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Introduction:
Mental health impacts a person’s emotional, psychological and social abilities, which is seen as an important part of general health and welfare. Due to the different educational, economic, social and psychological problems that come with university, university students may be more at risk of mental health issues. “University represents one of the most significant life transitions a person can make” (Student Mental Health Statistics UK: 2026 Facts, data & Key Insights, no date b) Students frequently must adjust to new learning environments, higher academic standards, financial independence and different social situations when they go to higher education. These difficulties may have an impact on students’ educational achievement, physical well-being and general quality well-being by raising stress, anxiety, depression and other mental health issues. 
Concerns over the mental health of students in higher education has grown dramatically in the UK and globally in recent years. “Mental health has been a growing concern in universities worldwide, with an increasing number of students experiencing psychological problems impacting their academic and personal performance.” (Li, Li and Fan, 2025). While universities and the NHS have supported student mental health as a public health issue, universities have observed an increase in demand for professional counselling. Students with poor mental health may do less academically, be more likely to drop out of university, and have fewer possibilities for future employment. Therefore, creating effective support services and preventative measures require an awareness of the issues that affect students’ mental health.
A suitable research strategy for analysing the range of evidence on a certain issue is a scoping review. A scoping review strives to map current evidence, identify significant concepts, and highlight gaps within research, in contrast to a systematic review, “A systematic review is a formalized method,” (A. Smith and A. Duncan MD, 2022), which often aims to address a closely focused topic regarding effectiveness. This method works especially well for investigating many different factors that affect the mental health of university students.
The goal of this scoping review is to examine peer-reviewed studies looking into the factors affecting university students’ mental health. This study attempts to provide a through overview of the research and investigate how academic, financial, social, and lifestyle aspects contribute to student mental wellbeing by identifying identical topics throughout published research. Future studies and the creation of successful mental health therapies in higher education setting may benefit from the results.

Review question: What factors have been found in the peer reviewed research that affects students’ mental health?
This scoping review’s goals are to:
Find peer-reviewed studies that look at the factors influencing the mental health of university students.
Examine the primary educational, lifestyle, social, financial and academic factors contributing to students’ mental health.
Compare and summarise the results from the chosen studies.
Find gaps in the source of current information and offer suggestions for further study and application.

