation and supported to ensure that 

they do not experience more severe anxiety while working in clinical settings (Yüksel & Yilmaz 2022:81)
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Discussion
This integrative review aimed to identify resilience of 
undergraduate students in health sciences during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Data from 23 articles reflected four themes: (1) attributes of 
students’ resilience, (2) aspects enhancing the development of 
resilience, (3) aspects hindering the development of resilience 
and (4) recommendations to cultivate students’ resilience.

Attributes of students’ resilience
The findings indicated that students displayed attributes that 
enhanced their resilience (Drach-Zahavy et al. 2021; Gandhi 
et al. 2021). 

The following sub-categories were identified during data 
analysis: defining resilience, self-efficacy and self-determination, 
adaptability and resilience is protective of students’ well-being. 

Defining resilience
According to Gonçalves et al. (2021), the origin of the term 
resilience is found in the 1970s when American and British 
researchers used the term ‘invulnerability’ for people who 
stayed well despite exposure to difficult times. From a 
psychological perspective, resilience is used to describe 
people’s ability to face challenges and struggles in a positive 
manner (Chen & Bonanno 2020 in Gonçalves et al. 2021). These 
challenges can include adaptability to change (Killgore et al. 
2020 in Gonçalves et al. 2021). Resilience is also defined by 
Drach-Zahavv et al. (2021) from a socio-ecological viewpoint 
as the ability to predict, prepare, survive and adjust to turbulent 
environments by using available resources. These resources 
can be collective on an individual, family or community level.

Self-efficacy and self-determination
Students indicated that the COVID-19 pandemic strengthened 
their independence as their loved ones were not near to assist 
them with challenges. In a study by Wallace et al. (2021), 
students formed study groups on their own where they 
simulated and practised nursing skills. Their independence 
grew as they discovered their ‘own strength’ and developed 
their nursing competencies. Students also felt more confident 
(Ghandi et al. 2021) and self-reliant as reflected by a study:

At first, we were afraid of not having our loved ones nearby… 
then we felt helpless not knowing what to do, … over time, I 
have become more self-reliant. (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 
2021:126)

Adaptability during remote learning
The COVID-19 pandemic provided the opportunity for 
students to be resourceful and innovative during online 
learning. One student in a study conducted by (Wallace et al. 
2021:616) indicated ‘I taught classes with a few of my peers’. 
Another student said:

I had to find ways to be creative, to learn how to do a lot of the 
nursing tasks. And so my creativity expanded. I made my own 

tools. I made my own Foley catheters … and I did a bunch of 
stuff with teddy bears … (Wallace et al. 2021:616)

According to a study conducted by (Kerbage et al. 2021:1409), 
adaptability was improved by developing daily routines and 
‘staying connected’ with friends, family and their studies 
through utilising online platforms such as Zoom to 
collaborate with their peers and educators.

Resilience is protective of students’ well-being
Pretorius (2021) highlights the balance between hopelessness 
and depression and points out that resilience lowers the 
incidence of hopelessness resulting in depression. The link 
between resilience and well-being is supported by Drach-
Zahavy et al. (2021) that indicate nursing students with 
resilience are less prone to suffer from intense stress.

Aspects enhancing the development of 
resilience
This theme had three categories: cognitive adaptability; 
coping strategies cultivating students’ resilience and support 
cultivating students’ resilience.

Cognitive adaptability cultivating students’ resilience
This category has five sub-categories that include:

(1)	 creating opportunities for personal and professional 
growth;

(2)	 adversity as an opportunity to contribute to society;
(3)	 fostering healthy relationships with peers and self;
(4)	 adversity as an opportunity to learn and acquire new 

skills; and
(5)	 viewing the positive side of challenges.

