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Abstract
Introduction: Socioeconomic factors affecting the mental health of university students in the United Kingdom. Analysis of 25 studies identifies financial stress, limited social support, and university experience as key influences on student performance.
 These findings highlight the need to address these factors to enhance student well-being. Another student shared, without peers, the feeling of being completely isolated on the journey.

The review offers recommendations for universities, policymakers, and researchers. Universities should implement targeted interventions, including educational and peer support networks and accessible mental health services. Financial literacy workshops and free counselling services are supported by studies showing a direct causal link to improved mental health outcomes. In contrast, evidence for peer mentoring and integrating mental health education into curricula is mainly correlational, indicating positive associations but not confirming causation.

Policymakers should consider reforms to reduce students' financial burdens, supported by correlational evidence of improved outcomes with financial assistance. Recommended measures such as peer mentoring, incorporating mental health education into curricula, and offering regular seminars on stress management demonstrate varying strengths of evidence, with some studies indicating causal links. Establishing a supportive campus culture and promoting a sense of belonging can help mitigate isolation and stress. While this relationship is often correlational, it is strongly supported by existing literature. Regular meetings with academic advisors, student-led support groups, and inclusive campus events are suggested to enhance well-being and academic achievement.

Flexible academic policies, such as extended deadlines and alternative assessments, can support diverse student needs, though the evidence is primarily correlational. Accessible resources, including online mental health tools and 24/7 helplines, to provide continuous support. Enhancing these tools with personalised feedback, interactive features, and a more intuitive interface may increase engagement, but some of these suggestions are based on preliminary correlational findings that require further study.
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CHAPTER 1:
1.1 The introduction
Exploring the Socioeconomic Factors Affecting University Students’ Mental Health in the UK
Mental health problems are increasingly common among university students in the United Kingdom (Aloka, 2023). The World Health Organization defines mental health as a state in which individuals reach their full potential, manage daily stress effectively, function optimally, and contribute to their communities (WHO, 2023). This encompasses emotional, psychological, and social well-being (Barden and Caleb, 2019). Approximately 75% of university students report experiencing stress and anxiety (Ipsos, MORI, 2019). A survey of over 1,500 UK university students found mental health issues to be widespread in this population (Geng and Disney, 2023). These findings highlight the urgent need to address mental health in academic settings (Arcangeli et al., 2019). Mental health challenges can negatively impact students’ academic performance, relationships, and overall well-being (Krishnamurthy, 2025), as well as the broader UK economy and workplaces (Kumar, 2024).
A clear framework is needed to understand how socioeconomic status affects students (OECD, 2016). This example uses a social determinants framework to understand the impact of socioeconomic status (SES) on higher education students. 
The framework examines the numerous factors that influence the students' experiences and outcomes (Anand, 2024).
 The social determinants of health, including income, education, employment, financial stress, and social support, shape students' experiences (Montelpare and Hudson, 2025). This review examines how socioeconomic factors impact students' mental health and overall well-being (Aloka, 2024). It synthesises current research to provide evidence-based recommendations for improving student well-being and informing policy and practice (Cosma et al., 2024). 
Socioeconomic factors, including income, education, employment, financial stress, and social support, are impacting students' mental health (Fernandez et al., 2021). 
Education plays a crucial role in shaping students' mental well-being by providing them with critical thinking skills and a sense of purpose (Duckworth, 2017). A supportive educational environment can also provide stability and a sense of community, which are essential for maintaining mental health. Furthermore, access to academic resources and opportunities can alleviate stress and anxiety by equipping students with the necessary tools for future success (Sultan and Rafiq, 2021).
Students who are employed while studying often experience increased stress due to the need to balance work commitments with academic responsibilities (Cavigioli, Mottershaw and O’Connor, 2025). This can lead to time management challenges and reduced focus on studies, impacting their academic performance and overall well-being (Yusop, 2022). The pressure to maintain a job for financial reasons can exacerbate stress levels, particularly if the work environment is demanding or unsupportive (Abalansa et al., 2021).
Having insufficient financial resources to meet basic living expenses and educational needs is considered financial insecurity (Aloka, 2024). Students from low-income backgrounds can be adversely affected by this insecurity, particularly those whose households fall below a certain income threshold. The University and College Union (UCU) reports that 45% of university students in the UK report that financial stress negatively impacts their studies (UCU, 2020).

Rising living costs have exacerbated this problem in Britain, particularly in large urban areas where many universities are located (Anand, 2024). 
With tuition fees that can reach £9,250 per year in England and escalating living costs, even though student finance is paying for home students. Students already face considerable financial challenges (Fernandez et al., 2021). Students from affluent backgrounds typically receive substantial family support, which is often unavailable to those from low-income backgrounds. The inability to afford necessities, such as housing, textbooks, and other educational resources, may lead to higher dropout rates, slower academic progress, and increased anxiety and depression (Makua and Akinlolu, 2023).
1.2 BACKGROUND AND CURRENT CONTEXT 
Mental health challenges among UK university students have risen in recent years. Research identifies academic pressures, financial instability, and social isolation as key factors (Stanley, 2022). The 2022 National Student Mental Health Survey found that many students experience frequent anxiety and stress related to these issues. This analysis will assess the prevalence and impact of these challenges, review university responses, and propose strategies to strengthen mental health support (Batra, Uitto, and Feinstein, 2021). The study recommends that universities expand counselling services, support peer networks, and promote a culture that prioritizes mental health. (Aloka, Mukuna, and Robert, 2023) Regular mental health screenings and early intervention are also important for supporting at-risk students. By encouraging open dialogue and reducing stigma, universities can help students seek support, improving both well-being and academic performance (Killackey, 2015).
Recent data highlight a mental health crisis among UK university students. The 2022 National Student Mental Health Survey found that 50 per cent of students have experienced mental health issues, 40 per cent feel overwhelmed by financial difficulties, and 10 per cent report significant social isolation (Bornmann and Glänzel, 2018). The 2022 University Student Wellbeing Report also notes widespread anxiety related to academic pressures and future concerns (Bradshaw et al., 2024). These statistics demonstrate the urgent need for universities to provide robust, targeted mental health support services (Rana et al., 2025).
A study of 973 university students found that 13 per cent frequently experienced sleep disturbances due to stress and anxiety, and 85 per cent reported moderate to severe stress. These findings highlight widespread psychological distress and its impact on well-being. Universities should prioritise and expand comprehensive stress management initiatives within their mental health support programmes.
Universities must implement a coordinated, evidence-based approach that addresses both immediate mental health needs and systemic contributors to student distress. This involves targeted interventions and critical analysis of institutional challenges. Institutions should prioritise interventions such as mindfulness-based stress reduction and cognitive-behavioural group therapies, delivered in various formats. It is essential to assess the scalability, cultural relevance, and long-term engagement of these approaches (Meriwether, 2024). For example, mindfulness-based interventions may not suit all cultural backgrounds or levels of psychological distress, and digital programs may exclude students without reliable technology access. Integrating mental health literacy into the curriculum can build coping skills, but outcomes depend on effective teaching and ongoing evaluation. Expanding mental health centre hours, offering confidential online support, and partnering with local organisations are also promising strategies. Ongoing monitoring is needed to address equity issues, resource limitations, and variations in student engagement. These strategies should be adapted to diverse student needs and evaluated rigorously to maximise effectiveness. Given the severity of recent mental health challenges among university students, higher education institutions must put these insights into practice.

In summary, universities should develop and refine multifaceted support systems, with ongoing evaluation, to foster a healthier campus environment (Oakley, 2020).