Background: 
Mental health is an essential part of general health and wellness. According to the World Health Organization (WHO) “Mental health is a state of mental well-being that enables people to cope with the stresses of life, realize their abilities, learn well and work well, and contribute to their community,” (World Health Organization: WHO, 2019) mental health is a condition of wellbeing in which people are able to recognise their potential, manage everyday challenges, work effectively and give back to their communities. “It can also be stressful and throw up a lot of challenges.” (University and mental health: tips for students, no date) Due to the major, academic, social and personal changes that come with higher education, university students are more likely to experience mental health issues. Moving to a university frequently means leaving home, adjusting to new learning settings, gaining independence, and handling higher academic standards. Although these encounters could encourage personal development, they may also make people more vulnerable to stress, and anxiety. 
Student wellbeing has become a significant public health concern due to the rise in mental health issues among students in higher education. “Coping with new challenges can have an impact on your mental health.” (Student life and mental health, 2026) Among the most often reported meant health issues impacting students are anxiety, depression and stress. Research indicates that poor mental health can lower academic performance, increase absences, and lead to students dropping out of classes. Long term consequences for opportunities for employment, physical health and general quality of life could result from this.
Improving mental health has become known as a national priority in the UK. “Mental health inequalities are often linked with wider cultural and societal systems of disadvantage which impact a person’s wellbeing,” (NHS, 2019) better access to mental health services, and increased support for young adults are highlighted in the NHS Long Term Plan 2019. Additionally, by offering counselling services, wellness programs and welcoming learning environments, universities are encouraged to take an active approach to the wellbeing of their students. “a shared vision of a mentally healthy university co-produced with staff and students’ capacity building among staff,” (Improving mental health in universities, 2020) Universities UK promotes a whole university strategy that involves senior leadership, student services and academic staff working together to promote mental health. This method acknowledges that environmental, social and educational factors, rather than just personal circumstances, and have an impact on students’ mental health.
The peer reviewed literature suggests several elements that impact the mental health of higher education students. One of the most mentioned causes of psychological discomfort is academic pressure. “The causes of mental health issues in students trace back to a collision of academic pressure” (NeuroLaunch.com, 2026). Stress and anxiety can be increased by deadlines for coursework, tests, high standards and worries about academic success. Additionally, students can feel under pressure to manage their coursework, jobs, family commitments and other interests. “ factors that contribute to students having poor mental health include moving away from home, academic and financial pressures” (Student mental health in England: statistics, policy, and guidance, 2025) Job placement and responsibilities at work can put nursing and healthcare students under added stress, which may negatively impact wellness and contribute to emotional lack of energy.
Additionally, financial issues have grown in significance. “Research indicates that university students are at a higher risk of poor mental health and wellbeing compared to the general population, which negatively impacts their studies.” (Julius, Putteeraj and Somanah, 2024) Many higher education students are under a great deal of stress due to rising living expenses, housing costs, and tuition rates. Increased stress, anxiety and symptoms of depressions have been linked to financial instability, especially among students who work in addition to their full-time studies. Poor mental health may also be affected by worries about debt and future jobs.
Social connections are necessary for maintaining mental wellness. While loneliness, feeling alone, isolation from others is linked to increase mental health issues. Positive connections with family, friends and university students can decrease stress and increase resilience.
According to Krish et al. (2016), students with mental health issues are frequently faced embarrassment and put off getting treatment, “studies suggest that they are less likely to access support if they hold beliefs that they should be able to sort out their mental health problems on their own” (Kirsh et al., 2016), because they thought they should handle things on their own or were afraid of being judged negatively. The study also emphasised the significance of accessible campus settings; “they suggested increasing campus awareness, promoting linkages with role models, decreasing pressure, and modifying services to better address needs,” (Kirsh et al., 2016) support networks, and mental health awareness in motivating students to seek assistance and effectively maintain their wellness. To provide better mental health support, the authors suggested a multilayered strategy combining students, universities and institutional guidelines.
Another significant factor influencing students’ mental health is their lifestyle choices. Poor sleep, lack of exercise, poor diet and frequent social media usage have all been shown to contribute to anxiety and depressive symptoms. On the other hand, resilience and mental health can be improved by consistent exercise, good sleep, and useful coping skills. Resilience has also been shown to be protective features in recent studies, indicating that students who have more effective coping mechanisms are more capable of handling both personal and academic difficulties.
Even though mental health services at universities have increased recently, many students still face obstacles when trying to get help. Students may be discouraged from seeking professional assistance by judgement, a lack of knowledge about the programs available, lengthy wait times and worries about privacy. These obstacles highlight the necessity for universities to keep creating diverse and easily available mental health services while raising student understanding of mental health issues.
A scoping study offers a suitable approach for analysing the available data given the rising incidence of metal health issues among students in higher education and a few causes. This review attempts to identify the most significant factors influencing university students’ mental health, investigating recurring patterns in articles, and highlight gaps that could guide future higher education research, policy and practice by combining data from studies with peer-review. 
Methods: 
This study used a scoping review methodology, to locate, map and analyse a variety of peer-reviewed research factors impacting university students’ mental health. Scoping reviews are used to summarise data on a wide topic, identify important concepts and research gaps, and assess the scope of the content of existing literature. Since a variety of academic, social, socioeconomic and lifestyle issues affect university students’ mental health, this strategy was determined to be appropriate.
Using databases accessible through the University of Wales Trinity Saint Davide (UWTSD) library, a thorough literature search was carried out. PubMed, ScienceDirect, SAGE Journals, SpringerLink and Frontiers in Psychology were some of the databases that were examined.
Boolean operators and key word combinations were used in the search. The search phrases used were:
 “Higher education students” and “mental wellness” 
“University students” and “mental health”
“Student mental health” and “academic stress”
“Social support” and “resilience”
“Financial stress” and “students”
The search was made more specific by combining keywords using Boolean operators ‘AND’ and ‘OR’. To find other peer reviewed publications, the reference list of the appropriate research was also examined.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria:
To keep the review concentrated on the study question, eligibility criteria were established before to the article search.
Inclusion:
Journal articles, that involve peer review.
Written in English.
Studies with students from universities or other higher education levels.
Studies looking into what influences students’ emotional wellness or mental health in general.
Exclusion:
Opinion articles and editorial pieces.
 Studies involving children or teenagers in school who are not enrolled in university.
Articles that do not relate to the issues affecting the mental health of students in higher education.
Several potentially relevant articles were first found by the database search. The titles and summaries were evaluated against the inclusion and exclusion criteria after double entries were removed. The eligibility of full-text publications was then evaluated; because they clearly addressed the research topic and offered data related to factors influencing university students’ mental health, 5 peer-reviewed papers that satisfied the inclusion criteria were chosen for the final scoping review.
A standard data extraction table was used to retrieve appropriate data from all the included studies. The author, publication year, study goal, research strategy, characteristics of the participants, and major findings were all noted.
Thematic analysis was used to examine the results. This required uncovering repeating ideas and organising related results into more general topics. The study identifies 4 themes:
Pressure from higher education.
Fear and support from society.
Coping mechanisms and resilience.
Support services at the university.
Finding connections, disagreements, and gaps in the body of current literature was made possible by comparing the results of multiple investigations.
Since no original data were gathered and no participants were selected, ethical approval was not necessary because this study was on based on published, peer-reviewed research. However, by appropriately presenting the results of the included studies, preventing plagiarism using proper UWTSD Haveard referencing and disclosing the review process in an open and objective manner, ethical criteria were upheld.

