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Abstract
The article presents a case study on the launch and operation of an online psychological help line admin-
istered by psychology students for other students and other young people. This initiative was created in re-
sponse to the challenging pandemic situation in 2020 and was continued in the following years due to the de-
mand for this type of assistance.

The people reaching out for support expressed emotional difficulties, increased anxiety, feelings of isolation, 
loneliness or problems in interpersonal relationships. The online nature of the project allowed young people 
to obtain an easily accessible, flexible form of help in a modern tech environment. Students reported that the 
project provided them with substantial professional experience, development of practical skills, and satisfac-
tion from offering peer support.

The biggest challenges of the support line included the instability of contacts with those in need, the difficulty 
of setting a framework for support and the ethical aspects of the support offered. A limitation of this type of in-
itiatives is the need to make every effort to ensure the safety and quality of the support provided through reg-
ular supervision and attention to the confidentiality of the platforms used.

psychological help; peer support; online support

INTRODUCTION

The aim of the article is to present, in the form 
of a case study, the context of the launch, the 
principles of operation and the effects achieved 
by the online support line created at the Insti-
tute of Psychology at the University of Szczecin. 
The line is run by psychology students for other 
students and other young people, and the sup-

port providers are supervised by specialists, 
psychologists and psychotherapists. This initi-
ative aims to support young people in coping 
with problems through psychoeducation and 
emotional support. Using the case study meth-
od, which examines a phenomenon in its natural 
context [1], we would like to present the emer-
gence, development and results of the launched 
support line.

The line started operating in the pandem-
ic year 2020. The year began with an epidemic 
caused by the acute respiratory syndrome COV-
ID-19, which is caused by the SARS-CoV-2 cor-
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onavirus. In March, the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) declared a pandemic [2]. The sit-
uation changed for people all over the world. 
It exposed the weaknesses of healthcare systems, 
caused emotional distress and slowed the econ-
omy down [3]. In Poland, the first case was re-
corded on 4 March 2020, and as of 20 March, 
according to the regulation of the Minister of 
Health, Poland was in a state of epidemic. The 
restrictions, which were imposed and lifted, 
caused changes in lifestyle.

Many psychological consequences and health 
problems have emerged gradually, the most 
common being anxiety, depression and stress 
[4, 5]. The restrictions that people had to adhere 
to contributed to the increased social unrest 
and generalized anxiety. An analysis of stud-
ies on the psychological impact of the restric-
tions caused by the experienced global infections 
indicates that the most common psychological 
consequences are: acute post-traumatic stress, 
moderate stress, depression, experiencing neg-
ative emotions such as fear, nervousness, sad-
ness and guilt, as well as a tendency to abuse 
alcohol and other psychoactive substances [6]. 
Further overview data on the consequences of 
a lockdown due to the epidemiological restric-
tions indicate that, in addition to anxiety, post-
traumatic stress disorder, depression and addic-
tion, there is an increased risk of suicidal behav-
ior and domestic violence [7]. A review of more 
than a dozen studies on the consequences of the 
COVID-19 quarantine showed negative psycho-
social outcomes including symptoms of depres-
sion, anxiety, anger, stress, post-traumatic stress, 
increased feelings of social isolation, loneliness 
and stigmatization [8]. It is emphasized that the 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic is a series 
of symptoms which, despite not meeting the cri-
teria for a clinical diagnosis, are indeed symp-
toms, yet they are symptoms of anxiety, depres-
sion, stress and sleep disorders, which, depend-
ing on individual variables, can have different 
consequences [4].

Young people are one of the groups particular-
ly vulnerable to the negative effects of the pan-
demic in terms of mental health [9, 10]. During 
the pandemic, children and young people took 
part in global distance learning, which did not 
go without consequences. A review of studies on 
teenagers in Poland indicated that more than ten 

percent of children and teenagers experienced 
serious negative consequences, and a few per-
cent experienced a positive change [11]. The re-
search indicates changes in mood towards de-
pression, an increase in psychosomatic symp-
toms (e.g. difficulty sleeping, headaches and 
stomach aches), lack of digital hygiene, a change 
in lifestyle mainly towards an unhealthy one, 
and changes in friendships and relationships 
at home. These changes mainly affected high 
school students and girls [11], women and non-
heterosexual people [9].

