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Component 2: Assignment (Report)


l health concerns A Scoping Review of the Effectiveness of Digital Mental Health Interventions in the Improvement of Depression and Anxiety Outcomes Amongst Young Students in the UK.

1. Introduction 
Mental Health recognised as one of the most significant public health issues affecting young adults, families, communities, and the healthcare systems across the United Kingdom. According to The World Health Organization (2022), mental health is seen as a state of wellbeing in which an individual identifies their abilities to cope with life stresses, contribute to communities and work productively. University students are more particularly vulnerable to having mental health difficulties including anxiety and depression, which are the most reported difficulties within higher education. Social isolation, academic pressures, financial difficulties, and uncertainty of future employment have all been identified as common contributing factors that can negatively impact a student’s psychological wellbeing and academic participation (House of Commons Library, 2025).
[bookmark: _Int_RfPiG9Ow]The high demand for mental health services in universities, has insanely increased over recent years, particularly following COVID-19, which intensified the existing pressures faced by healthcare services and student support services. According to the House of Commons Library (2025), the proportion of young students who have reported menta has risen substantially over the past decade, outlining on the need for effective and accessible interventions. However, the increase in demand for services has resulted in longer waiting times and high pressure on the NHS and university counselling services (NHS England, 2019)
Whereas digital health interventions have become an innovative approach in tackling mental barrier to accessing mental healthcare services. These interventions can include online cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), teletherapy, mobile mental service applications, online-based counselling platforms, and digital self-management programmes. These technologies aim to provide cost-effective, flexible, and convenient support whilst still overcoming barriers associated with traditional face-to-face mental healthcare services (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 2022). Research suggest that digital interventions can help to improve the symptoms of depression and anxiety whilst developing the access of services for students who may be hesitant to seek help due to the surrounded stigma or scheduling difficulties (Firth et al., 2017). Digital approaches can be integrated across many universities to promote student well-being (Lister et al. 2022)
A scoping review is a form of secondary research that overlooks existing evidence, identifies the range of literature available and highlights knowledge gaps in areas of research (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). This approach is particularly appropriate for the chosen study because the evidence that surrounds digital mental health interventions amongst students at UK universities.

Review Question.
How effective are digital mental health interventions in improving depression and anxiety among young university students in the United Kingdom?

Aim
The purpose and aim for this scoping review is to critically review and examine peer-viewed evidence regarding the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions in the improvement of depression and anxiety outcomes amongst students in the United Kingdom.

Objectives
· To recognise and identify the diverse types of digital mental health interventions accessed by university students in the UK.
· To identify the advantages and limitations to access of digital health interventions.
· To critically evaluate existing evidence regarding the effectiveness of reducing the symptoms of depression and anxiety.
· To identify gaps within the current literature researched and provide recommendations for future research and UK healthcare practise.



2.Background
Mental health surrounding university students has become an increasingly important public health concern in the United Kingdom. Recent research suggests that depression and anxiety are common mental health concerns amongst young students, with increasing numbers of young people seeking support from universities and NHS mental health services (House of Commons Library, 2025). Academic pressure, financial difficulties, transitions into higher education, social isolation and doubt about future employment have all contributed as factors to worsening of mental health conditions amongst students (Office for Students, 2024) 
In response to these barriers, the UK Government and NHS have introduced several new policies which all aim towards the improvement of mental health services. The NHS Long Term Plan recognises mental health as a priority and commits to increasing access to services, improving early intervention services, and increasing the use of digital technology to develop and enhance the access and quality of care (NHS England, 2019). The NHS Talking Therapy programme (Improves access to psychological therapies) provides evidence-based psychological interventions, which includes cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), for young individuals who experience mental health disorders such as depression and anxiety (NHS England, 2024). These initiatives outline the important and increasing role of digital technologies in supporting the delivery and access of mental health services. According to Rakow et al. (2023) the design and use of digital platforms can ehance student mental wellbeing.
Alongside these NHS initiatives, universities have expanded on the idea of digital wellbeing services for students to complement the traditional in person counselling. Many higher education institutions now offer access to digital counselling services, mental healthcare applications, virtual support, and wellness counselling. These digital interventions aim to provide convenient, flexible, and timely support, especially for students who may avoid services due to stigma, limited availability for appointments or scheduling difficulties (Universities UK, 2023). The increased number of smartphones and internet-based technologies used by young students, increases the support of the integration of digital mental health interventions into student mental health wellbeing services.
Digital mental health services are designed to improve the psychological wellbeing of students and reduce risks of depression and anxiety. These include online delivered cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), teletherapy, mobile applications for services, guided self-help programmes, and online mindfulness interventions (National Institution for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 2022). Previous research recognises that these interventions could improve accessibility, reduce waiting times and increase treatment flexibility whilst still enabling students to access support at a time that more convenient to them and their needs (Firth et al., 2017). However, besides its effectiveness there are still concerns regarding long-term effectiveness, user engagement, digital exclusion, and the quality of mental health applications available.
However, the use of these digital mental health interventions has increasingly expanded, and uncertainty remains regarding its effectiveness in the improvement of depression and anxiety outcomes especially amongst young students within the UK. Studies have shown the decrease in symptoms following individuals’ participation in digital cognitive therapy and other online interventions, whereas others have identified challenges which relate to user engagement and sustainability with treatment outcomes. Subsequently, there is more need to review existing evidence to be able to determine the effectiveness and identify what areas may require more research. This scoping review therefore seeks to create peer-reviewed literature to provide an overview of existing evidence and identify gaps that can inform future research, policy, and clinical practice.