To begin implementing these recommendations, administrators can take the following steps:
1. Establish a dedicated task force of faculty, students, and mental health professionals to oversee and guide the implementation of mental health strategies.
2. Launch pilot programmes in mindfulness and cognitive-behavioural therapies, incorporating feedback to assess effectiveness and cultural suitability.
3. Facilitate workshops to integrate mental health literacy into the curriculum, tailored to the specific needs and demographics of the student body.
To implement these recommendations, universities should establish a dedicated mental health task force that includes faculty, students, and local mental health professionals (Nyberg and Manzone, 2021). This group would oversee the development, implementation, and evaluation of mental health policies and services. The selection process for task force members should be transparent and inclusive, with representatives from diverse academic disciplines and student demographics to ensure varied perspectives. Interested members could be nominated by their peers or self-nominate, followed by a review process led by the university’s administration. The task force should begin with an initial meeting to set goals, timelines, and criteria for monitoring progress. When prioritising recommendations, the task force should use clear criteria such as the severity and prevalence of mental health concerns, available resources, and evidence of intervention effectiveness. Key responsibilities include auditing existing resources, identifying service gaps, and designing evidence-based interventions such as peer support programmes and workshops. The task force should also monitor outcomes and recommend improvements based on ongoing evaluation. Administrators must secure funding to ensure these initiatives are sustainable and scalable (Kempen, 2014).
Both national and institutional surveys show that fifty per cent of students report moderate to severe depression, and fifteen per cent have experienced thoughts of self-harm. National averages indicate 45 per cent for depression and 12 per cent for self-harm, whereas this university reports even higher rates, at 52 per cent and 16 per cent, respectively. These statistics underscore the urgent need for universities to implement comprehensive mental health support and resources that foster student resilience (Bornmann and Glänzel, 2018).
Beyond depression and self-harm, anxiety and related concerns further illustrate the scope of student mental health needs. Forty-four per cent of students report anxiety and sleep disturbances (Kadotani et al., 2023). Although universities offer counselling, peer support, and stress management workshops, these services often face systemic limitations. Counselling services frequently cannot meet demand, resulting in long wait times and fragmented care. Peer support programmes may lack rigorous training and clear protocols, leading to inconsistent support. Stress management workshops often use generic strategies that may not address complex or chronic issues and may exclude students with less visible symptoms or from marginalised backgrounds. Efforts to create an inclusive campus environment may be superficial if not rigorously evaluated for effectiveness across diverse groups, potentially perpetuating inequities (Mulyono et al.,2024). These limitations highlight the need for universities to ensure that mental health recommendations are informed by ongoing critique and sustained through targeted actions. For example, increasing investment in counselling staff and streamlining referral systems can reduce wait times, while formalising training and supervision for peer support can improve consistency and quality. Tailoring stress management interventions to cultural, psychological, and individual differences will help reach students currently excluded by generic programming. Universities should also prioritise ongoing evaluation of all interventions to assess their effectiveness across diverse student populations. With thirty-seven per cent of students at risk for suicidal ideation or behaviours, systematically applying these recommendations will help close gaps in capacity, accessibility, quality, and sustainability of mental health supports (Masuku and Sibisi, 2025). 
In summary, addressing these systemic shortcomings is essential for universities to establish comprehensive, equitable mental health support for their diverse, growing student populations.
To allocate resources effectively, universities should adopt a tiered approach that prioritises interventions based on the severity and prevalence of mental health concerns relative to available resources (Marshall, Bliss, and Drake, 2024). This ensures limited resources are directed where they are most needed. Universities should first support students facing the most severe crises, such as those at risk of suicidal ideation. Once critical cases are addressed, attention should shift to more common but less acute conditions, like anxiety and sleep disturbances, to improve overall student well-being. Clear criteria, such as risk assessments and campus-wide surveys, help determine which groups require urgent or ongoing support. For example, at University X, a tiered approach could involve initially directing funds and staffing to expand crisis intervention services and then gradually increasing resources for broader stress reduction programs. This ensures the most pressing needs are met while reaching as many students as possible (Kessler and Üstün, 2021).
High academic expectations often increase anxiety and psychological pressure among university students, contributing to mental health challenges (Galindo et al., 2025). Universities should consider policy adjustments such as flexible assignment deadlines and workload reviews. However, implementing these changes presents challenges. Determining clear and equitable criteria for flexibility can be difficult, potentially leading to inconsistencies or perceptions of unfairness. Faculty may face increased administrative burdens, and resource constraints could limit scalability. While some argue that flexibility may undermine academic rigour or time management skills, rigid standards without accommodation can increase stress and harm student well-being. Evidence shows that giving students more control over their schedules and reducing unnecessary pressure fosters a healthier learning environment, while academic standards can be maintained through careful policy design (Burns et al., 2013). To balance academic standards and student well-being, universities should adopt policy design principles such as transparency, fairness, and regular review. Transparent policies ensure that students understand the criteria for flexibility, fostering trust and reducing perceptions of unfairness. Fairness requires that policies consider diverse student needs and circumstances, promoting equity. Regular reviews allow universities to assess the effectiveness of policies and make necessary adjustments to improve outcomes.
Financial stress, social isolation, and social media pressures negatively impact student mental health (J. Doyne Farmer et al., 2022). UK university mental health services are currently inadequate: only 40 per cent of students seeking support are satisfied, while 60 per cent report long waits or barriers to access. The Mental Health Commission’s 2023 report confirms that existing services meet only half of the overall need. This shortfall increases psychological distress, reduces academic performance, and undermines well-being. These challenges stem from systemic issues, including insufficient funding, stigma, and staffing shortages (Howe et al., 2025). Addressing these problems requires coordinated policy measures with clear implementation strategies. Universities should establish grant-writing teams to secure additional funding and formalise partnerships with local health agencies (Boyd et al., 2024). Anti-stigma efforts should include mandatory awareness workshops, peer-led campaigns, and the integration of mental health modules into orientation or curriculum activities. To increase the number of qualified mental health professionals, universities can develop targeted recruitment plans with national organisations and offer incentives such as professional development or subsidised training. In establishing priorities among these initiatives, universities should first consider funding, as it serves as a foundation for other improvements. Once funding is secured, the emphasis should be on increasing staffing to expand service capacity and reduce wait times. Anti-stigma efforts can then be amplified to ensure that mental health services are both effective and accessible to all students. By adopting these strategies and prioritising effectively, universities can build a more robust and accessible mental health infrastructure that meets students’ evolving needs (Grima et al., 2024).
Mental health challenges among university students have wide-ranging implications and can result in several adverse outcomes (Grima et al., 2024):
Mental health challenges often lead to increased absenteeism, reducing students’ engagement with coursework and academic activities. This decreased participation results in lower grades and a higher risk of students discontinuing their studies, as research shows a strong link between poor mental health, academic underperformance, and higher dropout rates (Günçavd, Alabay, Gizem, Çelik and Polat, 2024).
Mental health challenges can also lead to physical health deterioration, including weakened immune function and the development of chronic illnesses.
Impaired social relationships can lead to further isolation and loneliness.
Students face a higher risk of substance abuse and harmful behaviours. Early intervention can prevent long-term problems, promote healthier environments, and support student well-being (J. Doyne Farmer et al., 2022).
Reduced overall quality of life and persistent mental health challenges.
· Inadequate academic performance.
· A decrease in well-being and quality of life.
The high prevalence of mental health challenges among university students is closely linked to an increased risk of suicidal ideation and behaviours, which requires immediate institutional attention (Hosseini, Turhan, and Gunarathna, 2019). Without adequate support and intervention, these risks can have lasting effects on individual safety and well-being. The connection between these outcomes and students' academic success and life satisfaction highlights the need for proactive mental health strategies in higher education (Ericsson et al., 2018; impact on future career prospects and overall life satisfaction).
In response to these adverse outcomes, universities have implemented targeted interventions such as on-campus counselling services, peer support networks, and online mental health platforms. Policy initiatives, including mental health awareness campaigns and expanded access to crisis intervention resources, also address student mental health concerns.
Universities offer a range of mental health resources, such as counselling, peer mentoring, and online support platforms; however, evidence shows these services often fail to keep pace with student demand (Ghul, 2020). While current policy measures are beneficial, they face persistent barriers, including limited availability, long wait times, and inconsistent service quality. Many programmes do not sufficiently address challenges related to stigma, cultural diversity, or integration with academic systems. The lack of rigorous long-term evaluation further complicates the assessment of lasting impact. Foundational mental health resources require expansion and adaptation to meet both recurring and new challenges (Vilaça et al., 2024). The UK government’s £50 million investment is a crucial step, but its effectiveness will be limited without strategic allocation and systematic evaluation. To truly support student well-being, universities must synthesise existing evidence into coordinated strategies that emphasise integration, inclusivity, and ongoing improvement. Adopting a comprehensive, evidence-driven approach is essential for universities to sustainably address the complex and evolving mental health needs of their student populations (Zhao and Qian, 2025).
Research Rationale: 
The impact of socioeconomic factors on university students' mental health (Boyd et al., 2024). Mental health issues among students can negatively impact academic performance, relationships, and overall well-being (Aloka, 2023). By analysing recent qualitative studies, the review identifies key influences, including financial stress, unstable housing, and employment challenges (Bradshaw et al., 2024). It also examines how these factors interact and proposes strategies to enhance student well-being and academic achievement (Moran and Roberto, 2021). Only recent peer-reviewed qualitative studies relevant to the topic were included to ensure comprehensiveness and reliability. This approach ensures that the findings are grounded in current evidence and address the complex interplay between socioeconomic challenges and mental health. By highlighting these connections, the review provides actionable insights for universities to design targeted interventions and support systems. Universities can use these insights to implement programs that address financial aid, housing security, and flexible employment opportunities. By fostering a supportive environment, institutions can help students manage stress, improve their mental health, and achieve better academic outcomes (Zhao and Qian, 2025).
Research Objectives:
This review identifies key themes and patterns in the literature to provide insight into the experiences and perspectives of university students (Kaur, 2025). Synthesising current research underscores the need for targeted interventions to promote mental health, support academic performance, and improve student well-being (Storms et al., 2025). Recommended strategies include financial literacy programmes, expanded housing support, and flexible part-time employment opportunities. These dance -for
 structures, and policymakers seeking to enhance student outcomes are approaches that address core socioeconomic factors that affect mental health and provide guidance (Che and Zhang, 2022).
Scope and Limitations of the Review:
This review examines qualitative studies from the UK to investigate how socioeconomic factors impact the mental health of universities (Adams, 2015). Quantitative studies were excluded to focus on in-depth narratives and perspectives (Dermott and Main, 2018). Only research conducted in the UK and involving university students was included for relevance (Redding, Drew, and Crump, 2019). Limitations include the potential omission of studies published in languages other than English, as well as research on non-student populations or unrelated topics (Markel and Riden, 2024).
 While this focus enables detailed analysis, it may not accurately reflect broader mental health trends (Amato et al., 2024).