Project main objectives

The changes which have occurred in education 
during the pandemic have also affected the ac-
ademic community. Some studies examine the 
negative effects of the pandemic, pointing to 
an increase in anxiety, depression and suicidal 
thoughts, as well as changes in students’ learn-
ing, health and lifestyle [12]. There are also stud-
ies that analyze positive consequences and pro-
tective factors, such as sense of self-efficacy [13]. 
The pandemic triggered a global stress response, 
the course of which can be described using the 
phases of stress described by [14]. Initial reac-
tions to the changes resulting from the pandem-
ic took the form of an alert response, followed 
by a phase of shock and mobilization charac-
terized by defensive efforts. These took various 
forms, from changes introduced by the govern-
ment to those resulting from individual initia-
tives. The latter include a student initiative that 
emerged in the psychology department at the 
University of Szczecin.

The project ”Students during the Pandemic. 
Psychology Students for High School Students” 
lasted from 1 April to 2 June 2020. The initia-
tive was a response to the difficult situation of 
the pandemic in the country and was primarily 
aimed at high school students from across Po-
land, struggling with various difficulties. Fourth 
– and fifth-year psychology students provided 
online psychological support daily from 10 a.m. 
to 10 p.m. via the project email and a specially 
prepared platform. Only students who had al-
ready completed psychological aid courses and 
voluntarily expressed interest were eligible to 
participate in the project. The students’ work 
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was supervised by professionals (licensed psy-
chotherapists) from the Institute of Psychology, 
so that the students could feel safe in their sup-
port work. The initiative exceeded the expecta-
tions of the organizers, and thanks to it, many 
people in need were reached.

After the first edition was finalized, the next 
editions were launched together with the next 
academic semesters, and so the second edition 
lasted from 3 January to 13 June 2021, and the 
third – from 6 November 2021 to 17 June 2022. 
In the third edition, the project was enriched by 
preparing a website and an online chat. Peo-
ple in need of support could reach information 
about our activities through the website and 
then choose a form of contact that was conven-
ient for them – chat, email or online meeting. 
The subsequent fourth edition (2 November 2022 
– 15 June 2023) was launched after the pandem-
ic, due to the continuing need for psychologi-
cal support. The student support line has con-
tinued its activities, building upon the work ini-
tiated by Inter Verba, the student research group 
specializing in psychological help and psycho-
therapy, which was established to address these 
needs. The transition to a more permanent struc-
ture was prompted by the conclusion of the pan-
demic period, coupled with the persistent need 
for psychological support among high school 
and university students. Consequently, the de-
cision was made to conclude the initial project 
and formalize Inter Verba as a student research 
group, enabling it to provide continuous online 
support. The psychological help line continues 
and is aimed at students and high school gradu-
ates. However, people who are not studying, but 
want to seek advice on the psychological sup-
port they are in need of, and have heard about 
the line, also reach out.

The spectrum of reported issues

In the first edition, people who requested sup-
port were often confused, insecure, lonely, and 
signaled concerns about their upcoming final ex-
aminations and their future. There were also re-
ports regarding difficulties and problems that 
started before the pandemic and were further 
reinforced as a result of it. These problems were 
related to romantic relationships, relationships 
within the family, as well as peer and friend-

ship-based relationships. The problems report-
ed were mainly in the scope of the psychosocial 
factors determining mental health problems [15]. 
Young people reported feelings of isolation, dif-
ferent types of fears, e.g. of being judged, and 
of taking responsibility. This is in line with re-
search on the specificity of problems and dif-
ficulties experienced by young people at this 
time [16] and may be related to the experience 
of blocking the development of natural needs for 
this period of life [17].

The attempts to evaluate, in the first and sec-
ond edition, the support provided showed that 
persons reaching for support were most often 
in the age range 19-23 years, more often women 
than men in the proportion 10:2. Notably, con-
sistent patterns were observed in later editions, 
with similar age and gender distributions among 
individuals seeking support. Persons who were 
willing to share their feelings after having ben-
efited from the support, assessed the support 
as beneficial and valuable for them. There was 
feedback such as: “I think this form of contact 
helped me get through this time before the final 
exams and various problems that appeared”, or 
“I felt very bad about myself, thanks to the sup-
port I started to feel much better”.

