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Introduction
Mental health is a state of mental wellbeing that allows people to cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn and work well, and contribute to their community (WHO, 2022). Mental health is a vital part of a persons health and wellbeing. It affects the way how people feel, think as well as cope with their everyday life. When students have good mental health, they are able to keep up with the demands of university, build relationships with other people and most importantly achieve their academic goals without any major setbacks. On the other hand, bad mental health can make it much harder to study, actively participate in university life and even asking for help when you need it most. 
Universities provide a variety of mental health support services to help students deal with their mental health and wellbeing. In a university setting, this can consist of peer support, wellbeing teams, mental health advisers, counselling services and much more (Bennett et al., 2024) (Remskar et al., 2022). These different types of support help students manage their mental health, improve their overall wellbeing and most importantly continue with their studies. 
Over the years, mental health has become an important issue for university students in the UK. Many students go through different problems such as anxiety, stress and depression throughout their time at university. University is not easy and brings new responsibilities such as financial concerns, pressure academically and adjusting to a new environment. These are all challenges that can affect the wellbeing of students as well as their ability to thrive academically. Even though universities are doing what they can by introducing a variety of support services to students at university, there are still many students that are facing problems when trying to access the help that they need (Salaheddin and Mason, 2016) (Campbell et al., 2022). 
Understanding how menta health is experienced by students is important because it can then give universities an idea on how they can improve the services that they provide. By looking at the existing research, issues across different studies can be identified and areas where more improvement is needed can also be highlighted. A scoping review suits this well as it allows a broad overview of the evidence available and helps identify the main themes that are in the literature. 
The aim of this scoping review is to look at the existing literature on mental health support for university students in the UK. The review looks to identify the main themes that are reported across the literature, examine the barriers students face when trying to access support and consider the suggestions for improving mental health services within higher education.
The review is guided by the research question:
What are the main themes that relate to mental health support for university students in the UK?
The objectives of the review are to:
· Identify the main themes that relate to mental health support for university students in the UK
· Explore the barriers that affects students access to mental health support 
· Identify recommendations within the literature that could improve mental health support in higher education 

Background
Mental health problems among university students have become an increasingly growing concern in the UK. Even though moving to university can be an exciting experience, it can also be very difficult to deal with, at times overwhelming. There are many students that make the choice to move away from home for the first time in their lives. They do this while trying to balance their academic work, finances, part time jobs and even their social life. Having to deal with all of these problems can have a negative effect on their mental health. It worsens if they do not have the appropriate help to support them. Research shows that anxiety, depression and stress are the most common mental health problems that university students tend to go through (Campbell et al., 2022) (Sheldon et al., 2021)
Poor mental can affect students in many different ways. It can reduce motivation which then makes it harder for students to stay concentrated and eventually leads to low academic performances. There are some students who go through problems like poor sleep, loneliness and a lack of confidence. This can make it harder for students to take part in everyday university life. When these problems are not addresses, it can affect a students ability to complete their studies as well as have an impact on their wellbeing (Sheldon et al., 2021).
Now a days, many universities provide a variety of mental health support services. These tend to include counselling, peer support, wellbeing advisers and much more. These services are in place to ensure that students have access to support so that their mental health is improved and does not worsen over time. However, just because these services are in place does not necessarily mean that students will use them. Some students prefer not to ask for help as they feel that they will be looked at differently, judged, and some don’t even know what support is available (Salaheddin and Mason, 2016) (Bennett et al., 2024). 
Research has identified many barriers that can stop students from accessing mental health support. Stigma remains one of the most common barriers, as some students worry about how others may look at them or think of them if they ask or look for help. Long waiting times, limited availability of services and a lack of awareness of university support can also prevent students from getting the help they need when they need it. These barriers show that improving access is just as important as increasing the number of services that are available (Salaheddin and Mason, 2016) (Campbell et al., 2022). 
Over the years research in this specific area has increased. However, the findings are spread across different studies and focus on different aspects of support within mental health. By bringing this evidence together, it can provide a much clearer understanding of the problems and difficulties that students go through and the support that they value and find the most helpful. Due to this, a scoping review was chosen to look at the existing research, identify the main themes and highlight areas where mental health support could be improved. 