1.4 Research question
Identify the common mental health conditions affecting students in higher education, such as anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders across different socioeconomic statuses (Aloka, 2023).
1.5 Research Aim
Exploring the socioeconomic factors affecting the university students in the UK? (Aloka, 2024)
1.6 Research Objectives 
Investigating the relationship between socioeconomic factors (e.g., income, parental education, and occupation) and mental health outcomes among university students.
 Investigating mechanisms through which socioeconomic factors influence mental health outcomes, including financial stress, social support, and academic achievement (Zhao and Qian, 2025).
 Assessing the prevalence and impact of mental health issues among university students from different socioeconomic backgrounds (Zhao and Qian, 2025).
Developing evidence-based policies and programmes aimed at reducing socioeconomic inequalities in mental health among university students.
Examining experiences of students from different socioeconomic backgrounds, including those from low-income households and minority ethnic groups.
1.7 Chapter summary 
This chapter introduces the research topic of socioeconomic factors affecting university students' mental health. In the discussion of the study's rationale, the interplay between socioeconomic factors and mental health outcomes was discussed. In addition, university students are increasingly concerned about mental health issues. The chapter highlights how these factors, such as financial stress, social inequality, and access to resources, contribute to mental health challenges. It emphasises the need for universities to address these issues through targeted interventions and support systems to promote student well-being and academic success.
Its boundaries and limitations were defined, including the exclusion of quantitative studies and research conducted outside the UK. The study's purpose is to synthesise existing qualitative research to gain insight into the perspectives and experiences of university students in the UK (Boyd et al., 2024). 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
 2.1: Introduction

This literature review examines socio-economic factors affecting university students in the UK, including financial challenges, access, social class, and mental health (Steventon, Cureton, and Clouder, 2016). The chapter synthesises key findings and critically evaluates existing scholarly works and journal articles on these determinants (Zhao and Qian, 2025). It provides a comprehensive background on student life under socioeconomic constraints and assesses the impact of these constraints on educational experiences and outcomes. The findings also identify areas requiring further research. This literature review highlights the interconnected nature of these factors, highlighting how financial challenges can exacerbate social inequalities and impact mental health ( Kotozaki and Storms, 2025). It underscores the need for targeted interventions to address these barriers, ensuring equitable access to education and improving overall student well-being. The review also explores the role of institutional support systems in mitigating these challenges, including financial aid, counselling services, and inclusive policies. It emphasises the importance of a comprehensive approach to addressing these socio-economic barriers. It advocates collaborative efforts among universities, policymakers, and community organisations to foster a more equitable academic environment (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025).


2.2 
The scope of the research
Socioeconomic factors influencing UK university students have received considerable scholarly attention over the past two decades. Research has examined how students' backgrounds affect academic performance, mental health, and the overall university experience (Cullinan and Flannery, 2017).

Bearsley (2018) observes that low-income students encounter distinct barriers to entering and continuing higher education. Financial instability, inadequate academic preparation, and limited resources impede their university experience. In contrast, affluent students benefit from greater economic security and support, which enables them to focus on academic success without financial distractions (Bearsley, 2018).

IFS (2019) reports that socioeconomic status perpetuates inequalities in student achievement, with students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds less likely to attend prestigious universities and more likely to drop out. While the IFS study offers valuable insight through comprehensive national data, its reliance on quantitative metrics risks overlooking individual experiences and the complexity of students lived realities. In contrast, Bearsley (2018) demonstrates that financial instability and a lack of resources create substantive disadvantages, but the qualitative methodology adopted restricts the extent to which the findings can be generalised to broader student populations. By drawing attention to the respective strengths and limitations of these approaches, it is evident that current research fails to provide a fully integrated perspective on how socioeconomic status shapes educational outcomes. Therefore, synthesis of quantitative breadth with qualitative depth is vital for a more nuanced understanding of both systemic patterns and individual experiences in higher education.

Despite extensive research, significant gaps remain in understanding the nuanced socio-economic dynamics influencing university students, particularly the interplay between social class and gender. This review identifies these gaps and proposes directions for future research to support a more comprehensive understanding of the topic. Callender and Tait (2017) examined the impact of tuition fees and living costs on students' mental health and academic performance. The authors found a direct correlation between financial strain and lower educational achievement, indicating that students who experience excessive financial worry may struggle to concentrate and perform well academically (Callender & Tait, 2017). This finding reinforces the view that financial stress constitutes a significant barrier to both educational attainment and personal well-being.

Furthermore, the Office for Students (2020) indicates that government maintenance grants are often insufficient for students from low-income households, resulting in greater reliance on part-time work and reduced academic focus. Increased dependence on student loans also creates long-term financial burdens that disproportionately affect lower-income students.
Resource Access

Socioeconomic disparities affect access to educational resources such as tutoring, mental health services, and extracurricular activities. According to McMahon (2019), students from affluent backgrounds benefit from increased access to these resources, which enhances their academic achievement (Sørensen et al., 2012).

Conversely, students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often lack these opportunities, which can result in feelings of inadequacy when compared to their peers (McMahon, 2019).

The impact of social class on university experience

Social class plays a significant role in shaping the university experience. Reay et al. (2019) found that working-class students frequently experience alienation and face challenges related to belonging and identity, which are attributed to their socioeconomic backgrounds and the perceived elitism of higher education institutions (Browning et al., 2021).

These findings are consistent with broader research indicating that social stratification influences both university experiences and educational attainment (Yang et al., 2023).
The evaluation of sources
Although the studies mentioned above provide valuable insights into the socio-economic factors affecting university students, they also have several strengths and weaknesses (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025). 
The strengths  
Many studies, such as those conducted by Callender and Tait, employ robust methodologies that combine quantitative and qualitative approaches to assess issues thoroughly (Zessin, Dickhäuser and Garbade, 2015). 
2. It draws on extensive datasets to produce comprehensive reports, which are pivotal to formulating national education policies that address socioeconomic disparities (Zhao and Qian, 2025). 
These methodologies often include surveys and interviews that provide statistical analysis and personal insights. By integrating quantitative data with qualitative narratives, studies can capture a holistic view of the educational landscape (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025).
. This mixed-methods approach ensures that the resulting reports are not only data-driven but also context-rich, enabling policymakers to make informed decisions. This comprehensive approach allows for a deeper understanding of the challenges and opportunities within education systems. By combining statistical trends with subjective experiences, these studies provide actionable insights that help address inequalities and improve educational outcomes for diverse populations (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025).
.



The weaknesses 
1. A considerable number of studies focus primarily on socio-economic factors without incorporating other dimensions, such as cultural influences and individual goals. This narrow lens can obscure university experiences (Zessin, Dickhäuser and Garbade, 2015). 
2. Research reports often rely on data from specific regions or demographics within the UK, which may not reflect the entire student population. Findings tailored to urban universities might not apply to rural institutions, limiting their generalizability (Garbade et al., 2015). 
This limitation can lead to biased conclusions and hinder the development of inclusive strategies for supporting diverse student populations. To address this, future research should adopt a more comprehensive approach, integrating several factors to provide a comprehensive understanding of university experiences across different contexts.

Research Gaps Identification

Despite the extensive literature on socio-economic factors, gaps remain that require further research (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025).
1. The intersectionality of socioeconomic status with other identity markers, such as race, ethnicity, and gender, is often neglected in current research. These intersections can significantly influence students' experiences, and they should be explored to gain a more nuanced understanding of the challenges they face. (Zessin, Dickhäuser and Garbade, 2015)
2. Most of the research is cross-sectional, providing an overview of issues at a particular point in history. Longitudinal studies of students could provide insight into how socioeconomic factors affect university outcomes (Garbade et al., 2015).
.3. Students have faced unique socioeconomic challenges because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, analysing student experiences post-pandemic remains an unexplored field of research. What impact does the pandemic have on various populations of students in terms of financial strains and social isolation? To address the educational inequality accelerated by COVID-19, it will be crucial to understand these dynamics (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025).
Future Research Framework

A comprehensive framework for future research is required due to the gaps identified in the existing literature. To explore students lived experiences, a mixed methods approach (Zahurin Mat Aji et al., 2025) approach could be used, combining quantitative analysis of socio-economic variables with qualitative interviews. It would also provide a more holistic understanding of students' challenges if they were viewed through an intersectional lens that considers race, gender, and socioeconomic status (Callender, 2017).