Subsequent editions revealed the full spectrum 
of problems experienced by young people. There 
were specific questions relating to doubts about 
their health, the seriousness of their problem, the 
specifics of psychotherapy, e.g.: “I don’t know 
whether to go to therapy, whether the problem 
I have is serious enough” or “what is wrong with 
me?”, “can I go to a doctor with this and won’t 
I be laughed at?”, “will therapy help me?”, etc. 
People seeking support reported problems con-
cerning daily functioning related, for example, 
to insecurity in financial, educational or relation-
al areas. They wrote and spoke about emotion-
al difficulties and moods experienced, as well 
as somatic complaints that they associated with 
stress, e.g.: “I worry about everything all the 
time”, “I have no strength for anything”, “I feel 
tired”. They reported family difficulties, e.g. ad-
diction of one parent, conflicts in the family, ill-
ness of loved ones and feeling overly responsi-
ble for a parent or the whole family. Young peo-
ple also focused on difficulties in partner or peer 
relationships. Issues of social anxiety and feeling 
lonely, e.g.: “I don’t know how to talk to peo-
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ple”, “I feel I have no one I can tell about my dif-
ficulties”, “I feel lonely”, were relatively com-
mon. Those seeking help had difficulties with 
self-acceptance, identity, sexual orientation, feel-
ings of not fitting in with the group, being dif-
ferent, feeling inferior. They described negative 
comparison with others, as well as perfectionism 
or procrastination. Among those reaching the 
line, there were also those who were experienc-
ing a crisis related to the loss of someone impor-
tant, or the loss of a significant goal, or a crisis 
as a result of a break-up. The problems raised as 
important for young people are consistent with 
the developmental period experienced [16], and 
with the typical conditions enabling the search 
for help. We know that young people are more 
likely to seek help when they need more infor-
mation about mental health, about how to ex-
press emotions, or when they feel safe in a help-
ing relation [18].

Reflections and challenges of students on duty 

In addition to its support value, the project 
benefited the organizers themselves. Students 
providing support had the opportunity to prac-
tice helping competences in real-life situations. 
Following the first edition only, students pro-
viding support were asked two questions: ‘What 
did participation in the ‘Students during the 
pandemic’ project give you? and “What skills 
have you gained and developed through the 
project?” Two dominant themes emerged in the 
answers to the first question: (1) the develop-
ment of helping skills, including personal devel-
opment, and (2) the experience of helping; the 
answers to the second question detailed these 
themes.

(1)	 Within the first theme concerning the devel-
opment of helping skills, students who took 
on the role of a helper and support provid-
er talked about being given “the chance to 
develop their skills in working with young 
people”, being able to “test their skills”, 
“test the theoretical skills acquired in the 
course of their studies in practice”, “devel-
op their existing skills”, as well as improv-
ing them, e.g. statements: participation in 
the project “improved my personal practi-
cal skills”, “improved my professional com-
petences”. There were also more specific in-

dications of skills gained, e.g. participation 
in the project “taught me how to interact 
with a person in need of support” or direc-
tions for future development, e.g. “showed 
me what I need to work on next”.

The skills development theme, focusing on 
personal development, included reflection 
on oneself in a supportive role, as well as an 
appreciation of participation in the initiative 
itself. Examples include participants’ statements, 
such as: “above all, the project is a fascinating 
adventure and a lot of self-development”, “it 
will last in my memory for a long time”. In the 
course of helping, participants experienced 
anxiety and doubts about the helping process. 
There were doubts about their own competences 
and skills. As a result of participating in the 
project, some perceived that their anxiety levels 
had decreased, e.g.: “I am no longer afraid of 
interacting with a person in need of help”. Being 
a support person on the line involved waiting 
for calls which could evoke a range of emotions. 
For some it was a chance to “learn patience 
while waiting for emails”, for others to interact 
with other helpers. An important outcome 
for personal development was experiencing 
satisfaction from taking the action, an example 
being the statement: “the action brought me (...) 
a lot of satisfaction because of the possibility 
to give support to the people reaching out”. 
Participation in the project allowed participants 
to recognize areas of their own interests, e.g. 
“being part of this project was a great lesson for 
me on what career direction I would like to take 
in the future”.

Within the first theme, there were statements 
indicating the opportunity to practice making 
and planning a supportive contact, e.g.: “I have 
developed skills in relationship and trust build-
ing, strategy planning and active listening”, “I 
have gained more flexibility in creating and en-
tering into a contract”. Some statements referred 
to learning specific aspects of active listening, 
e.g.: “I developed the ability to paraphrase and 
reflect emotions”. Participants also indicated 
and appreciated the opportunity to work on 
their own emotional experiences related to the 
helping process, e.g. “I developed empathy and 
patience with other people’s problems”, “I had 
to deal with a certain helplessness arising in the 
case of people who needed longer psychother-
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apy”. Participants saw the benefits of peer su-
pervision, e.g.: “I learned a lot from the mutu-
al conversation (...) where the others discussed 
their more difficult cases”, and professional su-
pervision, e.g.: “the discussions on the best way 
to help the so-called “difficult cases” were more 
educational than many classes”, discussions 
with professionals “brought a lot of interesting 
tips from the life of a practicing psychologist” 
and “I learned how important supervision is”.

