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Mental health is important because it influences how people think, feel, handle challenges, and interact with others in society and school. It is considered a key part of overall health and well-being. According to WHO (2022), mental health means being in a good place where people can understand their abilities, handle everyday stress, work well, and help their communities. The mental health of higher studies students is becoming a major concern for public health and education in the UK. 
According to Auerbach et al. (2018), mental health problems are very common among college/university-going students, which require the identification of these problems early and the provision of effective institutional support. This shows how important it is to take care of students' mental health. Higher studies students face issues because they are pressurised to make academic progress, manage financial responsibilities, live independently, navigate new social situations, and face threats about future employment necessities after graduation. These challenges can make it easier for people to have mental health problems like stress, anxiety, sadness, loneliness, and feeling emotionally tired (Thorley, 2017).
Recent data shows that more students in UK universities are looking for help with their mental health, leading to a growing demand for mental health support services (Universities UK, 2023). Bad mental health affects students' feelings and happiness. It can also lead to poorer job prospects, lower grades, reduced interest in school, and a higher likelihood of leaving university early (Department for Education, 2023). Because of this, schools, doctors, and lawmakers are now focusing on improving students' mental health.
The information is spread across different areas like psychology, public health, nursing, education, and social care, even though many studies have focused on the mental health of higher studies students. It's hard to understand the whole problem because past studies have focused on different factors, protective measures, and support systems. A scoping review is a good choice because it carefully examines all available data, identifies common trends, and highlights areas that need further study (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005).
The goal of this review is to use Aveyard's (2019) easier way of viewing themes to study research articles about mental health problems in higher studies students in the UK. This review aims to inform future research and improve health and social care by identifying the main mental health problems students face, examining their causes, summarising common ideas from previous studies, and highlighting areas that need more research.
[bookmark: _Toc235447465][bookmark: _Toc235447869]2. Background
In the UK, mental health issues for college students have become a big concern, attracting attention from schools, doctors, lawmakers, and researchers. Mental health problems can affect more than just how someone feels. They can also hurt students' grades, social circles, physical health, and opportunities to find a job in the future. So, many academic institutions in the UK are investing in support services, health programs, and early intervention to promote good mental health (Universities UK, 2023).
Students often have to adjust to new academic expectations, more independence, unfamiliar social situations, and financial responsibilities when they start high school. While these experiences help people grow, they can also make students more likely to face mental health problems, especially if they don't have friends or ways to handle stress (Bewick et al., 2010). Psychological distress is greatly affected by factors such as competition in school, test pressure, homework deadlines, and concerns about getting a job after graduation (Thorley, 2017).
Another major factor that affects students' mental health is financial insecurity. Many students are facing greater financial pressures as the cost of living, housing, and school fees rise, making them more stressed and worried. Richardson et al. (2017) found that financial problems were often associated with poorer mental health and reduced involvement in academic activities among college students. Also, students from low-income families might face more challenges in getting the mental health care they need, which would make differences in well-being worse.
According to McIntyre et al. (2018), students who feel lonely, isolated, or have trouble making friends are more likely to feel anxious or depressed. Also, international students, older learners, and students from different backgrounds might have extra challenges with fitting in, facing unfair treatment, or having less social help, which can impact their mental health. Being socially connected is just as important for keeping good mental health while studying in higher studies. 
Organisations in the UK have implemented policies to improve student mental health because they understand these challenges. Universities UK (2023) recommends a complete plan that includes mental health support in student services, teaching methods, school leadership, and partnerships with the NHS. The Department for Education (2023) encourages academic institutions to improve their support for students' wellbeing. They suggest identifying problems early, providing easy access to counselling, and working closely with healthcare workers. These policy changes show that academic institutions, healthcare, and social services are starting to see student mental health as a responsibility that everyone needs to work on together.