Using this inclusive framework, researchers can more clearly articulate the nuanced ways in which socioeconomic factors affect the educational journeys of diverse students (Garbade et al., 2015).


Summary Chapter 
The literature review provided a detailed exploration of the socio-economic factors affecting university students in the UK. Several key findings indicated that financial challenges, limited access to resources, and social class significantly shape students' experiences and outcomes. Existing research has provided valuable insights, but gaps remain that require further investigation, particularly regarding intersectionality and longitudinal studies. To fully understand these complex dynamics, future research should employ a mixed-methods approach. Academia can improve outcomes and increase higher education inclusion by addressing these gaps, resulting in more equitable educational policies. This approach would enable researchers to capture both quantitative data and qualitative insights, providing a comprehensive understanding of the challenges faced by students. By addressing these gaps, universities can implement targeted interventions to support underrepresented groups, fostering a more inclusive academic environment and promoting social mobility.






CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
 3.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the methodological framework used to investigate socioeconomic factors affecting university students in the United Kingdom. The aim is to provide a robust foundation for collecting and analysing relevant data by synthesising various research approaches and techniques. Specifically, this chapter will provide an overview of the purpose of this research, its definitional underpinnings, and the research procedure. The PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) framework will also be employed in a detailed search strategy tailored to the study's focus. These segments together will illustrate the systematic approach taken to isolate pertinent socioeconomic variables and their effects on the academic and personal lives of students in higher education.
The systematic literature review (SLR)
SLR is a structured and comprehensive method for examining all empirical evidence that meets predetermined criteria. According to Higgins & Green (2011), an SLR seeks to ensure transparency and reproducibility in research design. Research typically involves several key steps: defining a straightforward research question, setting selection criteria, searching electronic databases, assessing the quality of included studies, and synthesising findings.

The use of SLRs is beneficial in fields with extensive research outputs, as they provide an overview of existing knowledge, identify gaps in the literature, and assess the strength of the evidence (Laws, Gaudiano, and Seifer, 2025). Policy and educational practices will be informed by critical insights from diverse studies that address socioeconomic factors affecting university students.
Visit the Cochrane Handbook for Systematic Reviews for a detailed description of the SLR methodology.
 The search strategy
Using a search strategy, you can locate and retrieve relevant studies and data from multiple sources. The search strategy must ensure comprehensive data capture for the research question. It uses predefined criteria to efficiently filter large datasets.

A comprehensive analysis of socio-economic factors affecting university students was conducted using the PICO framework.
Taking this context into account:
P (Population): UK university students
I (Intervention): socio-economic factors (such as income, employment, and housing)
C (Comparison): how these factors affect the academic performance and well-being of students
Outcome (O): level of educational attainment and mental health
A search was conducted in major academic databases, including JSTOR, Scopus, and Google Scholar, covering publications from 2000 to 2023. By selecting this time, we ensured that the most relevant and recent insights into the socio-economic challenges faced by UK university students were included, enabling us to examine trends over the last two decades (Laws, Gaudiano, and Seifer, 2025).
Research Terms and Their Importance
Using search terms, researchers locate scholarly articles, reports, and other forms of literature related to their research topic in databases and search engines (Knopf, 2006). The precision of these search terms can significantly influence the quality and relevance of academic research, particularly with respect to socioeconomic factors and their impact on university students (O'Leary, 2017).
In the UK, university students face a variety of socioeconomic factors, including financial stability, access to resources, educational support systems, and cultural influences. Ensure comprehensive data collection by using targeted search terms that encompass these factors when researching such topics. For instance, simple search terms such as socioeconomic or university students may yield a broad array of results. In contrast, more specific phrases, such as financial aid, student debt, or academic performance and socioeconomic status, may yield literature more directly pertinent to the research question at hand (Kumar, 2019).
 Search Strategies Using Synonyms
Utilizing synonyms in research is essential. By using a single term, authors may overlook significant literature when discussing similar ideas. To improve your chances of retrieving relevant information, you need to use synonyms or related terms in your search strategy (Ferguson, 2014). Financial stability could be explored by using synonyms such as economic well-being, financial security, and monetary stability.

PICO/PEO Framework for Research
To formulate well-defined research questions, the PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) and PEO (Population, Exposure, Outcome) frameworks are essential. Researchers can use these frameworks to decompose complex issues into manageable components, thereby improving the clarity and specificity of their searches (Hunt et al., 2018).
Application of the PICO/PEO Framework
For the research topic at hand, the PICO/PEO framework can be delineated as follows:
Table 1: PICO/PEO
	 Population/Problem: University students in the UK

	Intervention/Issue: Socio-economic factors affecting academic performance


	Context: UK higher education institutions

	Outcome: Academic success and overall well-being of students


This framework enables us to articulate the research question as follows: What socioeconomic factors influence university students' academic performance?


Conducting a database search
The literature search was conducted using various academic databases, including JSTOR, PubMed, and Google Scholar. PICO/PEO keywords and synonyms were used to construct the search strategy (Burns et al., 2013). The search strategy was executed as follows:
Using the Boolean 'OR' operator, keywords were combined with synonyms to form 
1. P (Population/Problem). For example, students at universities, colleges, or higher education institutions.

2. The intervention/issue was addressed in a similar fashion
The socio-economic factors, OR the financial issues, OR the financial challenges

3.  Comparative analysis may not be explicitly applicable in this case so that this component may be less applicable.

4. Outcomes are also interconnected: performance, educational outcomes, or student success.

The Boolean operator "AND" was used to synthesise the various components into a single, cohesive search query. Here are some examples of search queries:

(university students, higher education students, or tertiary students) AND (economic factors, socioeconomic factors, and academic performance) AND (education outcomes, student success, or financial challenges).

 Research keywords

Searching for relevant literature requires keywords to narrow the scope of the search. Researchers use keywords to represent the main ideas of their research topics. Research searches are significantly enhanced by the strategic use of keywords, which enables an inquiry to focus on specific aspects while filtering out irrelevant results (Rosenfeld et al., 2010).

This investigation includes the following keywords.
University students, socio-economic factors, academic performance, financial aid, and student wellbeing. By carefully selecting and combining these terms, we explored the relevant literature on socioeconomic influences on UK university students.

3.6 A database 

Information was gathered from multiple academic databases to facilitate a thorough research process. A database is a structured collection of data that provides comprehensive access to scholarly literature, enabling efficient and productive searches.
 As each database has unique strengths and weaknesses, the necessity of using several databases in research cannot be overstated. To ensure a well-rounded research outcome, it is imperative to utilize diverse resources rather than relying on a single database..

Multiple databases provide increased access to varied perspectives, broader disciplinary coverage, and more comprehensive literature coverage. Various databases may contain publications from different academic fields, thereby enriching research with interdisciplinary perspectives. The publication dates, citation practices, and thematic focus of academic works vary which allows for a more nuanced understanding of the topic.

Several key databases were accessed for this study of socio-economic factors affecting UK university students (Repko and Szostak, 2020).
Google Scholar, PubMed, Academic Search Complete, and SSRN are among the sources. JSTOR offers a wealth of journal articles and books crucial to academic research, while Google Scholar provides access to an extensive collection of scholarly literature across several disciplines. Health-related research is essential for understanding the psychological well-being of students facing socioeconomic hardship. PubMed focuses on health-related research. SSRN plays a crucial role in disseminating early-stage research findings via Academic Search Complete. By combining these databases, a variety of credible academic sources pertinent to the study could be retrieved (Prakash, 2025).