Creating opportunities for personal and professional 
growth: A study conducted by Goodlet et al. (2022) with 
pharmacy students revealed that self-reflection and mentor 
support during challenges can facilitate personal development 
during COVID-19. In another study by Leigh et al. (2020:788), 
a nursing student said:

‘Everything I have witnessed, whether it be good or bad, will 
influence my future practice as a student and nurse. I will 
reflect on the things that I have experienced and when I feel 
drained and defeated through life, work or when I’m 
struggling with an assignment, these things will remind me 
that I am strong and that, no matter how tough things get, 
it  will all be worth it for both myself and my patients.’ 
(student 1, nurse)

This view was supported by a nursing student in a study by 
Kane et al. (2022) that pointed out that though physically 
exhausting and emotionally draining, they have developed 
strong emotional resilience’. Students from social work 
reflected on their academic challenges during the pandemic as 
follows: 

‘I have learned how resilient and flexible I am. I am not a fan of 
distance learning, but having it forced upon me, made me face 
some fears and overcome them.’ (student 2, nurse)
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Adversity as an opportunity to contribute to society: Students 
in a study conducted in Nigeria by Ezulike, Okoye and Ekoh 
(2021) reflected on how the COVID-19 pandemic motivated 
them to ‘make the world a better place’. They felt that their 
minds were broadened to think not only of themselves but 
other healthcare workers and communities. The nursing 
students appreciated the opportunity that the COVID-19 
pandemic provided for them to join other health care workers 
as frontline workers (Leigh et al. 2020). Student nurses in a study 
conducted by Vázquez-Calatayud et al. (2021) experienced the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a chance to improve the lives of patients 
and their families through health promotion. 

Fostering healthy relationships with peers and self: The 
challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic created a platform 
where relationships with peers could be nurtured and 
developed (Kerbage et al. 2021; Wallace et al. 2021). A student 
in a study by Goodlet et al. (2022:34) relates.

During the transition to virtual learning, the mantra of ‘we are all 
in this together’ was emphasized … as well as the need to be 
flexible and compassionate while navigating a new reality. (p. 34)

One of the social work students talked about how difficult it 
was during the COVID-19 pandemic but also said:

I can honestly say that strangely it has brought me closer to family 
and friends and pushed me out of my comfort zone and allowed me 
to ‘show up’ in ways I never knew I could. (Evans et al. 2021:779)

Adversity as an opportunity to learn and acquire new 
skills: Students from different disciplines reflected on the 
new skills they learned including disaster management 
(Ghandi et al. 2021; Kane et al. 2022). Social work students 
indicated in a study conducted by Evans et al. (2021) that 
they were able to learn how to utilise telehealth to support 
the health needs of diverse communities.

Viewing the positive side of challenges: Students 
highlighted the need to stay positive by stating:

… contentment is the key… the gift of life … [to] find happiness. 
(Ezulilike 2021:10)

… do the best with what you got. (Wallace et al. 2021:616)

Staying positive in times of uncertainty. (Kerbage et al. 2021:1411)

Coping strategies cultivating students’ resilience
Literature indicated that coping strategies influence students’ 
resilience (Ezulike et al. 2021; Ghandi et al. 2021; Kerbage et al. 
2021; Leigh et al. 2020; Wallace et al. 2021). There are three sub-
categories identified for this category, namely (1) emotion-
focuses coping, (2) problem-focused coping and (3) altruism.

Emotion-focused coping: Some students indicated that they 
cope by managing their negative emotions by relaxing, 
exercising and religion (Ghandi et al. 2021; Kerbage et al. 
2021). Relaxation included playing games or piano or 
listening to music. Students mentioned the following:

Each time I feel down emotionally, I play the piano … Social 
media was a good coping strategy. (Ezulilike 2021:10)

… whenever I have free time, I tried to exercise as much as I can. 
(Wallace et al. 2021)

… Religion and spirituality … (Ezulilike 2021:10)

Problem-focused coping: Students from different disciplines 
indicated that they actively try to solve their problems. They 
reflected on the following skills:

… [Students] Counselled themselves … learned a new skill. 
(Ezulilike 2021:11)

Debriefing … setting boundaries between work and study…
developing routines. (Kerbage et al. 2021:1412)

… shared reflections … (Leigh et al. 2020:789) 

Altruism: Students stated that altruism refers to helping 
others. They reflected on how altruism enhanced their 
resilience as follows:

… assisting other people kept [students] them busy and took 
their minds off the current situation. (Ezulilike 2021:10) 

I realized the power of our profession, that we hold people’s 
lives in our hands … I grasped the importance of the nursing 
profession, of accompanying patients in good and bad times … I 
have been trained for this. It is my responsibility. (Vázquez-
Calatayud et al. 2021:127)

Self-satisfaction in life-saving process and in service to the 
needy… (Ghandi et al. 2021)

Support cultivating students’ resilience
This category has three sub-categories that include (1) 
institutional support, (2) peer support and (3) social and 
professional support.