Information is still spread out across many areas, which makes it hard to see repeating trends and missing data, even though more research and attention from policymakers is happening. So, conducting a scoping review is an effective approach to carefully examine and gather all current research and information on mental health problems among university students in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc235447466][bookmark: _Toc235447870]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc235447467][bookmark: _Toc235447871]3.1 Research Design
This study examined existing research on mental health problems among university students in the UK using a scoping review. A scoping review is a suitable choice when there is a major difference in evidence that hasn’t been carefully combined or examined yet. Scoping reviews aim to explore existing information, identify key concepts, examine research patterns, and highlight areas where knowledge is lacking. This is different from systematic reviews, which focus on specific questions about how well interventions work. Research on student mental health includes different types of studies that look at various aspects of mental well-being. This is why this approach makes sense.
The review followed the five-stage framework developed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005): identifying the research question, identifying relevant studies, selecting eligible studies, charting the data, and summarising the findings. This framework provides a transparent and systematic process for conducting scoping reviews.
[bookmark: _Toc235447468][bookmark: _Toc235447872]3.2 Research Question
The following question guided the review:
What are the main themes found in peer-reviewed literature about mental health issues among UK higher education students?
The review identified common themes across the studies and examined the main mental health issues affecting university students in the UK through this broad question.
[bookmark: _Toc235447469][bookmark: _Toc235447873]3.3 Search Strategy
Four online databases—PubMed, CINAHL, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar—were used to systematically search for information. These databases were selected because they provide extensive information on research in social care, education, psychology, nursing, and health.
Boolean operators (AND, OR) along with keyword phrases like "mental health," "university students," "higher education students," "student wellbeing," "anxiety," "depression," and "United Kingdom” are used. To find additional useful articles, the reference lists of key studies also reviewed.
[bookmark: _Toc235447470][bookmark: _Toc235447874]3.4 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Predefined eligibility criteria were used to ensure uniformity throughout the study selection process.
Inclusion criteria
· Journal papers that undergo peer review. 
· Research published in English-language journals between 2015 and 2025. 
· Research concerning UK students enrolled in higher education. 
· Mixed-methods, quantitative, and qualitative research on stress, anxiety, depression, and mental health. 
Exclusion criteria
· Book chapters, dissertations, conference papers, editorials, and grey literature. 
· Research carried out outside of the United Kingdom. 
· Studies with people who are not students. 
· Research unrelated to psychological well-being or mental health. 
[bookmark: _Toc235447471][bookmark: _Toc235447875]3.5 Research Selection, Data Extraction and Analysis
The complete review of relevant papers was conducted after checking their titles and summaries to determine whether they met the requirements. A table was created that includes the author, publication year, research method, participants, goals, and main results, compiled from the included studies.
Aveyard's (2019) straightforward theme analysis was used to combine the results. After reading each study several times, recurring ideas were identified and grouped them into broader topics. This method helped to identify similarities, differences, and gaps in the research.
[bookmark: _Toc235447472][bookmark: _Toc235447876]3.6 Ethical Considerations
There was no need for formal ethical approval because this study used only previously published research that had been reviewed by experts. Still, accurate reporting of results, careful evaluation of the evidence, avoiding copying others' work, and correct UWTSD Harvard referencing respected ethical standards. These steps ensured that the review was fair, clear, and trustworthy.
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[bookmark: _Toc235447474][bookmark: _Toc235447878]4.1 Search Results
Several studies on mental health problems among higher studies students in the UK were identified through the database search. Specific keywords and Boolean operators were used to search on PubMed, CINAHL, ScienceDirect, and Google Scholar. The remaining articles were assessed for eligibility after removing duplicates and reviewing their titles and summaries against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The final evaluation included studies about mental health issues like anxiety, depression, stress, satisfaction, and asking for help, focusing on university students in the UK. The selected studies provided a complete understanding of student mental health from different research approaches. These included studies using interviews and surveys, as well as reviews and policy-focused research.
[bookmark: _Toc235447475][bookmark: _Toc235447879]4.2 Characteristics of Included Studies
Table 1 summarises the main characteristics of the studies included in this scoping review.
Table 1: Summary of Included Studies
	Author(s)
	Year
	Study Design
	Population
	Main Findings