Criteria for inclusion and exclusion

Inclusion and exclusion criteria must be well defined for selected research to be relevant and of high quality (Singh et al., 2024). 
The requirements enable the systematic identification of articles that make a significant contribution to the understanding of the research topic, thereby eliminating lower-quality or less relevant articles. By implementing this practice, not only is the research process streamlined, but the integrity of the study is also maintained through the provision of appropriate, credible information (Singh et al., 2024).
Establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria during the research process can reduce bias and increase transparency, according to a systematic review of research methodology. Inclusion criteria specify the characteristics that studies must possess to be considered relevant (Singh et al., 2024). 
Meanwhile, exclusion criteria delineate parameters that must be excluded, such as non-peer-reviewed works or studies outside a specified time limit.
3.7.1 Criteria for inclusion
The inclusion criteria for this study are studies that explicitly address socioeconomic factors affecting university students. Specifically, peer-reviewed journal articles published within the last ten years are eligible (Prakash, 2025). The studies must provide empirical evidence on academic performance and student well-being in the UK context, focusing on factors such as family income, parental education levels, and the availability of financial aid. Students are challenged by socioeconomic disadvantages. and supportive measures are needed to mitigate them.
3.7.2 Criteria for exclusion 
To ensure the relevance and quality of studies included in the review of socio-economic factors affecting mental health among UK university students, strict exclusion criteria were applied, such as studies that did not focus on UK university students, lacked a clear analysis of socio-economic factors, or were not peer-reviewed. Additionally, articles published before 2010 or those not written in English were excluded to maintain the study's scope and relevance. 
1. Studies not in English were excluded to ensure comprehension and contextual accuracy. 
2. The second restriction was the exclusion of studies focusing exclusively on non-university populations, such as high school students or individuals not enrolled in higher education. 
3. Studies lacking sufficient methodological robustness or empirical data were also excluded. Studies that did not meaningfully address socioeconomic factors or mental health outcomes were excluded. This ensured the review focused on high-quality, relevant research directly related to socio-economic influences on mental health among UK university students.

3.8 Results of Search 
In accordance with PRISMA guidelines, a systematic literature review was conducted to identify the socioeconomic factors affecting the mental health of university students in the UK. In this review, 150 articles were identified as relevant following an extensive search of several databases, including PsycINFO, PubMed, and Google Scholar (Repko and Szostak, 2020).
Screening was conducted in stages, beginning with a preliminary assessment of titles and abstracts. Using the established inclusion criteria, full-text articles were meticulously screened. During this process, 100 articles were excluded for focusing on different student populations, exhibiting methodological limitations, or being non-peer reviewed (Cooper, Hedges, and Valentine, 2019).


As a result of the final selection, 50 studies that met the rigorous standards were included. Both qualitative and quantitative research were conducted to provide a comprehensive understanding of the socioeconomic factors affecting university students' mental health (LaSure, 2023).
 PRISMA Flow Diagram:
The PRISMA flow diagram below summarises the literature search results:


                      

                        

                        Record identified through database (n=520)
Additional records identified through others sources (n=30)
Record after duplicate removed (n=475)
Record Screen (n=475)
Records excluded (n=35)
Full text articles assessed for eligibility (n=75)
Full text articles excluded with reason 
(n=300)
Studied included in qualitative synethesis (n=20)
Studies included in quatitative synethesis met analysis (n=15)

                                                                                      https://banner2.cleanpng.com/20180806/gzq/441bb0f31178f89b0751944977db556f.webp

                          

                              

Figure 1 shows how the search process and screening results are presented at each stage of the PRISMA process.
A comprehensive and systematic search strategy was employed, ensuring that all relevant literature was captured and irrelevant or scientifically unsound studies were excluded (Cooper, Hedges, and Valentine, 2019).

3.9 Ethical Considerations 
Research ethics ensure that studies are conducted with integrity, respect, and consideration for participants' rights (Yang et al., 2023). The literature reviewed on the mental health of university students has undergone ethical review and received supervisor review board approval before publication (Kumar, 2020).
Due to the sensitive nature of mental health research, ethical considerations were of particular importance. All articles included in the review needed to adhere to the ethical requirements regarding informed consent, confidentiality, and minimisation of participant harm. This careful selection enhances the credibility and moral legitimacy of this chapter's findings (Kumar, 2020).
3.10 Summary of Chapter 
 this chapter, the rigour and procedural framework for exploring socioeconomic factors affecting mental health among university students in the UK have been meticulously outlined. 
To ensure that only relevant and robust studies were included in the review, specific exclusion criteria were established. PRISMA guidelines provided valuable insights into eliminating irrelevant studies, demonstrating a precise and methodical approach to literature selection through a systematic analysis of search results. 
Looking ahead, the next chapter will focus on the findings derived from the literature review. It will offer an analytical discussion of the identified socio-economic factors, such as financial stress, employment, and social support, that affect mental health among university students in the UK. The discussion will highlight how these factors interplay with mental health, providing evidence-based insights into their impact on students' well-being. It will also explore potential strategies to address these challenges, enhance support systems, and promote mental health among the student population. The analysis will also examine how these socio-economic factors vary across different student demographics, such as age, gender, and cultural background, to provide a comprehensive understanding of their implications. Additionally, it will propose actionable recommendations for universities to implement targeted interventions and improve overall mental health outcomes (Yang et al., 2023).





Chapter 4 Data Extraction and Evaluation
4.1 Introduction 
  This chapter examines the intricate process of data extraction and evaluation concerning the socioeconomic factors influencing the mental health of university students in the UK (Mehta, 2022). Mental health among students is a growing concern, particularly given its close association with socioeconomic factors. The purpose of this chapter is to provide a systematic overview of how data relevant to this issue is extracted and evaluated. An introduction to critical appraisal and paper quality assessment will follow a brief overview of data extraction (Mehta, 2022). As Finally, a discussion of essential appraisal tools to evaluate scholarly literature, thereby ensuring robust findings that inform mental health initiatives and support systems in higher education.

4.2 Data Extraction
Data extraction involves retrieving specific information from various sources to facilitate data analysis (Higgins et al., 2019). This involves identifying, collecting, and categorising data from a variety of studies on university students' mental health and the socioeconomic factors that influence it. During data extraction for this project, we will use a pre-designed form to collect information on key characteristics, including demographics (age, gender, socioeconomic status), mental health indicators (prevalence of anxiety, depression, and other mental health conditions), and factors contributing to these difficulties. A descriptive table will be generated from the data, enabling a structured comparison across studies and highlighting trends, disparities, and areas for further research.
A Brief Introduction to Critical Appraisal and Paper Quality Assessment
Research studies are evaluated critically for validity, significance, and applicability to specific contexts (Coughlan et al., 2017). Evidence-based practice relies on this process, especially in fields such as mental health, where interventions must be grounded in rigorous, high-quality research to be effective. Informing healthcare policies and academic practices requires an understanding of potential biases, methodological weaknesses, and overall reliability of research papers.
Through this procedure, the vast literature is sifted to ensure only credible and relevant studies inform practice. The robustness of research findings on mental health among university students ensures that interventions are not only based on the most recent evidence but also reflect students’ realities. Developing impactful mental health strategies requires an informed understanding of research quality, given the significant pressures students face today, often compounded by socioeconomic factors (Booth et al., 2021).
4.4 Tools for critical appraisals
The critical appraisal tool is a structured framework that guides the evaluation of research studies, focusing on key aspects such as design, methodology, results, and relevance (Sackett et al., 2000). An appropriate critical appraisal tool enhances the accuracy and reliability of the appraisal process, resulting in better interpretation of the research implications (Jew, 2017).
The key focus areas of critical appraisal tools include assessing the validity of the study design, the robustness of the methodology (including sample size and recruitment strategies), the significance and clarity of the results, as well as the applicability of the research outcomes to the target population (Bowen et al., 2015). In practice, utilising tools such as PRISMA for systematic reviews and meta-analyses ensures transparency in study selection processes and helps minimise bias, while the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist systematically examines the trustworthiness, relevance, and results of qualitative research (Creswell et al., 2018). For example, when reviewing a study on the impact of socioeconomic status on university students' mental health, CASP can guide the appraiser to evaluate whether the recruitment strategy adequately captured students from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and whether the findings were clearly linked to these variables (Jew, 2017). By applying these frameworks, researchers and practitioners can critically assess whether a study’s findings are methodologically sound and contextually relevant, thereby strengthening the evidence base for interventions addressing socioeconomic influences on students' mental health (Jew, 2017). This deeper level of scrutiny is essential for distinguishing high-quality research from weaker studies, enhancing the capacity to implement evidence-based strategies that effectively support university populations (Creswell et al., 2018). al.,2018).
CASP Appraisal Tool 
The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool will be used to appraise qualitative studies. As part of the CASP, ten questions assess the relevance of the findings, the clarity of the objectives, and the appropriateness of the study's methodology (Yusop, 2022). The tool is widely used in research to evaluate the quality and credibility of studies. It helps researchers determine whether the study's design, data collection, and analysis methods are appropriate. By using CASP, researchers can assess the reliability of the findings and their applicability to the research question (Yusop, 2022). It also provides a structured framework for identifying potential biases, methodological flaws, and research gaps (Yusop, 2022). This ensures that the findings are critically evaluated. This enables researchers to make informed decisions about the study's validity and implications for practice or further research. Furthermore, with the CASP, researchers can assess the ethical aspects of a study, including informed consent and data protection. In addition, researchers can determine the study's ethical considerations. This comprehensive evaluation ensures that the research aligns with ethical standards and yields trustworthy, impactful findings (Yusop, 2022).

