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“Having some access to campus 
was associated with a significantly 
higher level of self-assessed well-
being.”

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
higher education institutions in many 
nations were temporarily closed or 
switched to an online or hybrid mode. 
In this paper, we evaluate an 
experiment at a Swedish university, in 
which students were quasi-randomized 
to either take all their courses online or 
take some courses online and some on 
campus. The latter form of education is 
otherwise referred to as hybrid learning 
or blended learning. 

For our identification strategy, we 
use data on approximately 300 
engineering students at Lund 
University, Sweden. During the first 
two months of the 2020 fall semester, 
some students took all their courses 
online, whereas other students were 
subject to blended learning; that is, one 
course online and one on campus. In 
our paper, we evaluate the grade 
outcomes of two online courses, in 
which around half the students only 
took parallel online courses, while the 
other half took parallel campus courses. 
Hence, we compare the spillover effects 
on grades in online courses from 
having partial campus access in parallel 
classes. We hypothesize that spending 
more time on campus, albeit in 
conjunction with other course 
modules, improves well-being among 
students and facilitates peer 
communication. In the paper, we use 
official grade transcripts linked to 
detailed administrative data where we 
proxy socioeconomic status using a 
student’s parental income. To further 
evaluate the mechanisms behind our 
findings, we survey the same set of 
students a few months after the end of 
the experiment.

We here present two main findings. 
First, having some access to campus 
was associated with a significantly 
higher level of self-assessed well-being. 
When education moved fully online 
after the onset of the second wave of 
the pandemic in November 2020, the 
difference between the two groups 
vanished, which strongly suggests that 
the difference observed earlier in the 
semester was due to the partial campus 

access in the treatment group.
Second, we show that there were no 

significant differences in grades 
between treated and non-treated 
students. However, having classes 
partially in-person was associated with 
significant socioeconomic distortions. 
Specifically, blended learning, as 
opposed to full distance learning, 
improved grades in the online courses 
only among female students with 
affluent parents. A robustness check 
using data from 2019, when all 
education was in-person, shows that 
there were no socioeconomic 
distortions during this period. 
Furthermore, this robustness check 
also shows that blended learning was, 
in fact, associated with better grades 
than on-campus learning among 
women with a high socioeconomic 
status.

Our individual-level survey data 
suggests that there was no relationship 
between socioeconomic status and 
adverse mental health amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Instead, we turn 
our attention to social networks. Using 
the questionnaire, we estimate the 
network position of each student, 
matched with the same administrative 
data on parental income. The results 
suggest that female students with 
wealthy parents have significantly less 
constrained social networks, meaning 
that these students both have more 
in-class friends and that their friends, in 
turn, have fewer redundant links to one 
another. Stated differently, female 
students with wealthy parents are to a 
greater extent linked to different 
in-class social clusters, experience less 
information redundancy, and have 
access to broader information when 
communicating with peers, all of which 
have a positive impact on academic 
performance. 

Although previous research has 
shown that having access to broad 
social networks is important in many 
settings, blended learning introduces 
scarcity in campus opportunities. The 
peculiarity of this setting is in contrast 
with having classes fully online or fully 
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on campus. In the former case, there 
are no opportunities to meet peers 
in-person, whereas in the latter case, all 
peer meetings are likely to be in-person. 
In both these cases, the comparative 
advantage of socially well-connected 
students vanishes, thus offering a 
plausible explanation for our finding 
that only blended learning is associated 
with socioeconomic distortions. 

These findings have broad 
implications for the future of higher 
learning. For decades, intergenerational 
mobility has been higher for individuals 
with a college education, thereby 

suggesting that the relative benefits of 
higher education are skewed towards 
those who are the least likely to attend 
college. All these studies have assumed 
that access to peers is fully available, 
with students being on campus 
virtually around-the-clock. If face-to-
face meetings with peers become 
scarcely available in cases of blended 
learning, these results may need to be 
reconsidered. 
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