
BACKGROUND

Post-secondary education is a precursor to healthier lifestyles, higher civic engagement, and higher

lifetime earnings (Arbona et al., 2018; California Community Colleges, 2023a). Community college (CC)

students are often enrolled part-time, and many are older, first-generation, and minority students,

balancing employment and family responsibilities with academic demands (California Community

Colleges, 2023b, Reed et al., 2021). In addition, they have considerably lower access to mental health

services and support compared to students at four-year institutions (Lipson et al., 2021). In California,

CCs are primarily funded based on the number of full-time enrolled students (FTE) (Blackwood, K. et al.,

n.d.). Consequently, student retention and success are key contributors to an institution's financial

health.

Mental Health and Degree Completion in
California Community Colleges

INTRODUCTION

In this brief, we examine findings from fourteen California

community colleges (CCCs) that completed the Healthy Minds

Study survey in Spring 2022.  For the purpose of this brief, we use

the terms degree completion, persistence, and retention as metrics

for success but acknowledge the complexities of success metrics

and the wide range of goals within the California CC system,

including but not limited to degree completion and transfer. The data

highlighted demonstrate how greater investments in mental health

programs and services in the California CC system are likely to

create a more supportive environment and increase academic

success for students.
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In previous research, poor mental health is associated with lower grade point averages and a higher

incidence of dropping out of college (Arbona et al., 2018; Auerbach et al., 2016; Bruffaerts et al., 2018).

Contrastingly, positive mental health or flourishing is positively associated with degree completion

(Thornhill et al., 2022). Thus, enhancing mental health supports and resources offers not only an avenue

to improve student well-being and academic outcomes but also retention rates and the economic well-

being of an institution.



Mental or emotional health is the top reason for 
low confidence in degree completion.  
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NEW FINDINGS
Among survey respondents (N=8,793), 27% exhibit positive
mental health or flourishing (Figure 1), while 43% report moderate
or severe symptoms of depression or anxiety (Figure 2).  

Mental health appears to affect students’ likelihood of succeeding
in college; about 3 in 5 students experiencing moderate or severe
symptoms strongly agree or agree to having confidence in
finishing their degree, compared to approximately 4 in 5 students
with none or mild symptoms (Figure 3). 

Of students experiencing moderate or severe symptoms of depression or anxiety and report low
confidence in completing their degree, mental or emotional health (76%), lack of motivation (68%),
and academic challenges (61%) are the top three challenges to degree completion (Figure 4). 

In addition, 45% of moderate-to-severe students strongly agree or agree to doubt that higher
education is worth the time, money, and effort they are spending on it, compared to 27% of none-
to-mild symptom students (Figure 5). Similarly, 46% of moderate-to-severe students also report
failing one or more courses since beginning as students, compared to 26% of none-to-mild
symptom students (Figure 6).
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ECONOMIC CASE FOR INVESTING IN STUDENTS’ MENTAL HEALTH

The survey data summarized in this brief provide more evidence that mental health is closely

connected to student persistence and retention in California CCs. This connection implies that

investing in mental health services and programs for students can improve retention, which in turn

can yield economic benefits for CCs and their surrounding communities. The findings are also

consistent with previous research indicating that expanded investments in student mental health in

California CCs would generate much larger economic benefits than the costs of these program and

service expansions.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Additional funding to support the mental health of community college students in California

represents a strong investment from a public policy perspective. This funding could support the

expansion of evidence-based, population-level strategies to support student mental health,

ranging from preventive and early identification interventions to treatment and crisis services; this

will require implementing new programs and expanding the workforce in campus communities.

An analysis by RAND researchers estimated that

every additional dollar invested in student mental

health services would generate over $11 in

economic benefits (Ashwood et al., 2016). This

analysis was based in part on research by the

Healthy Minds team, finding that reducing

depressive symptoms in college populations is

associated with a substantial increase in student

persistence (Eisenberg et al., 2009).
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Figure 3: Confidence in Degree Completion 
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Figure 4: Challenges to Degree Completion
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Figure 5 : Doubts about Pursuing Higher Education 
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Figure 6: Prevalence of Course Failure
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