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The present explorative study aims to analyze the profiles of students seeking help in
the two areas (emotion/relation or learning areas) of a psychological counseling service
for students at the University of Genoa to better understand their request for support in
pre- and post-pandemic periods. A total of 229 university students seeking for help from
November 2018 to December 2021 completed a psychological battery investigating
emotion regulation difficulties and pathological domains of personality (students taken
in charge by the emotion/relation area) or motivation issues and anxiety and resilience
levels (students taken in charge by the learning area). Regarding the emotion/relation
area, results show that problems in emotion dysregulation, and especially in regulating
positive emotions, are associated to several pathological domains of personality, such as
Psychoticism, Antagonism, Disinhibition, Detachment, and Negative Affectivity. Among
the learning area, motivational aspects concerning confidence in one’s intelligence,
academic self-efficacy, and learning goals are differently associated with anxiety and
resilience above and beyond other aspects, such as attributions. Some limited but
significant differences emerge from the comparison between pre- and post-COVID
periods: a reduction in detachment in students attending the emotion/relation area,
an increase of students with high levels of anxiety in the learning area. These results
support the importance of continually operating on emotional and motivational aspects
to enhance the students’ well-being and thus sustaining their academic careers.

Keywords: psychological counseling, university students, COVID-19 pandemic, emotional dysregulation,
pathological personality domains, learning believes, anxiety

INTRODUCTION

Psychological counseling is defined “as the professional use, regulated by principles, of a relationship,
in which the client is helped to acquire a better knowledge of himself/herself and of his/her own
psychological problems, and to sustain his/her emotional growth and the optimal development of
his/her own personal resources” (Adamo et al., 2010, p. 1152). Specifically, university counseling
services deal with students’ psychological problems concerning the challenge of emerging
adulthood, and the developmental transitioning they are facing with the addition of issues
related to adaptation to the new academic life. Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic posed a
double challenge for university psychological services: on one hand, there has been a noticeable
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increase in demands for psychological help from university
students’ (Karaman et al., 2021; Muzi et al., 2021); on the other
hand, university counseling services were obliged to move from
presence (usual) to distance mode of delivery to ensure continuity
of services (Supriyanto et al., 2020), as consequence of restrictions
on face-to-face social contacts imposed in several countries,
starting in Italy from March 2020.

Most studies on psychological profiles of pre-pandemic
seeking-help university students focused on their mental health
issues – i.e., rates of depression, anxiety, suicidality, substance
abuse, etc., – as well as on their associated poor academic
achievements, and some studies investigated which risk factors
can be related with these negative outcomes (for a review, see
Sheldon et al., 2021). Among these, emotion dysregulation and
pathological domains of personality, as well as causal attribution
and motivational aspects deserve to be further explored.

Emotion Dysregulation and Pathological
Personality Among University Students
Emotion dysregulation is a multi-faceted construct involving
deficits in understanding, responding to, and management of
emotional responses (Gratz and Roemer, 2004). Literature has
focused on dysregulation stemming from negative emotions,
highlighting that the impairments in regulating unpleasant
emotions -as fear, sadness, anger, related to self-reported
stress, and poor coping- are extremely linked to maladaptive
behaviors and psychopathologies, including personality disorders
(Ponzoni et al., 2021). Focusing on university students, research
showed that those experiencing negative affect and difficulties
in regulating those intense emotions often display interpersonal
conflict, aggression, and symptomatology (Menozzi et al., 2016).

However, preliminary work suggests that individuals
experience difficulties regulating “positive” emotions (i.e.,
pleasure emotions as excitement, joy, and happiness) are
parallel to the difficulties observed in negative emotions (Weiss
et al., 2018). Indeed, positive emotional states may increase
distractibility and lead to less discriminative use of information
increasing the risk for disadvantageous decision-making focused
on short- versus long-term goals and interfering with the ability
to control impulses (Weiss et al., 2018). However, no study
investigated dysregulation of positive emotions in high-educated
students up to now.

