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1. Background
University can be an important stage in young adults’ lives, but it may also bring academic pressure, financial difficulties, changes in relationships and feelings of loneliness. These experiences can affect students’ mental health and wellbeing. Social support from family, friends, fellow students and university services may help students cope with these challenges. However, not all students have the same access to support or feel comfortable asking for help.
Brett, Mathieson and Rowley (2023) examined factors associated with university students’ wellbeing, including loneliness, stress and resilience. Akram et al. (2025) also investigated loneliness and its relationship with psychiatric symptoms among university students in the UK. Vasileiou et al. (2019) explored how students experienced and managed loneliness while studying at university. These studies show why it is important to examine students’ social relationships alongside their mental health.
This study will review existing research on UK University students aged 18–25 to identify how social support relates to mental health, the barriers students experience and how university support services may respond.
2. Aim of the research
The aim of this study is to critically examine the relationship between social support and mental health among university students aged 18–25 in the United Kingdom through secondary research. It will explore forms of support, their relationship with mental health and wellbeing, barriers to accessing support, and implications for university wellbeing services and health and social care practice.
3. Research objectives
1. To define and examine the concepts of social support, loneliness, belonging and
2.  mental health among university students aged 18–25 in the UK.
3. To analyse existing literature and evidence concerning the relationship between social support and students’ mental health and wellbeing.
4. To evaluate the findings through thematic analysis, identifying recurring themes, barriers and differences in students’ experiences of social support.
5. To provide evidence-based recommendations for university wellbeing services, student-support teams and relevant health and social care professionals to improve access to appropriate support.

4. Methods 
This study will use a secondary research approach, structured as a scoping review of published literature. Searches will be conducted in CINAHL, MEDLINE/PubMed, PsycINFO and Google Scholar. Search terms will include “social support”, “university students”, “mental health”, “wellbeing”, “loneliness”, “belonging” and “help-seeking”, combined using AND and OR. Studies published between January 2016, and October 2026 will be considered.
Inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed empirical studies involving UK University students aged 18–25, examining social support and mental health or wellbeing, and published in English. Mixed-age studies will be included only where findings for the target group can be identified.
Exclusion criteria: studies unrelated to the research aim, non-empirical commentary, duplicate records and studies with no relevant UK student evidence. Non-UK studies may inform background context but will not form part of the main UK synthesis.
Titles and abstracts will be screened before full-text review. A record of search results, exclusions and reasons for exclusion will be maintained. The quality and usefulness of sources will be assessed using the CRAAP approach: Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose (Blakeslee, 2004), alongside consideration of each study’s design and limitations. Relevant findings will be extracted and compared thematically, informed by Braun and Clarke (2021). The study will follow appropriate academic and ethical practice, including accurate citation and honest reporting of findings (Resnik, 2020).
5. Resources
Resources will include the UWTSD Library, academic databases, lecturer feedback, Study Skills support, Microsoft Word, Excel or a source-tracking tool, and reference-management software if required.
6.Timescale
	Month
	Activity 

	September-October 2026
	Refine the proposal, confirm the topic and review supervisor feedback.

	October-November 2026
	Develop Chapters 1 and 2; conduct and record database searches

	November-December 2026
	Screen studies, apply selection criteria and complete the methods chapter.

	January 2027
	Prepare the Academic Methods Poster and organise extracted findings.

	January-February 2027
	Complete thematic analysis, draft findings and discussion chapters.

	February 2027
	Draft the conclusion and recommendations; seek feedback where available.

	February 2027-March 2027
	Address feedback, check citations, proofread and submit the final dissertation.



7. Self-reflection as researcher
The researcher’s healthcare experience and interest in mental health will support understanding of the topic and its relevance to care practice. However, further development is needed in critical appraisal, comparing research findings and managing academic references. These skills will be strengthened through independent reading, lecturer feedback, Study Skills support and consistent use of research guidance.
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