(2)	 The second theme relating to experience 
was linked to increased awareness of and 
knowledge about the helping process. One 
participant wrote “I was able to see what it 
is more or less like to provide psychologi-
cal support, what situations psychologists 
face and what fears high school students of-
ten face”. There was a sense of increased in-
sight into the problems young people face, 
e.g. one statement says: “participating in 
the project (...) gave me an overview of the 
situation related to the mental condition of 
young people and the problems and dif-
ficulties they face”. There were repeated 
statements referring to the very possibil-
ity of experiencing being a helper and so, 
for example, it was written that participa-
tion in the project brought “valuable expe-
rience and reflections related to the work of 
a helping nature”, “gaining experience that 
I badly need in order to increase the sense 
of my own competence”, or “it will provide 
some basis in my future professional work”. 
It may be concluded based on the above that 
those who chose to participate in the project 
gained more insight into the process itself, 
were able to start a psychological practice, 
as well as experienced and had the chance 
to see their own resources and start work-
ing on personal limitations.

The theme related to the experience was 
expressed in the statements referring to the 
possibility to learn and practice different 
psychological conversational skills, e.g.: “I 
worked on interviewing techniques”, “I had 
the opportunity to use in practice all the basic 
communication skills I learned during my 
studies”, “I had the opportunity to experience 
in practice how to create a mutually satisfactory 
contract and how to build a relationship and 

trust with a person in need of support”. Some 
participants emphasized the changes they 
experienced during their support work, e.g.: 
“I became more attentive and started to see 
the needs of the other person more easily”, 
“I experienced first-hand what resistance is 
and the masking of real problems in a helping 
relation”. There were also statements indicating 
the experience of the nature and diversity of 
the support contact, e.g.: “I learned that young 
people sometimes don’t know how to start 
a  conversation and they do it in a way that 
may seem like a joke”, “I realized that there are 
situations where the real problem is somehow 
masked and we find out about it in the following 
meetings”. The observed changes also concerned 
attitudes towards one’s own skills after the 
experience, e.g.: “first of all I started to trust my 
competence more”, “I strengthened my sense 
of competence”. Female students who engaged 
in the help line emphasized changes in their 
perception of the helping situation. An example 
showing a change in insight is the statement: 
“After five years of studying psychology, it 
can be said that I came back down to earth and 
realized again how many aspects in human 
functioning, which are obvious to me, are not 
so obvious at all to people who are not exposed 
to such knowledge on a daily basis – especially 
to people in adolescence. So you could say that I 
discovered the power of psychoeducation”.

Strengths and weaknesses of the initiative

The psychological support line that has been in-
itiated, which is of e-support nature, has many 
advantages relating not only to the pandemic sit-
uation. An important advantage of such a form 
of support is the adaptation of psychological 
services to the needs of the younger generation, 
who function naturally in the world of informa-
tion technology [19]. Analyses point to the ad-
vantages of online interventions and, among 
them, accessibility. Individuals can request help 
when they wish. They also emphasize flexibili-
ty or cost-effectiveness [20]. For young people, 
it is a viable and accessible form of seeking help 
and support, consistent with the specificity of 
the disorders of young people, whose motiva-
tion is more fragile and less resistant to defer-
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ring help. Online interventions are characterized 
by low barriers for treatment and high effective-
ness. The research shows that the most impor-
tant factor for reducing the risk of mental dis-
orders in children and adolescents, by increas-
ing mental resilience, is family and peer support 
[21]. The form of support offered is in the form 
of peer support, which also serves as support 
being prepared by individuals training to pro-
vide assistance. This can reduce distance, trig-
ger a sense of shared experience and greater in-
terest among helpers. Available studies demon-
strate that teenagers are more likely to talk to 
relatives, while young adults to their peers, as 
well as the people they trust [18]. The studies 
on peer support most commonly address the 
help given to students by students, in the areas 
of learning, experienced stress, self-esteem, etc. 
An overview of the research indicates that peer 
support can provide benefits to both the help-
er and the recipient of support, although the re-
sults are not conclusive [22]. The line we are run-
ning is of a slightly different nature due to the 
fact that it is being run by fourth and fifth year 
psychology students, i.e. people who are already 
in advanced preparation for psychological sup-
port. They are additionally under constant su-
pervision, and can later analyze the interven-
tions they choose, as well as the doubts they ex-
perience and the changes they observe at the lev-
el of personal emotions and thoughts. The help 
provided may constitute a smooth transition to 
seeking fully professional support.