Furthermore, clinical research has recently focused on
pathological personality not only in terms of categorical
personality disorders, but also in terms of dimensional traits,
i.e., maladaptive variants of the five domains of the extensively
validated Big Five personality model (Thomas et al., 2013). It
includes: Psychoticism (i.e., a disconnection from reality and
a tendency for illogical thought patterns), Antagonism (i.e.,
aggressive tendencies accompanied by assertions of dominance
and grandiosity), Disinhibition (i.e., characterized by impulsivity
and sensation seeking), Detachment (i.e., characterized by
introversion, social isolation, and anhedonia), and Negative
Affectivity (i.e., the tendency to experience an array of negative
emotions). Literature showed that pathological personality
traits can contribute to the development of health problems

(Abdi and Pak, 2019). For example, studies conducted with high-
educated students highlighted that pathological personality traits
are associated with anxiety-related conditions, as well as social
interactions problems (Zemestani et al., 2021). These results are
consistent with the idea that certain pathological personality
traits are associated with difficulties to regulate the emotions
and negative outcomes as interpersonal problems, and aggression
(Aldao et al., 2010; Pollock et al., 2016). This is important
because the present study may shed light on the role that emotion
regulation difficulties and pathological personality traits may play
in university context.

Considering the COVID pandemic, both emotion
dysregulation and pathological personality traits displayed
a less favorable pattern of outcomes with a general worsening of
individual mental health (Zemestani et al., 2021; Waterschoot
et al., 2022). However, few studies have examined these aspects
among university students, although they may be crucial factors
for maladjustment in the university context having implications
for the well-being of students, their future personal development,
and also for their academic performance (Dobos et al., 2021).

Causal Attribution, Motivational Aspects,
and Learning Difficulties Among
University Students
The literature shows that motivational and strategic aspects of
learning positively modulate a successful career at university
(Cornoldi et al., 2003; Dupeyrat and Mariné, 2005). Accordingly,
different motivational aspects, such as learning goals, self-
efficacy, and confidence in our-own intelligence may be
considered relevant for optimal university performance. For
example, learning goals orientation leads students to approach,
engage and respond to learning tasks in specific ways (Schunk
et al., 2008). Being guided by mastery goals has positive effects
on learning (Denzine and Brown, 2015): students who show
mastery goals tend to worry less about comparing their own
with the performance of others, set goals related to themselves,
and put more effort into pursuing them. The goals orientation
is also associated with other motivational aspects, thus mastery-
oriented students tend to show higher levels of self-efficacy,
which is the individual’s perception of their ability to complete
a task, that in turn promotes performance (Bandura, 1997).
Together with these aspects, the causal attributions on academic
results influence students’ attitudes toward subsequent learning
opportunities, constituting key beliefs within motivational
processes (Weiner, 1985). Thus, the tendency to attribute one’s
successes and failures to internal causes, such as commitment or
ability, or to external causes, such as luck or the characteristics of
a task, may change the individual reactions in face of academic
failures or successes.

Considering the role played by the aforementioned aspects
on the learning process, students who have applied to the
counseling service reporting difficulties in studying receive an
intervention aimed at promoting the motivational aspects and
beliefs associated with an improvement in academic results, also
with the aim of reducing the study’s related negative emotions
that entail an increase of anxiety.
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Current Study
Based on the abovementioned literature, the current explorative
study has the following objectives.

The first purpose was to examine the pattern of correlations
among emotion regulation difficulties and pathological
personality domains. It was hypothesized that dysregulation of
both negative emotions and positive emotions (still unexplored)
would be positively related to pathological personality domains
as Psychoticism, Antagonism, Disinhibition, Detachment, and
Negative Affectivity (Pollock et al., 2016). It was also verified
whether seeking-help university students in the post-pandemic
condition would show increased levels of emotion dysregulation
and pathological personality domains compared to those in
pre-pandemic conditions (Zemestani et al., 2021; Waterschoot
et al., 2022).

The second purpose is to examine the pattern of correlations
among motivational variables and between them and the
outcome variables: anxiety and resilience. It was hypothesized
that anxiety would be negatively related, and resilience would
be positively related to students’ self-efficacy, confidence on
their own intelligence, and mastery-oriented learning goals.
Furthermore, it was verified whether students in the post COVID
condition would show an increased level of anxiety and a reduced
resilience compared to those in pre-pandemic conditions.