Methods
This study used a scoping review to explore the existing research on mental health support for university students in the UK. A scoping review was chosen because it allowed for a broad overview of the evidence that was available as well as helped identify the main themes across different studies. This approach was helpful because the aim of the review was to look at what research already exists on mental health support for university students.
The literature search was carried out using the Arden University Library and Google Scholar. Most searches were filtered to studies that were published between 2016-2026 to ensure that evidence was recent and relevant. The university library search was filtered to articles and review articles , while peer reviewed sources were prioritised throughout the review. 
Search terms that were included were keywords like mental health, mental health support, university students, student wellbeing, higher education, counselling and United Kingdom. Different variations of these terms were used to find studies that focused on mental health support for university students. 
To decide which studies to include, a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria was used. Studies were included if they focused solely on university students, explored mental health support or student wellbeing that was published between 2016 to 2026 (for most of them) and were available in English. If the study focused on children, non university students, children etc, these were not relevant to the research question and was therefore not included.
The titles and abstracts of the studies were first reviewed to decide whether they were relevant or not. When the studies were found, it was then read before deciding whether it should be included in the review or not. Five key studies were chosen for a detailed analysis as they were directly linked to the research question and gave useful information about menta health support for university students in the UK. 
The findings were analysed using Aveyard’s simplified thematic analysis (Aveyard, 2023). This involved reading the study and identifying ideas and grouping similar findings into themes. These themes were then compared across the studies to identify the patterns in the literature and answer the research question. 
This study only used research that was published therefore ethical approval was not needed. All sources were referenced using the Harvard referencing style, and the original authors work was used accurately throughout the review.








	Author
	Aim
	Method
	Key findings

	Bennett et al., (2024)
	To explore the experiences of students and staff using new wellbeing services at a UK university
	Qualitative study using focus groups and interviews with reflexive thematic analysis
	Students valued wellbeing advisers because they were approachable, easy to access and provided timely support. However, challenges included communication between services, limited resources and supporting students who did not seek help

	Campbell et al., (2022)
	To identify the factors that influence the mental health of university and college students in the UK
	Systematic review of 31 observational studies
	Strong social support and successful adjustment to university were linked with better mental health. Childhood trauma, social isolation, poor mental health literacy and belonging to some higher risk groups were linked with poorer mental health

	Remskar et al., (2022)
	To understand the experiences of students mental health and support and identify what they want from wellbeing services
	Mixed methods study using an online survey and focus groups
	Students wanted support that was easy to access, inclusive, preventative and created a sense of community and helped them apply coping skills in everyday life

	Salaheddin and Mason (2016)
	To investigate why young adults choose not to seek help for mental health difficulties
	Cross sectional survey with thematic analysis of qualitative responses
	The main barriers to seeking help were stigma, difficulty recognising or expressing mental health problems, choosing to cope alone and difficulties accessing support

	Sheldon et al., (2021)

	To identify the prevalence of mental health problems and the risk factors linked with poor mental health among university students
	Systematic review with analysis of 66 studies
	Around 1 in 4 students dealt with depression and different risk factors were identified. Some included health problems from the past, childhood issues and financial problems. The review concluded that universities should identify students at risk early and give them the necessary support


Results
This section shows the findings from the five studies that were included in the scoping review. The studies used a variety of research methods, including qualitative studies, mixed methods research and systematic reviews. The three main themes that were noticed across the studies were barriers to accessing mental health support, the importance of accessible and timely support and the role of social support and belonging