	Thorley
	2017
	Policy report
	UK university students
	Financial uncertainties, academic strain, and rising demand for mental health services.

	Richardson et al.
	2017
	Longitudinal study
	British undergraduate students
	Over time, financial hardships were linked to higher levels of stress, anxiety, sadness, and worse mental health.

	McIntyre et al.
	2018
	Cross-sectional study
	Undergraduate students
	Anxiety and despair were exacerbated by loneliness and a lack of social support.

	Broglia et al., 2021
	2021
	Cross-sectional study
	UK Higher education students
	Found problems in getting care, such as stigma, a lack of knowledge about available resources, and low mental health.

	Universities UK
	2023
	National guidance
	UK universities
	Suggested a university-wide strategy to enhance the mental health of students.

	Department for Education
	2023
	Government report
	Higher education providers in England
	Emphasised early intervention, staff training, collaboration, and institution-wide mental health initiatives to enhance student wellness.


The research examined various aspects of students' mental health and found problems affecting their psychological well-being. Aveyard's (2019) simplified thematic analysis revealed five common ideas.
[bookmark: _Toc235447476][bookmark: _Toc235447880]4.3 Thematic Findings
[bookmark: _Toc235447477][bookmark: _Toc235447881]Theme 1: Academic Pressure and Workload
The main problem affecting students' mental health was pressure from studies. Research shows that exams, high schoolwork expectations, deadlines for assignments, and concerns about finding a job are major sources of stress and anxiety. According to Thorley (2017), many students feel stressed all the time because they think academic performance is very important for getting a job later. In the same way, Bewick et al. (2010) found that as students got used to university life and their increasing academic work, their mental health often got worse during their first year. Generally, studies show that school-related stress is a common part of higher education and significantly affects students' mental health.
[bookmark: _Toc235447478][bookmark: _Toc235447882]Theme 2: Financial Stress
Another important topic in the reviewed literature was financial matters. Students are often concerned about rising living costs, rent, and college/university fees, as well as balancing jobs with their studies. Richardson et al. (2017) found that money problems and bad mental health are closely linked because students with financial issues often feel more anxious and are less engaged in their studies. Participation in social events was limited due to financial constraints, making it harder to access emotional support and connect with friends. The results indicate a close connection between mental health and financial well-being during higher studies.
[bookmark: _Toc235447479][bookmark: _Toc235447883]Theme 3: Social Isolation and Loneliness
Research shows that being alone and feeling lonely can seriously harm mental health. When students begin college, they often have trouble making new friends, getting used to new places, and being away from their families. According to McIntyre et al. (2018), students with less support from friends and family reported feeling much more hopeless and anxious. International students and older learners were at greater risk due to additional challenges related to culture, language, or family. The outcome of research shows that strong friendships are important for avoiding mental health issues.
[bookmark: _Toc235447480][bookmark: _Toc235447884]Theme 4: Barriers to Seeking Mental Health Support
Although many colleges offer more mental health services, many students still delay or skip getting help from professionals. The research shows that the biggest challenges to getting help are feeling embarrassed about it, not knowing what programs are available, being worried about privacy, and having to wait a long time for help. Hunt and Eisenberg (2010) found that students often avoided discussing their mental health or getting help because of negative feelings associated with mental illness. These problems can delay getting help, which may cause mental health issues to get worse before people receive support.
[bookmark: _Toc235447481][bookmark: _Toc235447885]Theme 5: Institutional Support and Wellbeing Initiatives
The fifth theme addressed how institutional support and well-being initiatives can help students feel better and motivated. Universities UK (2023) and the Department for Education (2023) suggest that universities should adopt a comprehensive plan that integrates mental health across leadership, teaching, student support, and partnerships with healthcare providers. Research shows that many activities, such as counselling, peer mentoring, wellness seminars, academic support, and mental health awareness campaigns, improve student well-being. However, staffing levels and wait times have been affected as more people need these services. The results show that, to help students who need more support, universities and healthcare organisations need to continue investing in mental health services and to work together.
[bookmark: _Toc235447482][bookmark: _Toc235447886]Summary of Findings
In general, literature shows that different factors, such as institutional, social situations, financial problems, and academic pressures, can lead to mental health problems in college students. The most common reasons for feeling bad were financial problems and academic stress. Feeling lonely and having too few friends made people more likely to feel anxious and sad. Even though colleges have made mental health services better with wellness programs and counselling, there are still problems like stigma, lack of awareness about these services, and growing demand that make it hard for students to get help quickly. The discussion that follows examines the results and considers their implications for college education, health, and social care practices. This discussion focuses on these subjects.