METHODS

Procedure
Psychological counseling service at University of Genoa:
“Together.” The current study involved students who sought
help to “Together,” a counseling service or higher-educated
students that has been established at the University of Genoa
since the end of 2018. All students enrolled at the University
of Genoa can freely accede to the service by completing a form
that allows them to be assigned to one of two intervention areas,
one for emotional-relational difficulties (emotion/relation area,
from now ERA) and one for learning difficulties (learning area,
from now LA). The counseling process comprises a cycle of
five sessions plus a follow-up after 3 months. The counseling
service is carried out by two psychologists–psychotherapists,
one psychoanalytically oriented (ERA) and one with a cognitive-
behavioral approach (LA), postgraduate trainees in psychology,
and academic researchers. Until COVID-19 pandemic (March
2020), the counseling interviews at “Together” were delivered
in presence in a dedicated room at University of Genoa. As a
result of the restrictions due to the pandemic, from April 2020

“Together” switched to digital mode and distance counseling
services were offered, to continue helping students.

With regard to the study’s procedure, during the first meeting,
students were asked to voluntarily fill in the assessment tools
described below in the section “Materials,” specific for each area,
ERA and LA, and those who agreed to participate in the research
signed the informed consent in line with the recommendations
of the Ethical Code of the National Council of Psychologists
and the Ethical Guidelines of the Italian Psychology Association.
Data from these tools is used in two different ways: clinicians
in each area use individual data to work clinically with the
client in the counseling process, while researchers anonymized
and statistically analyzed aggregated data to get a picture of
psychological profiles of college students seeking for counseling.

Participants
University students who sought help to the “Together” were
enrolled in this study. Data of 229 participants taken in charge
from November 2018 are presented (see Table 1). Out of them,
128 were taken into charge by the ERA and 101 by the LA.

Among participants, 148 students requested the Service from
March 2020 to December 2021, and they were considered as post-
pandemic accesses. As regards the differences between pre- and
post-pandemic accesses, it is worth noting an estimated increase
of about 34% between the periods before and after March 2020,
with 5 and 6.7 monthly admissions, respectively.

Materials
Emotion/Relation Area Measures
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS; Giromini et al.,
2012) is a 36-item self-report measure assessing emotion
regulation problems using a Likert-type scale rated from 1
(almost never) to 5 (almost always). It provides a Total Score
(DERS Total) resulting from the sum of six additional subscales:
(1) non-acceptance of negative emotions (Non-acceptance);
(2) inability to conduct targeted behaviors when experiencing
negative emotions (Goals); (3) difficulty controlling impulsive
behaviors when experiencing negative emotions (Impulse); (4)
limited access to regulating strategies that are deemed effective
(Strategies); (5) lack of awareness of one’s emotions (Awareness);
and (6) lack of understanding of the nature of one’s emotional
responses (Clarity). DERS Total Cronbach’s α = 0.92.

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale-Positive (DERS-P;
Velotti et al., 2020) is a 15-item self-report measure developed
to assess clinically relevant difficulties in the regulation of
positive emotions, that uses a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). It provides a

TABLE 1 | Sample description (N = 229).

Service areas N. total Gender % females Mean age (S.D.) Age range, years N. Post-COVID accesses

Emotion/relation area (ERA) 128 73 22.84 (2.84) 18–33 87

Learning area (LA) 101 64 23.5 (2.75) 19–33 61

All “Together” 229 70 23.17 (3.8) 18–33 148

N., number; S.D., standard deviation.
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Total Score (DERS-P Total) resulting from the sum of three
additional subscales: (a) acceptance of positive emotions (Non-
acceptance); (b) ability to engage in goal-directed behavior
when experiencing positive emotions (Goals); and (c) ability to
control impulsive behaviors when experiencing positive emotions
(Impulse). Higher scores indicate greater difficulties in the
regulation of positive emotions. Rather than beginning with
the phrase “When I’m upset” like many of the original DERS
items, the DERS-Positive items begin with the phrase “When I’m
happy.” DERS-P Total Cronbach’s α = 0.86.