Online help has its limitations. According to 
psychotherapists, it is more difficult to tailor the 
help to the needs of patients, particularly those 
with comorbidities or acute crisis. Low engage-
ment of those who seek help and high rates of 
treatment discontinuation are indicated [20]. In 
the context of psychotherapy, therapists point 
to the difficulty in assessing the patient’s condi-
tion and the therapy process due to the reduced 
perception of non-verbal cues, as well as a high-
er rate of treatment interruption [23]. In the cited 
studies, psychotherapists tend to prefer a mixed 
form of help [20, 23]. In the example described, 
of peer psychological support, interruption of 
contact in particular proved to be a limitation. 
Some people receiving support, without prior 
notice, stopped responding to contact, despite 
previous satisfactory interventions. Support pro-

viders also reported difficulties in establishing 
an adequate contact framework for some inter-
ventions. A significant limitation of the provid-
ed support may be the low helping competen-
cies of the student peer supporters.

An online form of psychological support can-
not replace medical treatment, but it is a form 
that can be supportive in the decision-making 
process regarding seeking help, as well as pro-
viding the interest and understanding that is of-
ten needed.

Ethical aspects of the students’ counseling line

The operation of the peer support helpline is 
an ethically demanding initiative. The helpline is 
staffed by advanced students in their final years 
of study who are involved on a voluntary ba-
sis, motivated by the opportunity to gain prac-
tical skills.

Before launching the helpline, potential chal-
lenges and ethical conditions were analyzed to 
ensure the safety of both those seeking support 
and student helpers. The students are guided 
by the ethical principles contained in the code 
of ethics for psychologists [24]. The student hel-
pline is run under the supervision of specialists 
and aims to provide training. Students can con-
sult their activities related to support and oth-
er situations that may raise ethical concerns. 
Student helpers regularly undergo supervi-
sion, where they can receive support from ex-
perienced specialists. Additionally, they are in-
formed about the form and conditions of the hel-
pline before it is launched.

The aim of the initiative is to provide psycho-
logical support, including help in identifying 
and defining problems, analysis and emotion-
al processing of difficult experiences. As part of 
the preparatory meetings for peer support, the 
students are reminded of the objectives, princi-
ples and ethical standards that they should fol-
low. In the first editions of the program, student 
helpers could participate in workshops develop-
ing basic helping skills.

Information about the people receiving sup-
port is anonymized and protected as confiden-
tial, in accordance with the rules of psycholog-
ical practice. In previous editions, we used cer-
tified, secure online platforms to further protect 
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data and the content of communication. One of 
the priorities of the helpline is to ensure a sense 
of security for both those seeking support and 
student helpers.

CONCLUSIONS

More and more young people are seeking psy-
chological and psychotherapeutic help [25, 26]. 
Due to the growing demand and the limited 
availability of psychological support, it is nec-
essary to create new opportunities to access 
this type of support [27]. The student peer sup-
port line initiative is such a response. The sug-
gested formula meets the needs of young peo-
ple, is safe, accessible, and allows them to rec-
ognize their own problems and guide their ac-
tions. Peers, who at the same time have more 
knowledge and helping skills, are often a relia-
ble group that is easier to trust and feel under-
stood by [18].

The article concentrates on describing the 
foundation and operation of an online psycho-
logical support line for high school graduates 
and other students, which is run by students. 
The helpline has been operating since 2020 and 
was initiated in connection with the pandemic 
crisis. The initiative is run by psychology stu-
dents under the supervision of specialists, which 
ensures both support for those in need and an 
opportunity for students to develop. The prob-
lems reported by those seeking help revolve 
around such issues as feelings of isolation, anx-
iety, relationship difficulties, family problems, 
and difficulties with self-acceptance and iden-
tity. Students providing help can safely devel-
op their helping skills, gain practical experience, 
and understand the specifics of issues related to 
providing psychological assistance.

The strengths of the helpline are its accessibil-
ity, flexibility, anonymity, peer support and the 
fact that it meets the needs of the younger gen-
eration. What is more challenging is the limita-
tions of the online form of support, such as low-
er engagement and quicker discontinuation of 
the help. Peer support is not a substitute for psy-
chotherapy, but it can help in deciding whether 
to seek or continue it. The line is run in accord-
ance with ethical standards and ensures the safe-
ty of those seeking support and student helpers.

The student psychological support line is an 
important initiative that addresses the grow-
ing need for psychological support and care. It 
also allows for the safe development of helping 
skills. In the future, it is worth further improv-
ing the line’s operation and monitoring its ef-
fectiveness.
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