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Mental Health Challenges Among University Students in the United Kingdom: A Scoping Review

a) Introduction
In higher education, mental health has grown in importance as a public health concern, especially for students going through major academic, social, and personal transitions. The World Health Organization (2022) states that mental health is a condition of well-being that allows people to overcome daily obstacles, reach their full potential, and make constructive contributions to society. It goes beyond simply being free from mental illness. Students frequently must adjust to independent living, higher academic standards, financial obligations, and unfamiliar social settings while attending university. Although these encounters can foster personal development, they may also make people more susceptible to psychological suffering.

Over the past ten years, there has been a significant increase in concern about the mental health of students in the United Kingdom (Office for Students, 2023). While national agencies like the National Health Service (NHS), Universities UK, and the Office for Students have identified student mental health as a priority requiring concerted effort, universities have observed an increase in demand for counselling and wellbeing services. University students now experience higher levels of stress, anxiety, sadness, and loneliness because of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ensuing cost-of-living issue. These difficulties have significant effects on students' well-being as well as their academic performance, retention, and prospects for future employment (Universities UK, 2020)
According to earlier studies, a variety of interrelated factors rather than a single cause may have an impact on students' mental health. Poorer psychological well-being has been linked to academic pressure, financial instability, social isolation, low mental health literacy, and challenges transitioning to university life (Campbell et al., 2022). Interventions like cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), mindfulness programs, peer-support initiatives, and digital mental health services have received more attention at the same time, despite conflicting data about their long-term efficacy (Worsley, Pennington, and Corcoran, 2022).

This study uses a scoping review methodology to investigate mental health issues among UK University students to better comprehend the available data. The following research question is addressed in the review:
What information is known about the variables linked to mental health issues and interventions intended to enhance wellbeing among UK University students?
The review's goals are to determine the most prevalent mental health issues that UK University students face, investigate the causes of poor mental health, assess interventions meant to enhance wellbeing, and pinpoint any gaps in the available data that could guide future studies, regulations, and health and social care practices.

b) Background
With more university students reporting psychological suffering during their studies, mental health has grown in importance in UK higher education (Student Minds, 2019).  Living alone, handling academic obligations, forming new social connections, and acclimating to new surroundings are just a few of the major adjustments that come with moving to a university. Even though these experiences might promote personal growth, they may also make students more susceptible to mental health issues, especially if they are dealing with several stressors at once.
In the UK public health policy, mental health is acknowledged as a priority.
 Higher education institutions and healthcare providers have paid close attention to the rising incidence of mental health issues among college students. As a result, the National Health Service (NHS), Universities UK (UUK), and the Office for Students have recognised the need for integrated initiatives to increase mental health care, making student wellbeing a national priority. To guarantee that young adults receive the right treatment before psychological issues worsen, the NHS Long Term Plan places a major emphasis on earlier intervention, better access to mental health services, and more cooperation between healthcare providers and educational institutions (NHS England, 2019). In a similar vein, Universities UK advocates for a whole-university strategy, pushing academic institutions to incorporate mental health into every facet of campus life rather than depending exclusively on counselling services (OfS, 2023).
Anxiety, depression, stress, and loneliness are among the most prevalent mental health issues that college students face, according to research. According to Campbell et al. (2022), some factors, such as academic pressure, financial hardships, low mental health literacy, childhood adversity, and challenges adjusting to university life, are linked to worse mental health. Positive peer relationships, useful coping mechanisms, and a smooth transition to college were also linked to better well-being, according to the analysis, indicating that both risk and protective factors affect students' mental health outcomes.
Akram et al. (2023) revealed high levels of anxiety, depression, stress, sleeplessness, and loneliness among the student population, highlighting the prevalence of mental health issues among UK University students. According to their findings, many students deal with multiple psychological issues at the same time, which raises the risk of subpar academic achievement, decreased social involvement, and decreased general well-being. These results corroborate worries that mental health issues are getting more complicated and call for all-encompassing care methods.
Researchers have increasingly looked at solutions intended to enhance student wellbeing in addition to comprehending the elements linked to poor mental health. According to Worsley, Pennington, and Corcoran (2022), digital mental health programs, mindfulness-based therapies, and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) all typically provided beneficial results, especially in lowering anxiety and depressive symptoms. The evaluation did, however, also find that there is still little evidence of long-term efficacy, with significant differences in intervention quality, delivery strategies, and outcome measures amongst studies.
Peer-support programs, in addition to formal psychological interventions, are becoming increasingly popular in UK institutions (Student Minds, 2019). According to Pointon-Haas et al. (2023), peer-support programs can lessen feelings of loneliness, promote help-seeking behaviour, and enhance students' sense of belonging. However, to ascertain the long-term efficacy of these interventions and their applicability across various student demographics, the authors underlined the need for additional high-quality research.
There are still significant gaps in the available data, despite growing awareness and funding for student mental health programs. Instead of assessing the long-term efficacy of therapies, many studies concentrate on diagnosing mental health issues. Additionally, very few studies have looked at the experiences of student groups, including students from underprivileged socioeconomic backgrounds, international students, and older learners. It is crucial to comprehend these gaps to guide future studies and assist in the creation of evidence-based initiatives and policies in UK higher education.
A synthesis of the available data is necessary, given the rising incidence of mental health issues among college students and the increased focus on early intervention and prevention. To improve mental health care in UK universities, a scoping review offers a suitable method for analysing the range of existing research, identifying recurrent findings, and flagging areas that require additional inquiry.