Personality Inventory for DSM-5 (PID-5; Fossati et al., 2013) is
a 220-item questionnaire with a 4-point response scale (0 = very
or often false to 3 = very or often true) designed to assess
the personality traits of the alternative model for personality
disorders based on personality dysfunction and pathological
personality traits introduced with publication of the DSM-
5. PID-5 items (e.g., “I worry a lot about being alone”) are
summed to compose PID-5 trait scale scores, and 5 domain scale
scores (Psychoticism, Antagonism, Disinhibition, Detachment,
and Negative Affectivity). Cronbach’s α ranges from 0.72 to 0.87.

Learning Area Measures
Attributional Style Questionnaire (ASQ; De Beni and Moé, 1995)
was used to measure the individual attributions of success and
failure in cognitive tasks. It comprises 24 items presenting
successful (12) or unsuccessful (12) hypothetical situations, in
which the student may have found himself. Participants had to
select two causal explanations out of five indicating effort, ability,
luck, help, or task characteristics. Cronbach’s α = 0.67.

The students were also asked to rate two self-reports
from the AMOS questionnaires (De Beni et al., 2014): three
subscales from the Beliefs Questionnaire (BQ), that measure
motivational aspects, such as confidence in our-own intelligence,
academic self-efficacy, and being focused on performance or
mastery learning goals. Students were asked to answer 12
items on a six/five-point Likert scale, organized into the
intelligence self-confidence (ISC, 3 items), the Academic Self-
efficacy (ASE, 5 items), and the Learning goals (LG, 4 items)
subscales. Cronbach’s alphas for each scale were: 0.66 for ISC,
0.80 for ASE, and 0.78 for LG; the Anxiety and Resilience
Questionnaire consists of 14 items in a five-point Likert scale
measuring anxiety (7 items) and resilience (7 items). High
scores correspond to higher anxiety levels and high resilience
levels. The Cronbach’s alphas are 0.86 and 0.76 for anxiety and
resilience subscales.

Statistics
Descriptive statistics were reported to describe participants’
demographics. Zero-order Person correlation coefficients were
used to analyze correlations among variables. ANOVAs were
performed to compare pre- and post-pandemic groups in all the
study variables.

RESULTS

Results are separately presented for each area.

Emotion/Relation Area: Relations
Between Emotion Dysregulation and
Pathological Domains of Personality, and
Impact of Pandemic
As shown in Table 2, difficulties in both negative and
positive emotion regulation are positively correlated with
Psychoticism, Disinhibition, and Negative Affectivity. Moreover,
both Antagonism and Detachment are positively correlated only
with difficulties in the regulation of positive emotions.

The ANOVAs exploring differences in negative and positive
emotion regulation difficulties and pathological domains of
personality associated with the pandemic period reveal only a
significant effect concerning PID-5 Detachment [F(1,123) = 3.74,
p = 0.000, η2p = 0.24].

Learning Area: Relations Between
Attributions, Anxiety and Resilience, and
Impact of Pandemic
As shown in Table 3, internal attributions on effort and ability
are both negatively associated with the other external causal
attributions. Internal causes did not correlate between them,
nor did external causes result associated with each other. As
regards to the association between attributions and beliefs, effort
is positively correlated with intelligence self-confidence and
learning goals, while luck is negatively associated with intelligence
self-confidence. As considering the pattern of correlation with
the outcomes, anxiety is negatively associated with intelligence
self-confidence, academic self-efficacy, and learning goals, while
resilience is positively associated with academic self-efficacy.
Anxiety is negatively correlated with resilience.