Results: 
The 5 peer-reviewed articles were included in this scoping review after the search method and inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied. The studies, which were published between 2014 and 2024, qualitative and quantitative research methods to examine the variables influencing the mental health of students in higher education. Together, they looked at a variety of factors that affect mental health, such as social connections, academic pressures, resilience and university support services.
Even though the research were carried out in various countries and with various student groups, several recurring themes revealed, thematic analysis found 4 major themes:
Workload and academic pressure.
Reputation and social support.
Coping mechanisms and resilience.
Support services at the university.
	Author
	Research Objective
	Methods 
	Key Findings
	Relevance to review question

	Krish et al (2014)
	Examine the journeys of university students who struggle with mental health issues.
	Qualitative interviews based on grounded theory and constructivism.
	Students faced social isolation, judgement, and a delay in seeking assistance. “Such supportive student environments may have the added advantage of promoting early detection and intervention for mental health problems.” (Kirsh et al., 2016c). help seeking was supported by connections of support and increased mental health, universities need to take a holistic approach.

	Highlights the value of formal, social and stigma-management assistance.

	Frontiers (2022)
	Assess higher education students’ mental health and resiliency.
	Quantitative survey.
	“Psychological factors, are the main factors leading to student suicide.” (Luo, 2022b) Reduced levels of stress, anxiety and hopelessness were linked to greater resilience.
	Shows the protective role of resilience.

	Springer (2024)
	Examine psychological health and resiliency.
	Quantitative research that is cross-sectional.
	The negative effects of both psychological and academic stress have been reduced by resilience.
	Encourages interventions aimed at promoting resilience.

	EGANOV et al (2020)
	Examine how social stress affects students’ mental health.
	Cross-sectional quantitative research.
	Social stress contributed to increased emotional distress and has a negative effect on psychological wellbeing.
	Raises focus on how social stress affects students.