c) Methods

· Research design
To investigate the available data about mental health issues among UK University students, this study used a scoping review methodology. Because it allows researchers to map existing research, identify significant concepts, investigate the breadth of evidence on a large issue, and expose gaps in the literature, a scoping review was deemed the most appropriate approach (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005). A scoping review is suitable when data comes from several research designs and intervention kinds, in contrast to a systematic review, which seeks to address a tightly focused research question.

Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) methodological framework, which Levac, Colquhoun, and O'Brien (2010) further improved, was used for the review. While reporting was led by the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) to encourage transparency and consistency, the review process was guided by guidelines provided by the Joanna Briggs Institute, 2024. Despite the lack of a PRISMA flow diagram in this report, the review adhered to the PRISMA-ScR guidance's guiding principles (Tricco et al., 2018).

· Search strategy

Four electronic databases—PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus, and Google Scholar—were used in an organised search of the literature. These databases were chosen because they make peer-reviewed research in the domains of social care, education, psychology, and health accessible.

In order to ensure that the review took into account the most recent information, searches were restricted to papers published between 2020 and 2025, which corresponds to the time frame mentioned in the research proposal. Included were just studies that were published in English.

To increase the search's sensitivity, Boolean operators (AND and OR) were used to combine keywords. The main search phrases that were used were: mental health, mental wellbeing, wellbeing, university students, higher education, anxiety, depression, stress, loneliness, United Kingdom or UK

Reference lists of relevant systematic reviews were also examined to identify additional studies that met the eligibility criteria.

· Eligibility criteria

Studies were included if they:
· were published in peer-reviewed journals; 
· were published between 2020 and 2025; 
· were written in English; 
· involved university students studying in the United Kingdom; 
· investigated mental health, psychological wellbeing, factors associated with poor mental health or interventions designed to improve student wellbeing.

Studies were excluded if they:
· focused on populations outside UK higher education; 
· were conference abstracts, editorials, opinion papers or dissertations; 
· were not available in full text; 
· did not address the research question.

· Study selection and data extraction

The eligibility criteria were used to screen the studies that were found through database searches. After reviewing titles and abstracts, possibly pertinent papers were evaluated in full. For in-depth examination, six important peer-reviewed studies that specifically addressed the study issue were chosen. The background and discussion portions included information from additional peer-reviewed literature, methodological publications, and UK policy documents.

Every featured study had pertinent data taken from it, such as the study's purpose, research design, participant characteristics, methodologies, and main conclusions. This made it possible to compare different studies and made it easier to find recurrent themes in the literature.



· Data analysis

Thematic analysis was used to examine the included studies, allowing results from various study designs to be combined into a cohesive story. Finding recurrent evidence about the following was the main goal of the analysis:

1. prevalent mental health issues that college students face; 
2. elements linked to poor mental health and wellness;
3. interventions intended to enhance students' mental health.