The two ANOVAs exploring differences in anxiety and
resilience associated with the pandemic period did not reveal any
significant effect [anxiety F(1,83) = 2.07, p = 0.154, η2p = 0.024;
resilience F(1,83) = 0.101, p = 0.752, η2p = 0.001]. However,
considering the number of students who show critical scores in
the anxiety and resilience scales (higher or equal to 1.5 S.D. and
lower or equal to −1.5 S.D., respectively), there is a significant
increase of students who show critical levels of anxiety during the
pandemic period, while the number of students with lower levels
of resilience did not change significantly: 21 pre- and 48 post-
pandemic accesses with high anxiety (χ2 = 10.6, p = 0.001), vs. 15
pre- and 21 post-pandemic accesses with low resilience (χ2 = 1,
p = 0.317).

DISCUSSION

The hypotheses concerning the ERA were partially confirmed.
Indeed, dysregulation in negative emotions was positively
correlated with specific pathological personality domains as
Psychoticism, Disinhibition, and Negative Affectivity, but not
with Antagonism, and Detachment. In line with the literature
(Pollock et al., 2016), these findings suggest that high-educated
students with difficulties to regulate negative emotions could
respond to academic performance with heightened feelings of
tension, anxiety, fear, impulsivity or illogical thoughts, thus
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TABLE 2 | ERA: Descriptive statistics (N = 128) and zero-order correlation (Pearson).

Mean S.D. Min Max Age DERS total DERS-P total

DERS Total 100.60 21.99 55 158 0.94

DERS-P Total 17.45 5.81 0 42 0.70 0.28**

PID 5 Psychoticism 0.81 0.42 0.00 2.15 0.33 0.34*** 0.42***

PID 5 Antagonism 0.61 0.41 0.00 1.79 0.14 0.13 0.24**

PID 5 Disinhibition 1.00 0.36 0.15 2.18 0.77 0.42*** 0.35***

PID 5 Detachment 1.26 0.50 0.25 2.59 0.17 0.16 0.21*

PID 5 Negative Affectivity 1.16 0.40 0.05 2.03 0.26 0.34*** 0.41***

DERS, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale; DERS-P, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale-Positive; PID-5, Personality Inventory for DSM-5; S.D., standard deviation.
*p < 0.05; ** <0.01; *** <0.001.

TABLE 3 | LA: Descriptive statistics (N = 101) and zero-order correlation (Pearson).

N Mean S.D. Min Max Age Effort Ability Task Luck Help ISC ASE LG Anxiety

Effort 91 −0.63 1.10 −3.71 2.15 0.06 −

Ability 91 0.34 0.76 −1.25 3.29 0.08 −0.03 −

Task 91 −0.31 0.90 −3.04 2.10 0.03 −0.25* −0.30** −

Luck 90 0.36 0.86 −1.65 2.70 −0.11 −0.55*** −0.24* −0.05 −

Help 88 0.25 0.85 −1.23 2.75 0.02 −0.32** −0.22* 0.01 0.03 −

ISC 87 −0.37 1.11 −6.03 1.39 0.07 0.34** 0.04 −0.02 −0.29* −0.08 −

ASE 87 −0.87 1.32 −4.89 2.20 0.07 0.18 −0.06 0.02 −0.09 −0.04 0.34** −

LG 86 −0.31 1.22 −2.30 1.40 0.18 0.24* −0.05 −0.13 −0.15 0.12 0.22* 0.21 −

Anxiety 85 3.19 1.83 −1.35 6.44 0.04 −0.18 −0.001 0.08 0.19 −0.16 −0.43*** −0.24* −0.30**

Resilience 85 −1.09 1.22 −4.05 3.22 −0.09 0.15 −0.04 0.03 −0.15 −0.01 0.27* 0.49*** 0.23 −0.32**

S.D., standard deviation; ISC, Intelligence Self-Confidence; ASE, Academic Self-Efficacy; LG, Learning Goals.
*p < 0.05; ** <0.01; ***p < 0.001.

interfering to their adjustment, plan the behaviors and projects
into the future (Dobos et al., 2021). Otherwise, difficulties
in regulating negative emotion were not associated with the
avoidance of socioemotional experiences and with behaviors
that put the individual at odds with other people, therefore
other certain emotion difficulties could come into play to better
understand the individual functioning difficulties experimented
in university context. On the contrary, dysregulation in positive
emotions was positively correlated with all the five pathological
domains of personality, suggesting a key-role of positive
emotions dysregulation as a crucial factor for maladjustment
in the university context. This sheds light that dysregulation of
positive emotions can be related in a different way with respect
to negative emotions to personality functioning. The specific
difficulty to accept positive emotional states in a non-judgmental
way should determine specific responses not only on social and
emotional functioning but also on the ability to adopt coping
strategies and alternative adjustment responses, thus impacting
academic and extra-academic lives (Menozzi et al., 2016; Dobos
et al., 2021).