	McCloud et al (2019)
	Assess nursing students’ experiences with mental health.
	Qualitative interviews.
	Students’ well-being is negatively impacted by their academic stress, clinical responsibilities, emotional needs. Coping was strengthened by peers’ and lecturers’ help.
	Focuses attention on social and educational factors that have an impact on mental health.




Theme 1: Academic pressure and workload
The studies frequently found academic pressure to be a significant factor influencing the mental health of university students. Students reported feeling stressed about assignments, tests, deadlines and worries about their academic performance. “It is recommended that the mental health of students be monitored throughout the nursing education” McCloud et al. (2019). According to McCloud et al. (2019), clinical assignments and job duties caused significant stress for nursing students. The results imply that high academic demands lead to higher levels of mental health issues, anxiety and emotional tiredness. 
Theme 2: Social support and stigma
Students’ mental health has been found to be significantly influenced by social ties. “Deeply ingrained negative attitudes towards mental illness” (Kirsh et al., 2016c). according to Krish et al. (2016), many students felt criticised and put off getting professional assistance because they thought they should handle their problems on their own or they were afraid of being judged negatively by others. Additionally, students talked about how their wellness was negatively impacted by feelings of social isolation and depression. According to the study, help-seeking and greater mental health were supported by helpful peer interaction, increased mental health knowledge, and a welcoming atmosphere.
“Stressful factors of the social environment require more in-depth study due to worsening mental health.” EGANOV et al. (2020b). In the same way, Eganov, et al. (2020) found a significant connection between social stress and reduced psychological wellbeing, indicating the importance of relationships and the larger social environment for students’ mental health.
Theme 3: Resilience and Coping strategies
“The aim of this study was to determine whether resilience acts as a protective factor against depression” Vázquez et al. (2024). Resilience was found to be a significant protective factor in the Frontiers in psychology (2024) and Springer (2023) studies. Students who were more resilient showed reduced levels of stress and anxiety and were better equipped to handle both personal and academic difficulties. According to both researchers, coping skills training, wellness initiatives and resilience-building programs could improve students’ wellbeing and reduce the impact of stress.
Theme 4: University support services
The studies emphasised the significance of university support services. “Students expressed frustration with their own and others’ lack of understanding of mental illness and linked this to their failure to seek help” (Kirsh et al., 2016c). According to Krish et al. (2016), universities should take a multilayered approach by boosting peer support, lowering negative stereotypes, increasing mental health knowledge, and putting in place regulations that support psychological wellbeing. To manage mental health issues, students also stressed the necessity of easily accessible counselling services, encouraging faculty members and flexible academic schedules.
 “Components for coping with stress should be included in the curricula of nursing departments.” McCloud et al. (2019). According to McCloud et al. (2019), educational support may decrease the effects of stress as well as improve student wellbeing. They also discovered that helpful lecturers and efficient wellbeing services helped students deal with academic and clinical challenges.
Overall, the data shows a variety of related variables rather than a single reason influencing the mental health of students in higher education. The most often mentioned factor in all of the research was academic pressure, but social support, resilience and access to university support services were all significant factors. While negative stereotypes, social isolation, and high academic demands increased the chance of poor mental health, students with strong support networks and efficient coping mechanisms typically had greater psychological wellness. These results emphasise how crucial it is to establish a university-wide strategy that considers both environmental and individual factors to support students’ mental health.