Theme 1: Barriers to accessing mental health support
The studies found that there were many university students that experienced barriers when they tried to access mental health support. One of the most common barriers was stigma. Students felt uncomfortable asking for help because they were worried that they would be judged or looked at differently by other people. Salaheddin and Mason (2016) found that many students preferred to manage their mental health problems on their own over seeking help from a professional. Students also reported challenges recognising their own mental health problems and were unsure on where they could find help. 
Also, Bennett et al., (2024) found that even though wellbeing services made it easier to get help, some students still chose not to get help even when the services were available. The study also found that there were communication problems between departments in the university and support services. This made it harder for students to receive the support necessary to them. 
Campbell et al., (2022) also found that poor mental health and limited awareness of available services held back some students from accessing the support needed. The review found that students who did not have knowledge about mental health or even the support that was available were less likely to look for help even if they needed it. 
All in all, the studies showed that barriers such as stigma, lack of awareness surrounding services, issues with communication and being afraid of looking for help continue to have an effect on university students as well as their access to mental health support
Theme 2: Accessible and timely mental health support
The studies showed that accessible and timely mental health support is important for university students. Students liked services that were easier to find, easy to access and available when they needed to use them. Bennett et al., (2024) found that students described the wellbeing advisers as approachable and easy to communicate with. Many students felt that they received support much quicker through services like counselling. This helped their problems get addressed earlier before it spiralled into a bigger issue. The study found that students were appreciative when they had someone that they could get in touch with that would listen to them, give them advice and refer them to other services if necessary. 
Remskar et al., (2022) found that students preferred mental health support that was simple to access and available for them if their mental health ever spiralled out of control. Students wanted universities to provide services that were flexible, inclusive, easy to understand, and most importantly tailed around their specific needs. They also valued opportunities to learn strategies that would help them manage their wellbeing throughout their time at university
Campbell et al., (2022) found that universities play a huge role when it comes to helping students. This is because they are in a pole position to identify those that may be struggling and therefore give them the support they need. The review showed that services that were accessible as well as early intervention could help reduce the impact of mental health difficulties and improve the wellbeing of students. 
All in all, the studies show that students benefit from mental health services that are easy to access, provide support on time and respond to peoples needs specifically before things spiral out of control. 
	
Theme 3: Social support and sense of belonging
The studies showed the importance of social support and a sense of belonging in promoting positive mental health among students in university. Students that felt a connection to their university, found it easier to build friendships with other students and build relationships with staff. These students reported better mental wellbeing than those that were not able to build friendships and relationships. Bennett et al., (2024) found that students valued wellbeing advisers because they helped to create a feeling that the university valued their wellbeing. The study also showed that a sense of belonging helped students to engage with the support that was available to them as well as making them feel a part of the university life. 
Campbell et al., (2022) found that having strong social networks was a really important factor for mental health. Students that were able to build friendships and adjust to the university life were more likely to experience positive wellbeing, while social isolation was linked with poor mental health. The review showed that supportive relationships helped students manage the difficulties of higher education.
Remskar et al., (2022) found that students wanted universities to create environments that were supportive as that way they would feel included and find it easier to connect with other people. Students believed that having opportunities to build friendships as well as taking part in university life was just as important as mental health services. This shows that students valued professional support regarding mental health as well as the opportunity to build social connections and relationships
All in all, the studies show that a strong sense of belonging and supportive relationships play a huge role in protecting the mental health of students. Universities can support the wellbeing of students by creating environments that are welcoming. By doing so, students will feel connected, supported and will not hesitate to ask for help