Despite literature emphasized the COVID-19 crisis in
increasing emotion dysregulation and pathological personality
domains (Zemestani et al., 2021; Waterschoot et al., 2022), no
differences in pre- and post-pandemic groups were revealed,
except for Detachment which surprisingly obtained lower scores
in the post-pandemic condition compared to pre-pandemic one.
A speculative explanation may be that restrictions requiring

students to spend most of their time indoors with family
members could strengthen family relationships by reducing their
introversion and social isolation. However, this finding should be
explored in further studies.

The results concerning students from LA are in line
with the literature describing the psychological correlates of
university students’ academic performance (Richardson et al.,
2012; Honicke and Broadbent, 2016). Students, that are more
likely to attribute the causes of successes or failures to their efforts
or ability, are less prone to attribute those to task characteristics,
luck, and help from other people. Moreover, choices between the
two internal or among the external causes are more independent.
Considering the beliefs, higher the level of effort attributions
and higher the level of confidence in their own intelligence and
mastery learning goals (Richardson et al., 2012); higher the level
of luck attributions and lower the level of confidence in their
own intelligence (Rotter, 1966). Results also showed that anxiety
and resilience are associated with students’ beliefs more than with
their causal attributions. It should be noted that the motivational
components significantly contribute to academic achievement
(e.g., Mega et al., 2014) and that anxiety and resilience were
associated with the ineffective and the effective use of learning
strategies (De Beni et al., 2014). These results corroborate the
pattern of relationships among motivational aspects found in the
aforementioned studies. Moreover, in line with the literature, they
confirm the negative impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the well-
being of students who more frequently reported higher levels
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of anxiety (e.g., Busetta et al., 2021). Together these findings
suggest that an intervention aimed to promote internal causal
attributions and reduce dysfunctional beliefs by modulating
anxiety and resilience may effectively support students.

Overall, our findings show the importance of paying attention
to characteristics such as emotion regulation, self-confidence,
and learning motivation in promoting students’ wellbeing and
academic careers and preventing the potential risks of severe
psychological distress. Indeed, empowerment programs have
been shown to reduce both depressive and anxiety symptoms in
college students (Hart Abney et al., 2019). Lastly, although the
expected negative effect of the pandemic period on the observed
variables was only partially found, noteworthy is the increase in
the number of students who have turned to the service.

Limitations of the Study
Despite some promising results, several limitations of this study
are worth mentioning.

First, the assessment tools (e.g., DERS, DERS-P, PID-5, AMOS,
etc.) were mainly used to collect individual data as a support in
the clinical counseling process, taking into account the specific
problems underlying the search for help addressed to the two
different intervention areas, ERA and LA. Therefore, the tools
investigate different aspects and it was not possible to compare
or aggregate the results of the ERA and LA groups. For the same
reason, we did not carry out a post-test evaluation at the end
of the counseling process. In the future, it will be important to
ensure that all clients, both those accessing the ERA and those
in the LA, will be assessed through the same tools in the initial
assessment, as well as repeat the same assessment at the end
of the consulting process in order to verify the effectiveness of
the intervention.

In addition, the results about the impact of the COVID-
19 crisis are difficult to interpret: on the one hand the
pandemic situation per se probably caused the observed increase
in demands for psychological help from university students,
especially when reporting high levels of anxiety; on the
other hand, the transition from the mode of delivery from

presence to distance could have contributed to generate some
counterintuitive effects or make less evident potential changes
in some domains of personality. Further research is needed
to distinguish the direct effects of the pandemic from changes
related to the different ways of delivering services.
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