This method made it easier to find parallels, discrepancies, and gaps in the given data.

· Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was not necessary because this study merely reviewed already published literature. However, the review was carried out in compliance with academic integrity standards. Every attempt was made to guarantee that published findings were accurately represented, that the available evidence was critically evaluated, and that all sources were appropriately acknowledged using the UWTSD Harvard referencing style.



d) Results

· Study selection

A systematic search of PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus, and Google Scholar found research on mental health among UK University students. Six peer-reviewed studies were chosen for in-depth examination following the application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. These studies included observational research, an evaluation of review-level evidence, and systematic reviews that provided information on the incidence of mental health issues, factors linked to low well-being, and interventions intended to enhance the mental health of students. Although they weren't part of the main evidence synthesis, other peer-reviewed articles and UK policy documents were used to bolster the background and discussion.


· Findings

According to the evaluated papers, mental health is a major issue in higher education in the United Kingdom. Anxiety, depression, stress, and loneliness were the most mentioned psychological issues impacting college students in the literature. There was a broad consensus that the demand for mental health support has significantly increased in recent years, despite variations in prevalence estimates based on study design and measuring techniques. High levels of anxiety, sadness, sleeplessness, stress, and loneliness were documented by Akram et al. (2023) among university students in the UK, suggesting that many students deal with several psychological issues at once rather than isolated mental health illnesses.

The data also showed that academic, social, and personal issues all had an impact on students' mental health. According to Campbell et al. (2022), poor mental health outcomes were consistently linked to experiences of childhood trauma, identifying as LGBTQ+, autism, low mental health literacy, and challenges transitioning to university life. On the other hand, students who effectively adjusted to university life and formed supportive social networks typically reported higher levels of psychological well-being. These results imply that while creating initiatives to improve student mental health, risk and protective factors should be considered.

One of the most frequent causes of psychological suffering was found to be academic pressure. Exams, deadlines for coursework, and worries about future employment have all been frequently associated with higher levels of stress and anxiety. Poorer well-being was also influenced by financial instability, especially when worries about debt, living expenses, and housing costs coexisted with scholastic obligations. These pressures frequently interact with each other rather than operating individually, making kids more susceptible to mental health issues. Therefore, the research that has been evaluated suggests that a variety of interrelated factors, rather than a single cause, influence student wellbeing.

In all the included research, social connectivity was found to be a significant protective factor. Compared to students who reported feeling lonely or socially isolated, those who reported good peer relationships and a sense of belonging within their campus community typically had superior mental wellness. Opportunities for social integration may lessen psychological suffering and encourage kids to seek help earlier, according to the data. On the other hand, low participation in the social and academic facets of college life was linked to worse mental health outcomes.

The review also looked at data about initiatives aimed at enhancing the wellness of students. According to Worsley, Pennington, and Corcoran (2022), digital mental health programs, mindfulness-based therapies, and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) showed the best evidence for lowering anxiety and depression symptoms among college students. The study did, however, also draw attention to significant gaps in the data, such as variations in the quality of interventions, outcome measures, and follow-up times. These variations made it challenging to compare trials directly and identify the therapies that offer the biggest long-term benefits.

Overall, the examined research shows that mental health issues are still common and complex among college students. The data indicate that enhancing student well-being necessitates strategies that target both individual psychological needs and the larger academic and social environment, even though several interventions show encouraging results. Additionally, the evaluation found ongoing gaps in the evidence, especially about the long-term efficacy of interventions and the experiences of certain student groups in UK higher education. These results serve as the foundation for the critical analysis that follows.



e) Discussion 

This scoping review looked at the evidence that was available on mental health issues among UK University students. The results show that mental health issues are still a major problem in UK higher education, with anxiety, sadness, stress, and loneliness regularly found to be the most common psychological illnesses. Despite their differences in design and approach, the included research showed a great deal of agreement about the factors that contribute to lower student wellbeing as well as the rising prevalence of mental health issues.

One of the review's most significant conclusions is that a variety of interrelated elements, rather than a single cause, affect students' mental health. Psychological anguish is significantly influenced by social isolation, financial insecurity, and academic pressure. These results corroborate the conclusion drawn by Campbell et al. (2022) that a mix of social, educational, and personal factors influences mental health outcomes. This demonstrates the complexity of student mental health and implies that single-focused therapies are unlikely to adequately meet students' needs.