Discussion
This scoping review looked at the main themes that related to mental health support for university students in the UK. The three main themes that were identified across the five studies were barriers to access accessing mental health support, the importance of accessible and timely support, and the role of social support and belonging. Even though the studies use different research methods, they all showed that universities Play an important role when it comes to supporting the mental health of students. These findings suggest mental health support that is effective shouldn't be hard to access, and should be responsive to the needs of students as well as supported by university environments that promotes well-being and inclusion.
One of the main findings of this review was that there are many university students that continue to face barriers when it comes to accessing mental health support. Across the studies, stigma, lack of awareness of services available, and hesitance to seek help were identified as common issues. Salaheddin and Mason (2016) Found that many students preferred to deal with their mental health difficulties by themselves as they were worried that they would be judged or misunderstood. Also Bennett et al., (2024) found that even though well-being services improved access to support, there were still some students that chose not to ask or look for help. This showed that providing services did not guarantee that students would use them.
Campbell et al., (2022) Showed that poor mental health and lack of awareness of support that was available could reduce behaviour when it came to looking for help. This suggests that universities shouldn't only provide support services but also make sure that students understand when to access them, where to access them, and how to access them. This supports the idea of improving awareness and therefore reduces the stigma that may encourage more students to look for help before their mental health gets worse.
Accessible and timely mental health support
Another important finding from this review was how valuable the accessible and timely mental health support was. Across the studies, students reported that they were more likely to use services that was easier to access and provided support quicker. Bennett et al., (2024) found that students appreciated having well-being advisors that were approachable, could offer advice listen to their problems, and direct them to other services when needed. Students also valued getting support before their mental health problems got worse.
Remskar et al., (2022) Also found that students wanted mental health services that were flexible, inclusive and centred around their specific needs. Students didn't only just value when they were supported during a crisis, but they also valued early intervention as well as opportunities to develop strategies that could help them deal with their mental well being throughout their time at university. These findings suggest the universities should continue to create services that are easy to access, focus on prevention as well as treatment.
Campbell et al., (2022) highlighted that universities are in the best position to find students that may be struggling and give them the necessary support at an early stage. Early intervention can reduce the impact of mental health difficulties and in return improve the overall well-being and university experience of the student.


The importance of social support and belonging
The final theme that was identifying this review was the importance of social support and the sense of belonging. Many studies found that students who felt connected to the community within their university we're more likely to experience positive mental wellbeing. Campbell et al., (2022) Founder support from friends, family and stuff within the university help students to deal with stress and feeling isolated. This suggests that a positive relationships can play an important role in protecting the mental health of students.
Remskar et al., (2022) also reported the students appreciated opportunities to build relationships and connections with others unwanted universities to create environments that were inclusive and where they would feel accepted and supported. Students believed that a strong sense of belonging help them to look for help when needed and improved their time at university. Also, Bennett et al., (2024) found that well-being stuff that were approachable help students as they felt supported and listened to. This then made it easier for students to ask for help.
These findings suggest the universities should not just focus on to counselling services but should also create opportunities for students to build social relationships and connections as this will help them feel part of the university community. By creating an inclusive and supportive environment it will improve the well-being of students and they will be more likely to access mental health support when needed without hesitating.
Strengths and Limitations 
This review has many strengths. It includes studies that used different research methods, This allowed a broader understanding of mental health support for students at university. Using Aveyard’s simplified thematic analysis also helped find common themes across the studies. However, there are some limitations. Only 5 studies were included, which means that the findings may not represent every single university student in the UK. Also, some of the studies were carried out at individual universities, this means that the findings may not be applied to every higher education school. As this was a scoping review, The quality of the studies that were included were not assessed, which should also be considered when interpreting the findings. 
Implications for practice and future research
The findings of this review suggest that university should continue to improve access to mental health support by reducing barriers such as stigma and increasing awareness of services that are available. Universities should also promote early intervention and create environments where students feel supported and included. Professional mental health services all important however so is encouraging support between peers and promoting a sense of belonging as this can improve the well-being of students. In the future, research could look at how different types of mental health support Have an effect on students that come from different backgrounds and look at how interventions are effective when it comes to improving long term mental health outcomes. 




Conclusion
This grouping review looked at the main themes that relate to mental health support for university students in the UK. Three key themes that were identified were barriers to accessing support, the importance of accessible and timely services, and the role of social support and belonging. Together, these findings show that student mental health is influenced by a range of personal, social and university related factors even though many universities provide mental health services at the institutions, barriers such as stigma and lack of awareness and still hinder students from finding help. By improving access to support and creating a university environment that is inclusive can encourage more students to look and ask for help when they need it. All in all, this review highlights the importance of continuing to develop mental health support that meets the specific needs of students at university.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this review, these recommendations are suggested:
· the universities should continue to raise awareness of mental health support services available
· there should be more action taken to reduce stigma when it comes to mental health and students should be encouraged to look for help early
· universities should provide accessible and timely support that meet the specific needs of students
· opportunities for peer support and activities that promote a sense of belonging should be encouraged by universities
· future research should find out which mental health interventions are most effective for different groups of university students
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