Discussion:
This scoping review investigated the variables found in peer-reviewed studies that have an impact on the mental health of university students. The included studies revealed 4 primary themes: stigma and social support, academic pressure, coping mechanisms and resilience, and university support services. All of these results show that a variety of social, educational, and personal factors affect an individual's mental health.
The most frequent factor in all the research studies was academic pressure. “Academic stress, which is a frequent experience for university students, has been demonstrated to have a considerable effect on their academic performance.” (Brata, Susanto and Zubaidah, 2025). Students stated that stress and anxiety were heightened by assignments, tests, deadlines and worries about their academic success. The nursing students study also showed that professional commitments and clinical assignments increased emotional strain. “Studies on nursing students have shown that students who were not in possession of effective coping strategies were at risk of presenting psychiatric symptoms.” McCloud et al. (2019). These results imply that while upholding academic standards, universities should think about ways to minimise excessive academic strain.
Students’ mental health was also found to be significantly impacted by social support. According to Kirsh et al., (2016c), stigma and the idea that they should handle their own problems on their own caused many students to be put off from getting help. To encourage students to seek help earlier, the authors underlined the significance of raising mental health knowledge, lowering stereotypes, and establishing friendly university environments. In the same way, Eganov, et al. (2020) found that social stress has a negative effect on students’ mental well-being, emphasising the value of supporting peers and strong interactions.
The Frontiers in psychology (2024) and Springer (2023) studies found resilience to be a significant protective factor. “Resilience is the dynamic adaptive process of maintaining” (Abate et al., 2024) Students who were more resilient had lower levels of stress, anxiety and depression, indicating that good coping mechanisms may reduce the effects of both personal and academic difficulties. However, not all mental health issues can be resolved by resilience alone. Universities must also provide suitable mental health services and promote supportive learning environments.
The significant of support was also emphasised in the review. “Promoting supportive environments in which people take care of one another in conditions that are safe, stimulating, satisfying, and enjoyable has been the focus of much research on promoting mental health.” (Kirsh et al., 2016c). According to Kirsh et al., (2016c), universities should take a whole-university strategy by enhancing counselling services, raising mental health awareness, and creating polices that support learners who are struggling with mental health issues. These results links in with Gov. UK policies “Training in student mental health and wellbeing, and suicide prevention” (IFF Research, 2023). This advises universities to strengthen students’ well-being by creating welcoming educational settings and easily available support services.
Despite offering valuable information, the research had a few disadvantages. Many applied qualitative or cross-sectional methods, making it challenging to identify cause-and-effect ties and the majority dependent on self-reported data, which may be biased. Furthermore, the fact that the research was carried out in several nations could limit the usefulness of the results to all UK universities.
Overall, this analysis shows that a variety of related variables affect the mental health of university students. Resilience, social support, academic pressure, and access to university support services are all significant factors. These results imply that a comprehensive university strategy that includes early support, mental health education, and easily available wellbeing services is necessary to improve students’ mental health. This strategy can reduce psychological discomfort, promote support and strengthen student academic performance and general well-being.

Conclusion: 
This scoping review looked at the peer-reviewed research on the variable influencing the mental health of students in higher education. The results suggested that academic pressure, social support, resilience and access to university support services all had an impact on students’ mental health. Exams, coursework, and clinical placements are examples of academic pressures that have been repeatedly identified as significant sources of stress. Strong support networks and resilience were found to safeguard psychological well-being, while social isolation, stigma and delay in getting help also had a negative impact on students’ mental health.
The review emphasises that both personal and environmental factors have an impact on mental health. While resilience can assist students in overcoming challenges, universities also have an obligation to create encouraging learning environments and guarantee that suitable mental health treatments are accessible. Students’ well-being and academic performance are likely to increase with a university-wide strategy that raises awareness of mental health issues, minimises stereotypes and supports early help.
Based on the review’s results, a few recommendations can be made. Universities should keep funding easily accessible counselling and wellness programs, teach staffs and students in mental health awareness and strengthen peer support programs. By examining assessment timetables and encouraging a good study-life balance, academic departments could also think about ways to reduce excessive stress. Future studies should examine the long-term efficiency of university mental health therapies and involve a wider range of student groups.
In conclusion, interaction between students, universities, and healthcare providers is necessary to address the mental health of university students. “Effective treatment plans involve collaboration” (Ackerman, 2026) Universities can assist students in achieving both academic achievement and positive mental health outcomes by acknowledging the various elements that affect mental wellbeing and putting evidence-based support measures into practice.
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