According to the examined literature, one of the most prevalent causes of psychological distress was academic pressures. Exams, deadlines for coursework, and worries about future employment were often linked to elevated stress and anxiety levels. Even while academic difficulties are a necessary part of a university education, too much pressure can have a detrimental impact on students' well-being and academic achievement. Therefore, universities should think about striking a balance between academic demands and easily accessible well-being support, making sure that struggling students are recognised and assisted early on.

Financial hardships were acknowledged as a significant factor influencing mental health. The results imply that worries about housing prices, living expenses, and financial instability may exacerbate anxiety and sadness, especially when coupled with academic obligations. This highlights the significance of financial advisory services, hardship financing, and welfare help inside higher education institutions and reflects the broader economic difficulties now affecting students in the United Kingdom. Therefore, addressing financial well-being may lead to better mental health outcomes in addition to increased economic stability.

The significance of social connectivity as a protective factor is further emphasised in the review. In general, students who successfully adjusted to university life and formed supportive peer relationships reported higher psychological well-being than those who felt socially isolated or lonely. These results imply that fostering inclusive campus communities may lessen psychological suffering while motivating students to get assistance when needed. Therefore, in addition to official mental health treatments, universities should keep encouraging activities that increase students' sense of belonging.

In general, the evidence regarding interventions was positive. Digital mental health programs, mindfulness-based therapies, and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) have all shown promise in lowering anxiety and depressive symptoms (Worsley, Pennington, and Corcoran, 2022). The data did, however, also show a great deal of variance in the length, design, and measurement of the interventions. As a result, identifying the solution that offers the biggest long-term benefit is still challenging. Universities should offer a variety of evidence-based support choices that represent the varied requirements of their student populations rather than depending just on one strategy.

Despite the expanding corpus of research, this assessment found several shortcomings in the available data. The capacity to establish causal links between identified risk variables and mental health outcomes was limited using cross-sectional designs in many studies. Additionally, comparability among studies was diminished by variations in outcome measures and participant characteristics. Additionally, very little research has been done expressly on vulnerable populations, such as older students, overseas students, and students from low-income families. More long-term studies with a variety of student demographics would improve knowledge of how mental health evolves during college and whether interventions offer long-term, sustainable advantages.

The findings have significant ramifications for social care and health care practices. Universities should continue to collaborate with NHS services, regional mental health providers, and community organisations to address student mental health. While enhancing students' academic engagement and general well-being, early intervention, increased mental health literacy, and easily accessible support networks may slow the development of psychological issues. Promoting mental well-being should be integrated into all facets of university life rather than being restricted to specialised support services, according to the Universities UK Stepchange Framework and the University Mental Health Charter, which both advocate for a whole-university approach.

Overall, this analysis shows that universities, medical professionals, and legislators must work together to improve student mental health. Even though several interventions have shown promising results, ongoing funding for evidence-based services, better assessment of interventions, and increased focus on underrepresented student groups are required to guarantee that mental health support continues to be efficient, available, and sensitive to the evolving needs of college students.


f) Conclusion and recommendations

The evidence on mental health issues among UK University students was analysed in this scoping study. The results show that the most prevalent mental health issues that students face are still anxiety, despair, stress, and loneliness. Academic pressure, financial instability, and social isolation are some of the interrelated elements that contribute to these difficulties.

Additionally, the research found evidence in favour of therapies such as peer support programs, mindfulness courses, and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). However, to assess their long-term efficacy, a better study is required. Overall, the results emphasise the significance of cooperative strategies, including academic institutions, medical professionals, and legislators, to enhance the mental health and well-being of students.

According to the review's conclusions, UK colleges should keep taking a whole-campus approach to mental health by bolstering peer support programs, counselling services, and wellbeing initiatives. To increase access to prompt assistance, collaboration between academic institutions and NHS mental health services should be strengthened. To improve the body of data and guide the creation of successful mental health policies and interventions, future research should give priority to longitudinal studies and incorporate a wider range of student demographics.
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