 
Strengths of CASP
A major strength of the CASP tool is its clarity and rigour. The CASP tool evaluates aspects of study design such as recruitment strategies, data collection methods, and analytical approaches. Applied qualitative research enhances the relevance of qualitative results by illustrating them in real-world scenarios (Creswell et al., 2018).
Users who may not be familiar with qualitative research methodologies can use the CASP tool due to its user-friendly format. By asking ten guiding questions, we encourage a critical evaluation of the study's merits.
CASP Tool Limitations
The CASP tool has some limitations, despite its advantages. Its main criticism is that it does not provide a comprehensive grading scale to assess the quality of studies; instead, it provides a qualitative assessment based on the appraiser's judgements. Qualitative studies may be interpreted and evaluated differently by different researchers because of this subjectivity (Mehta, 2022).
CASP does not fully consider sociocultural and contextual factors that may influence qualitative interpretation. CASP does not adequately capture context and relational dynamics, which are essential for qualitative research (Mehta, 2022).
The CASP tool may not be as robust as other appraisal tools, such as the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) Qualitative Assessment and Review Instrument, which offers a structured approach but places a greater emphasis on contextual relevance. The tool remains useful for practitioners seeking a straightforward method to evaluate qualitative research, however.
Key studies reviewed
In Appendix A, you will find a summary of the evaluations of the relevant qualitative studies identified with the CASP tool.
1. An evaluation of quantitative studies on socio-economic factors that influence university students' mental health


Critical Appraisal Tool Importance

This evaluation will utilise the STROBE checklist for reporting observational studies in epidemiology. Vandenbroucke et al. (2014) recognise STROBE as an essential tool for improving the transparency and quality of observational research, including cohort, case-control, and cross-sectional studies. This appraisal uses the STROBE checklist to ensure that selected studies are methodologically sound. This enables more informed conclusions about socioeconomic factors that affect mental health among university students.

By critically evaluating quantitative studies, we can improve the integrity of results and support evidence-based interventions. Using the STROBE tool, we can identify potential biases, reporting gaps, and ethical standards, thereby supporting robust academic dialogue and clinical practices (Sharma et al., 2021).

Study Selection and Summary 

A total of five quantitative studies will be assessed in this evaluation, all of which examine socioeconomic factors that impact mental health among UK university students:

Haghdoost et al. (2018) - The Association Between Socioeconomic Status and Mental Health Among University Students in the UK.
URL: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6051896/
2. The Impact of Housing and Socioeconomic Factors on Student Mental Health and Wellbeing, O'Reilly et al. (2017).
3. URL: [https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28446399].

Blueter et al. (2015) - "The Relationship Between Mental Health and Academic Performance Among UK University Students: The Role of Socioeconomic Factors.
URL: https://doi.org/10.1037/spr0000083 
4.  Davis & Tapp (2020) - A cross-sectional study on mental health and socioeconomic background of university students. https://bmcpsychiatry.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12888-020-02537-5


5. Duncan et al. (2019) - "Understanding Mental Health Among University Students: The Role of Financial Stress and Support.
6. The primary objective of these studies is to ascertain the extent to which socio-economic factors—including income level, parental education, and housing conditions—affect the mental health of university students. Furthermore, they aim to identify potential interventions that could mitigate mental health challenges among students from disadvantaged backgrounds (2022).
.

Study Design and Methodological Appropriateness

Analysing the selected studies reveals a variety of methodological approaches, each with its own strengths and limitations (Jew, 2017).
1. health.
The research questions were addressed primarily using appropriate methodologies. However, it is suggested that the longitudinal cohort designs, such as those of Beiter et al., provide a more comprehensive overview of how mental health evolves in relation to socio-economic status (Jew, 2017).

 Critically analysing studies, STROBE is a tool for evaluating the quality and reliability of each study.

· The study has several strengths, including a large sample size and clearly defined inclusive criteria. Self-reported data, however, can introduce bias into the study, as it relies on self-reported data. A more in-depth analysis of causal pathways would enhance interpretation, however (see Appendix A).
· The methodology of O'Reilly et al. (2017) is clearly defined, as are the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The limitation, however, lies in its cross-sectional design, which precludes causal inferences. Nonetheless, the findings link housing conditions directly to mental well-being, underscoring the importance of socioeconomic factors (see Appendix B).
· The Beiter et al. (2015) study excels at analysing longitudinal data, yielding nuanced interpretations of mental health pathologies. Nonetheless, a limitation is the potential impact of external factors not controlled for—such as pre-existing mental health conditions—which may bias the results (see Appendix C).

· The reviews conducted by Davis & Tapp (2020) were thorough, encompassing a variety of socioeconomic backgrounds. However, potential sampling bias could limit the generalisability of its findings. Detailed statistical analyses provide insight into relationships between variables, despite the inherent limitations of cross-sectional designs (see Appendix D).

·  Using validated mental health assessments, Duncan et al. (2019) look at the specific impacts of financial stress. Despite the cross-sectional nature, it offers significant insight into socio-economic factors influencing mental health (see Appendix E).


Chapter Summary
This chapter examines the intricate relationship between socio-economic factors and the mental health of university students in the United Kingdom. According to a review of existing literature, family income, employment status, and access to healthcare are key socio-economic factors affecting students' mental well-being. Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklists provide a systematic framework for assessing quantitative and qualitative research methodologies and are commonly used as appraisal tools. A more precise understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the reviewed studies was achieved using this tool. The next chapter examines institutional responses to socioeconomic challenges, focusing on the policies and support systems implemented by universities to improve student mental health. The analysis will also assess the effectiveness of these interventions in addressing students' mental health challenges, with particular emphasis on the accessibility and inclusivity of support systems. Furthermore, it will examine the role of collaboration among universities, healthcare providers, and policymakers in fostering a more supportive environment. 











CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND SYNTHESIS
 5.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to present a comprehensive analysis and synthesis of data gathered on the socio-economic factors affecting the mental health of university students in the UK. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the complexities surrounding mental health issues among this demographic using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. The interplay of socio-economic status, financial pressures, academic demands, and social support systems will be explored. It aims to provide a deeper understanding of the challenges university students face in maintaining their mental health by examining the implications of these findings for academic institutions and policymakers.
 5.2 Analysing the themes
A thematic analysis is a methodological approach used in qualitative research to identify and analyse patterns in data (themes). A powerful tool for interpreting research findings, it is instrumental in understanding individual experiences and perceptions. Researchers can draw meaningful conclusions from existing studies when they apply them to synthesising secondary data in systematic literature reviews (SLRs). Interestingly, thematic analysis can also be used in quantitative research by providing a robust framework for interpreting numerical data through conceptual categorisation. This enriches the analytical process and yields more profound insights into the subject matter (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
5.3 Thematic Analysis
Braun and Clarke (2006) developed a systematic approach to thematic analysis. The framework includes familiarisation, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining, and naming themes, and producing the report. 
Data immersion helps researchers better understand the data. Identifying and labelling important segments of data is coding. Afterwards, themes are generated that reveal significant patterns. The data set is represented more accurately after refining the themes. A comprehensive report synthesises the findings by defining and naming each theme. 
 Research from diverse fields can apply Braun and Clarke's framework to diverse data types due to its flexibility and robustness. Readers can also understand how conclusions are reached with the framework. This is particularly critical when addressing complex issues such as mental health, where myriad factors interweave to shape student experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
5.4 Studies and countries
Table 2:
	United States (Eisenberg et al., 2009)


	Canada (Canadian Alliance of students Associations 2019)


	Australia (National Union of Students, 2020)


	Nigeria (Olofinibiyi et al., 2019)


	8 countries, including India, Brazil, and Germany (Al Qadhi et al., 2020)


	United Kingdom (Leveque et al., 2017)


	



5.5 Emerging themes and sub-themes in Table 3
	Main themes
	Sub-themes
	Extractions from articles


	Financial Stress

	Cost of Living, Student Debt
	(Livingston et al., 2020) (McAuliffe et al., 2018)


	The Academic Stress
	Effort, Expectations
	(Wilks & Bullen, 2020) (Bimrose et al., 2019)


	Isolation from social networks

	A lack of community and peer relationships
	(Saxena et al., 2021). (Ronsley, 2019) |


	Access to Mental Health Care

	Availability and stigma
	(Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010). (Kitzrow, 2003) |


	Factors of Cultural

	Diversity and Integration
	(Modecki et al., 2016; Lutz et al., 2021)




The financial strain

In the literature, financial strain is one of the most compelling themes. Mental health outcomes are directly related to students' economic circumstances. Students' anxiety and depression are significantly exacerbated by the burden of student debt, as Bevan et al. (2020) demonstrate. Financial instability limits students' capacity to engage in academic and social activities, resulting in a cycle of stress and disengagement Kitzrow (2003).