[bookmark: _Toc235447483][bookmark: _Toc235447887]5. Discussion 
This research shows that several connected factors related to academic, financial, social, and institutional factors affect mental health problems among students in UK universities. Poor mental health likely comes from a mix of different environmental and personal factors, rather than just one reason. This supports Campbell et al.'s (2022) finding that various factors, such as academic, income, social issues, and the environment, affect students' mental health. It highlights the need for coordinated institutional support to support students. Even if UK universities have recently added more mental health support services, studies show that there are still big challenges to timely and fair access to the right kind of assistance.
The common theme in all the reviewed literature was the stress from academic work. People often said that exams, assignment deadlines, high expectations, and concerns about getting jobs are the biggest reasons for stress and anxiety. According to Broglia et al. (2021), it was found that the stress from academic work, exams, and a heavy workload negatively affected the mental health of higher studies students in the UK. This shows how college/university life can impact students' mental well-being. Stallman (2010) argues that universities consistently expect students to perform better. However, studies show that students respond differently to these demands depending on how well they cope, their resilience, and the support they receive. This means students should receive academic support, along with programs that help them manage their stress.
Financial issues appeared as another major problem during this research. Richardson et a. (2017) found a link between financial problems and mental health over time. According to them, British college/university students with financial issues were more likely to feel depressed, anxious, stressed, and have worse mental health overall. However, Jessop et al. (2022), it was mentioned that students in the UK are facing more money problems because living costs are increasing. Economic problems can make it hard to socialize, which can make feelings of loneliness and sadness worse. These results show that financial well-being is an important part of students' mental health. So, besides what they already provide for student support, universities could do more to help with budgeting, financial advice, and funds for students in need.
The literature highlighted the importance of social connections as a protective factor in dealing with stress and anxiety among higher-studies students. Generally, students with strong support from others felt capable of handling academic challenges and had better mental health. On the other hand, being alone and feeling lonely were often associated with sadness and worry (McIntyre et al., 2018). These results support Cohen and Wills's (1985) idea that supportive relationships help lessen the effects of stressful situations. Universities should continue to support student groups, peer mentoring, and welcoming campus environments that help everyone feel included and like they belong.
There are still obvious barriers to getting treatment, even though more funding is being provided for campus health programs. According to Broglia et al. (2021), many university students in the UK who felt dissatisfied or stressed did not seek the help available to them. This was because they were worried about what others would think, unsure about the help offered, and afraid of seeking professional treatment. These results mean that colleges and universities should continue to spread the word about support services and improve understanding of mental health. Similarly, Hughes and Spanner (2019) argue that to encourage early help and improve student wellbeing, colleges should adopt a campus-wide approach that includes mental health in teaching, student services, educational leadership, and campus life. These results show that just making services easier to get isn't enough; raising awareness about mental health to reduce stigma and encouraging people to seek help early are mandatory.
The report also highlights the need for the entire university to work together on student well-being. Universities UK (2023) encourages including mental health in institutional leadership, teaching, student support, and connections with healthcare providers. According to the Department for Education (2023), good mental health support includes school-wide rules, early support for students, staff training, and collaboration with external health experts. These organised approach can help find children who are having mental health problems earlier and allow for ongoing treatment in academic institutions and healthcare settings.
It's also important to notice some limits in the reviewed literature. Some research used surveys in which people reported their own answers, making it more likely that the responses were not completely honest. Also, using cross-sectional research makes it hard to understand cause-and-effect relationships and limits what is known about mental health changes over time. So, future research should focus on long-term studies that evaluate the effectiveness of university mental health programs over time.
In general, the information indicates that improving student mental health requires effective teamwork that focuses on social connections, financial stability, academic responsibilities, and easy access to support services. To create successful programs that help mental health and improve student performance across the UK, governments, health experts, and schools need to keep working together.
[bookmark: _Toc235447484][bookmark: _Toc235447888]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
The research shows that students mostly feel stressed due to too much academic work and financial problems. Many students still hesitate to use the services available because they don't have enough social support, and there is still a negative view of mental health. Even though UK universities are working harder to support students' well-being by offering counselling, wellness programs, and working with healthcare providers, the data shows that more improvements are needed. We must make sure that help is quick, easy to access, and caters to the different needs of all students.
The results are important for social services, health care, and colleges. Universities should continue using a detailed plan that integrates mental health support into teaching, student support services, and school leadership. To help spot signs of emotional trouble early and refer students to the right care when necessary, teachers and staff should receive appropriate training. Universities can help by adding more programs that foster peer support, telling everyone about mental health services, and providing more financial advice to students facing money troubles. Building stronger connections between community organisations, NHS mental health services, and universities will help more people get the specialised help they need and ensure they receive ongoing support.
Also, this review highlights several areas that need further review. To understand how well university mental health treatments work over time and how students' mental health changes while they study, we need long-term studies. Future studies should also examine the experiences of students who are underrepresented, such as international students, older learners, and those from diverse cultural and economic backgrounds.
In summary, this scoping review shows that academic institutions, healthcare professionals, policymakers, and students need to collaborate to support good mental health among higher-studies students. Students in the United Kingdom will have better places to learn, perform better in academics, and enjoy better health and well-being because of a careful, well-researched plan.
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