Institutional support: Institutional support was viewed by 
students as support from the university in terms of data 
provision, counselling services and support from lecturers 
(Evans et al. 2021; Laher et al. 2021; Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 
2021).

Peer support: Peer support was perceived by students from 
different disciplines as ‘virtual get-togethers to maintain 
relationships with classmates’ (Goodlet et al. 2022). In a 
study conducted by Wallace et al. (2021), peer support was 
reflected on by nursing students that described forming 
their own study groups through social media platforms to 
enhance peer interactions. One student said … we felt like 
we were going through this together. Nobody was alone, 
and we had the support that we needed (Wallace et al. 2021).

Another student indicated:

Having colleagues close by… knowing that the other person 
will understand you because they are in the same situation as 
you … if I needed to cry, I wept … (Vázquez-Calatayud et al. 
2021:127)

Social and professional support: Participants from the 
studies (Ezulike et al. 2021; Kerbage et al. 2021; Wallace 
et al. 2021) related social support as being provided by 
their families and professional support by therapists and 
pastors. 
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Aspects hindering the development of resilience
This theme highlighted the challenges in cultivating students’ 
resilience by exploring their coping challenges. These 
challenges referred to avoidance (Ezulike et al. 2021) and 
self-distracting (Laher et al. 2021). A study conducted by 
Forycka et al. (2022) added ‘Low resilience was correlated 
with more severe burnout, poor well-being, reduced 
motivation, and higher usage of stimulants…’

Recommendations to cultivate students’ 
resilience
This theme had two sub-categories: (1) capacity building to 
cultivate resilience and (2) enhancing institutional support 
on academic and emotional levels.

Capacity building to cultivate resilience and mental health
Capacity building was seen as increasing awareness though 
programmes, online counselling sessions and workshops 
(Aslam et al. 2021; Pretorius 2021; Yȕksel & Yilmaz 2022).

Enhancing institutional support
Institutional support was classified on an academic and 
emotional level as follows:

… the lecturers in the Department, reach out to the students … to 
know how well they are faring … assure [them] they are not 
alone ... (Ezulilike 2021:12)

… foster online community building, become adept in teaching 
in an online environment … promote self-care to cultivate 
resilience. (Wallace et al. 2021:617)

… maintain transparency about the [educational] goals…Share 
your own experiences … offer flexible structures … provide 
ongoing feedback. (Schlesselman, Cain & DiVall 2020:680)

Students from different disciplines emphasised the need for 
access to counselling services and self-help materials (Laher 
et al. 2021). Follow-up of students after graduation to support 
them while they are working in clinical settings was also 
indicated by a study conducted by Yȕksel and Yilmaz (2022).

Contribution
This review contributes to cultivating resilience of 
undergraduate students in health sciences during their training 
to prepare them for global pandemics and disasters. Preparation 
in the form of capacity building and support is needed to equip 
these students to withstand any challenging context in their 
professional career, enhancing the global health systems. 

The role of student support on an institutional level was 
highlighted to develop student resilience. Student support 
can include face-to-face or online counselling sessions as well 
as workshops, webinars and self-help materials. Capacity 
building can focus on emotional awareness and development  
of effective coping skills, cognitive adaptability, as well as 
personal and professional development. Growth and 
development can be facilitated through online short courses 
with assessments and reflections to monitor progress. 

Conclusion
This review achieved the initial aim by indicating that 
undergraduate students in health sciences demonstrated 
resilience during the COVID storm. The participants included 
in this review represented the global context and included 
different disciplines: pharmacy, social work, medical, 
dentistry, psychology and nursing students.

Findings highlighted attributes of students’ resilience as self-
efficacy, self-determination, adaptability, personal and 
professional growth. Aspects enhancing the development of 
resilience included cognitive adaptability, effective coping 
strategies (emotion-focused, problem-focused and altruism) 
and support (institutional, peer, social and professional). 
Aspects hindering the development of resilience referred to 
ineffective coping skills (avoidance and self-distraction). 

Recommendations are made to cultivate resilience as part of the 
undergraduate curriculum on health sciences to empower these 
students to bring hope and healing during times of turmoil.
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