According to McAuliffe et al. (2018), the rising cost of living has also exacerbated these financial pressures. In this study, researchers found that part-time work affects students' academic performance and their time for relaxation Kitzrow (2003). Students' academic success is negatively affected by financial insecurity, especially during crucial exam periods, not only due to mental health issues.
Pressure from academics

Academic pressure
Academic pressure is another significant factor affecting mental health among university students. According to Wilks and Bullen (2020), an overwhelming workload contributes to a heightened sense of anxiety and stress. There is immense pressure on students to achieve prominent levels of performance, which often results in burnout. According to Bimrose et al. (2019), the high academic standards students perceive are also influenced by unrealistic institutional expectations and peer comparisons.
The problem of academic pressure is not merely a personal one; it is also inherent to university culture. There is an unspoken expectation of excelling, which discourages discussions about mental health and seeking help. Many students experience adverse mental health outcomes because of this 'high-performance' culture.
Isolation from society 
The data indicate that social isolation is a critical subtheme affecting university students' mental health. Lack of community and peer relationships can adversely affect students' emotional well-being, according to Saxena et al. (2021). Despite the importance of social networks for providing support and alleviating stress, many students report feeling lonely, particularly those with diverse backgrounds or non-traditional educational paths. 
Ronsley (2019) elaborates on this theme by explaining how isolation often leads to a negative feedback loop in which students withdraw from community opportunities due to stress. Mental health outcomes for students who actively participate in communities and establish peer relationships are better. This withdrawal can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and hinder their ability to form meaningful connections. Addressing this issue requires fostering inclusive environments and providing accessible support systems to help students build social networks and improve their overall mental health. To address this, universities can implement initiatives such as peer mentoring programs, inclusive campus events, and accessible counseling services. These efforts can help students overcome social barriers, build supportive networks, and enhance their overall mental well-being. By creating spaces where students feel valued and understood, universities can help reduce the stigma surrounding mental health and encourage open dialogue Kitzrow (2003). These initiatives not only improve individual well-being but also contribute to a more connected and supportive campus community, fostering academic success and personal growth.

Mental Health Services Access
A significant theme identified in the literature concerns the availability and accessibility of mental health services. Hunt and Eisenberg (2010) found that many students are unaware of mental health resources or face barriers such as stigma that prevent them from seeking treatment. As Kitzrow (2003) points out, stigma associated with mental health issues creates additional layers of complexity, as students fear judgement or negative repercussions.
Lack of access to mental health services underscores the need for universities to enhance their support systems and raise awareness regarding the importance of seeking help. Students may be hesitant to seek assistance unless they are provided with sufficient resources and positive reinforcement from educational institutions. 
5.5 Factors related to culture 
The synthesis of studies also indicates that cultural factors significantly affect mental health among university students. Modecki et al. (2016) found that cultural diversity can influence students' adaptation to university life both positively and negatively. Diversity enhances the university experience, but it can also alienate some students Kitzrow (2003). 
According to Lutz et al. (2021), universities must develop strategies to foster an inclusive environment for all students. Universities can mitigate social isolation and academic pressure by addressing cultural diversity and promoting integration. Through this multifaceted approach, students feel welcome and supported within the university community, empowering them (Dunn et al., 2018).
  Universities can achieve this by organising cultural exchange programs, diversity workshops, and support groups that celebrate different racial and ethnic backgrounds. These initiatives can help students build connections, reduce isolation, and enhance their overall well-being, contributing to better mental health outcomes (Dunn et al., 2018).



5.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter explores how socio-economic factors affect university students' mental health through detailed data analysis. Quantitative survey data were analysed to identify associations between socioeconomic status and mental health, while qualitative interviews were coded to capture students’ experiences. The review found that economic instability, housing conditions, and educational pressures significantly affect students' emotional well-being. Financial struggles contribute to increasing anxiety and depression among students. In this chapter, the authors highlight the urgency of addressing the socioeconomic factors that influence students' mental health through targeted interventions and support services. One potential intervention is to implement financial aid programs that provide students with emergency funds to alleviate immediate economic stress. Additionally, universities could offer affordable housing options and subsidised meal plans to ensure basic needs are met. Mental health services should also be expanded, with a focus on counselling and workshops that address stress management and coping strategies tailored to students' unique socio-economic challenges.















6 Discussion 
Chapter Introduction
UK academic and policy discussions have increasingly focused on mental health among university students. A growing number of students are reporting mental health issues, making it imperative to understand the socio-economic factors that affect their well-being. Drawing on empirical research and contextual literature, this chapter explores these socioeconomic influences. Financial instability, housing, and social support will be discussed in relation to students' mental health. This analysis will also examine the implications of these findings for the existing literature, critically evaluating the study's limitations and potential limitations.



Key Findings Discussion

Instability in the financial markets

Financial instability is a significant socio-economic factor affecting university students' mental health. This finding aligns with evidence from a Universities UK report, which identifies financial worries as one of the top stressors for students (Universities UK, 2021). The reported struggles to meet rising tuition fees, housing costs, and other living expenses are consistent with the financial challenges observed in our own sample. Furthermore, the National Union of Students (NUS) indicates that 34% of students experience significant financial pressure, and 14% state that this pressure negatively affects their mental health. These statistics support the patterns identified in our study, demonstrating how external financial pressures directly contribute to the mental health concerns reported by our participants (Zessin, Dickhäuser and Garbade, 2015).

Based on our findings, students facing financial difficulties are more likely to report anxiety and depression than those who do not. According to Marmot (2010), individuals with fewer resources are more likely to experience poorer health outcomes (socioeconomic gradient in health theory). As a result of financial instability, individuals may use maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as substance abuse, which worsens mental health problems (Dunn et al., 2018).

Although our findings are consistent with prior literature, they should be interpreted considering their limitations. There may be an over-representation of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in our sample, who are more likely to report financial concerns, which may not reflect the entire student population. Therefore, generalisability should be approached with caution (Dunn et al., 2018).
.
The housing and accommodation industry
This section examines how housing and accommodation specifically contribute to the mental health outcomes of students in the UK. Many students live in overcrowded or substandard conditions (Kearns et al., 2020). According to our research, students living in inadequate housing reported significantly higher levels of anxiety and depression symptoms. As Kearns et al. (2020) also note, poor housing conditions directly contribute to students' mental health problems.

The relationship between housing quality and mental health is influenced by several factors, such as the physical living environment, including issues like inadequate heating or ventilation, and the social dynamics within shared housing, for example, conflicts with housemates. Poor accommodation conditions can increase stress by making students feel unstable or insecure in their living situation. Furthermore, individuals residing in shared housing may experience loneliness and isolation, which are linked to an increased prevalence of mental health problems (Khursheed et al., 2022).

Despite the qualitative evidence gathered in this study aligning with previous findings, it may not fully capture the complexity and heterogeneity of individual housing experiences. Specifically, the qualitative data collection methods employed were limited in their ability to account for the nuanced interactions between students and their housemates, as well as the broader social and cultural contexts of neighbourhood environments. These methodological constraints may have led to an incomplete representation of the ways in which housing and accommodation impact students’ mental health.
Stress and academic pressure

Academic pressure plays a significant role in shaping students' mental health, with university life presenting unique challenges due to its lofty expectations and competitive environment. This essay argues that academic pressure is a major determinant of student stress and mental health outcomes. The Office for National Statistics reports that over 40% of UK students feel overwhelmed by academic demands (Office for National Statistics, 2021). The findings of our study corroborate these figures, with a considerable number of participants reporting academic pressure as their primary stressor.

Many students resort to unhealthy coping strategies to cope with academic stress, including procrastination and overuse of caffeine and social media (Baker et al., 2018). Some academic pressure can be motivating (Eisenberg et al., 2009), but excessive stress can result in burnout, poor academic performance, and depression. Further research suggests that academic stress is compounded by socio-economic factors, including part-time work commitments and the necessity to maintain scholarships or funding for those struggling financially (Baker et al., 2018).

Although this finding aligns with the existing literature on academic pressure, a critique of our methodology reveals that self-reported data have significant limitations. Self-report measures are subject to various biases, such as social desirability bias, whereby students might minimize their experiences of academic-related anxiety to appear more resilient. Additionally, students may lack awareness or have difficulty identifying the extent of their own stress, leading to inaccurate or incomplete responses. These methodological concerns suggest that our findings may underestimate the true prevalence and severity of academic stress among university students (Zhao and Qian, 2025).

The Social Support System
Social support plays a crucial role in mitigating mental health issues among university students. Strong social networks can buffer the effects of stressors and improve students' mental health (Hale et al., 2021). Students with robust support systems reported greater emotional resilience and lower levels of anxiety and depression. Similarly, Cohen and Wills (1985) outline social support as a factor that protects against psychological strain (Zhao and Qian, 2025)..

However, social networks should be considered in relation to students' socioeconomic status. People from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may find it challenging to access social support, often feeling isolated and unable to interact with others. Students who work part-time jobs to alleviate financial stress often have less time for socialising and building relationships, which can lead to loneliness and exacerbate mental health problems. According to Hurst et al. (2020), employment can both positively and negatively affect students' mental health and social lives.

Our research is limited by the potential biases introduced by self-selection in interviews. Social supports may not be openly discussed among all students, leading to underreporting of their experiences. Social support may have a greater impact on mental health over time, as evidenced by longitudinal studies.
The Institutional Support Role

Mental health concerns among students are becoming increasingly important to universities in the UK. Today, many institutions offer support services, such as counselling and mental health awareness programmes. There is evidence that access to these services positively impacts students' mental health outcomes. For example, a survey by the National Union of Students found that 78% of students who accessed university mental health services reported some improvement in their mental well-being (NUS, 2019). Furthermore, a longitudinal study by Thorley (2017) demonstrated that students who utilized university counselling experienced a significant reduction in symptoms of anxiety and depression over the academic year.

It is important to note, however, that the effectiveness of these services varies. The study found that while some students were aware of available resources, many were hesitant to seek help due to stigma or a belief that their problems were not significant enough to warrant professional assistance. This suggests that even when support exists, social and psychological barriers may limit student engagement with these services. There is already concern regarding the accessibility and visibility of mental health resources at universities (NUS, 2019). Additionally, structural limitations, such as long waiting times and insufficient staffing or funding, further exacerbate the gap between student need and the support provided. These limitations imply that the actual reach and impact of institutional mental health support may be constrained by a combination of personal, social, and systemic factors, which should be considered when evaluating the effectiveness of such services.

It is essential to acknowledge that our findings are based on self-reported experiences of institutional support, which are inherently biased. The impacts of these support systems on students' mental health should be evaluated more objectively in future research (Tejas and A.S, 2024).
.
SLR Strengths and Limitations
Several strengths of the SLR, particularly regarding the socio-economic factors affecting mental health among university students in the UK, contribute to its robustness. A significant strength of this review is the comprehensiveness of the data collected from a range of studies, encompassing diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and demographics. This breadth increases the validity and reliability of the conclusions, providing a nuanced understanding of how various socio-economic conditions—such as income level, employment status, and parental background—influence students' mental health outcomes (Ravindran et al., 2019).  For policymakers and educators, rigorous inclusion criteria enable researchers to include only relevant, peer-reviewed literature that offers insights into the intersection of socio-economic factors and mental health.

There are, however, some limitations to the SLR. Study bias is one notable constraint. It is possible that different authors define or measure socio-economic factors and mental health outcomes differently, leading to inconsistencies in data interpretation. This variation will obscure clear relationships and hinder the generalisability of the findings across all UK student demographics.
Chapter Summary:
 The purpose of this chapter was to examine the strengths and limitations of the systematic literature review concerning socio-economic factors and mental health among UK university students. The review's thoroughness was evident in its inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative studies from across the UK. The identification of socioeconomic disparities in access to mental health services demonstrated its potential to provide practical insights into educational policy and practice. Several limitations were also highlighted, including methodological biases stemming from the predominance of cross-sectional study designs and a lack of representational diversity, as evidenced by the underrepresentation of international students and minority ethnic groups in many studies Overall, this analysis lays a foundation for future research endeavours aiming to refine understanding and responses to the mental health needs of all university students in the UK. To address these gaps, future research should adopt more diverse and longitudinal study designs that capture the experiences of underrepresented groups. Additionally, efforts to enhance data collection and analysis methods will be crucial in developing targeted interventions and policies to support the mental well-being of all students. 




Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations

7.1 Introduction

Students' mental health in the United Kingdom is shaped by complex socioeconomic factors and the growing demand for support in higher education. This chapter builds on previous findings to provide recommendations for practice and future research. It outlines implications for educators, mental health professionals, and policymakers and offers specific practice suggestions. The chapter also identifies future research directions to further explore socioeconomic influences on student mental health and concludes with a summary of key insights (Kohl et al., 2018).

7.2 Implications of findings

Socioeconomic factors significantly affect university students' mental health, highlighting the need for institutions to critically assess their responses. Disparities in mental health outcomes related to economic status, educational background, and resource access call for targeted interventions. Financial instability can increase anxiety and depression among students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (ACU, 2022) and limit their engagement with university life and support services. While inclusive support systems are recommended, institutions should evaluate whether current practices effectively address barriers such as stigma and lack of trust. In addition, universities should ensure that mental health services are accessible and culturally sensitive so that awareness efforts lead to meaningful engagement by vulnerable groups (Hymie Anisman, 2021).


A holistic approach to mental health, including access to counselling services, is essential. Academic frameworks should integrate mental health awareness and promote a sense of community. This approach supports institutional responsiveness to mental health challenges linked to socioeconomic factors (Shannon et al., 2020).


7.3 Practice Recommendations

Based on the implications outlined, several actionable recommendations can be made. Developing comprehensive mental health strategies that are sensitive to socioeconomic differences is the first step for universities (Zhao and Qian, 2025). Tailored support services can assist students facing financial uncertainty. Financial literacy programmes and workshops can help students develop budgeting skills, thereby alleviating financial stressors that contribute to mental health challenges (Higher Education Policy Institute, 2021).

Universities should also actively foster a sense of community through peer support networks that encourage students to connect. Training student ambassadors in mental health awareness and resilience-building (BACP, 2023) could accomplish this. Creating support systems among students, as well as normalising mental health conversations, will contribute to reducing stigma around mental health (Killackey, 2015).

Moreover, institutions must ensure that mental health services remain adequately funded and resourced. Collaboration between university departments, healthcare providers, and community organisations can yield a more robust support system for students. By establishing partnerships that integrate mental health services with academic advising, career services, and financial aid, universities can provide a comprehensive approach that addresses multiple facets of student life (NUS, 2022).

7.4 Recommendations for Future Research

Research into socioeconomic factors affecting university students' mental health should focus on longitudinal studies that track mental health trajectories across diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. By taking this approach, a greater understanding of the long-term effects of economic vulnerability on mental health and academic performance could be gained. The role of digital technologies in mental health support should also be explored, particularly for students from less privileged backgrounds who may face barriers to in-person engagement (Smith & Jones, 2023)

Qualitative studies that examine students lived experiences can provide rich, nuanced insights into how socioeconomic factors affect mental health. Research should also assess the effectiveness of existing support systems and identify gaps that require attention (Youth Access, 2021)..

Social scientists, psychologists, and economists can collaborate to provide a comprehensive understanding of systemic issues affecting student mental health through interdisciplinary research. A multidisciplinary approach can help researchers develop innovative solutions to the challenges UK university students face (Aloka, 2023).


7.5 The Conclusion

In this summary, socio-economic factors exert significant and varying influences on university students' mental health. To address these challenges effectively, higher education institutions should implement support strategies that directly respond to the complex needs identified in the research. Specifically, institutions should develop targeted financial assistance programmes, expand ethnically sensitive counselling services, and design outreach initiatives tailored to disadvantaged student populations. These recommendations provide the foundation for both practical interventions and future scholarship, underscoring the importance of integrating social, economic, and educational perspectives to fully understand and resolve student mental health disparities (Aloka, 2023). This comprehensive approach addresses immediate concerns and fosters long-term resilience among students. By prioritising inclusivity and accessibility, universities can create environments that promote emotional well-being, academic success, and equitable opportunities for all learners. Culture-sensitive counselling plays a crucial role in ensuring all students feel understood and supported, regardless of their cultural background. By employing counsellors trained to recognise and respect diverse societal norms and values, universities can provide more personalised and effective mental health support. This approach not only helps to build trust between students and counsellors but also encourages students from various cultural backgrounds to seek help without fear of misunderstanding or stigma.
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Appendix A
Despite the lack of a thorough assessment of participants' demographic diversity, Tsoi et al. (2019) received high marks for their clear aims, appropriate methods, and ethical considerations.

Despite having solid methodological rigour and robust findings, Duffy et al. (2021) failed to explore potential biases in focus groups.

3. By integrating broader perspectives from students, Kearney et al. (2020) provide insightful views into academic stress.

4. The study by Finnegan et al. (2020) highlighted cultural dimensions of coping strategies, but the implications of exclusionary practices within UK universities were not sufficiently addressed.

5. The study by Smith et al. (2020) is intense in its recommendations for institutional support, and it could be used to improve transparency concerning counselling staff selection.
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