3. Methods
Study Design
This research is adopted by a scoping review methodology in which explores the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions in the improvement of the symptoms of mental health illnesses amongst young university students in the United Kingdom. A scoping review was chosen because it enables researchers to systematically map existing evidence, recognise and identify key concepts and highlight the gaps with the literature available (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). This method of approach would be beneficial for examining the broad body of evidence from multiple research designs.

Search Strategy
Using recognised academic databases such as the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Library, helped to conduct a literature search to identify relevant peer-reviewed research articles. The databases that were researched include:
· CINAHL Ultimate (EBSCO)
· PsycINFO (EBSCO)
· MEDLINE (EBCO)
· PubMed
· UWSTD Library Discovery Search
These databases were chosen because they provide high-quality mental health, healthcare, and psychology research that is relevant to the current topic.
[bookmark: _Int_vU1OAySj]Keywords were formed from the review question and combined using “Boolean operators” (AND and OR) to improve on the research strategies. The following examples of terms that were used include:
· “Mental health intervention”
· “Online cognitive therapy” OR “CBT”
· “Digital mental health”
· “Anxiety” OR “Depression”
· “Mental healthcare apps” OR “Mobile application”
· “Universities”
· “United Kingdom” OR “UK”

Another example of this research strategy includes:
(“Digital mental health” OR “Online cognitive therapy” OR “Mobile applications”) AND (“Anxiety” OR “Depression”) AND (“University students”) AND (“United Kingdom”).

Inclusion and Exclusion Crisis
To ensure the focus of this review remains relevant, predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied.
Inclusion criteria include:
· Primary and secondary research studies
· Peer-reviewed articles
· Published in years 2014 to 2025
· Include universities or high education students.
· Focus on the digital mental health interventions
· Relevant to the UK or higher education settings
· Investigated depression and anxiety outcomes for patients.

Exclusion criteria include:
· Policy documents and Government reports (Used only in background section)
· Studies that do not involve university students 
· Conference papers
· Articles not available in full text
· Any articles published before year 2014.

Data Extraction
Following this database search, the identified studies were presented according to the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Relevant current information from each article was extracted using a data extraction table. This information included the author(s), publication year, methodology, study goal, intervention type, outcome measures, and key findings. This knowledge was organised into a summary table to enable comparison across the selected studies chosen.

Data Analysis
The findings from the studies included were analysed using a thematic analysis, this follows the approach described by Braun and Clarke (2006). Which includes the involvement of identifying ongoing patterns and organising findings into key themes that relate to impact and effectiveness of digital mental health interventions. These themes are compared to identify any similarities, differences, and gaps within the existing evidence.

Ethical Considerations
As this study is based upon published secondary research, ethical approval is not required as no human participation was directly involved. However, ethical principles are maintained by accurately representing the findings from the included studies, avoiding plagiarism through the correct use of citation, and referencing, and reporting all the evidence to reduce researcher bias. All sources were also used and referenced using the UK Havard Referencing style.
Results 

Study Selection
A thorough literature search was undertaken using CINAHL, PsycINFO, MEDLINE, PubMed, and UWSTD Library Search. This strategy of research identifies articles that relate to digital mental health interventions for students in universities, that may be experiencing depression and anxiety. Following the extraction of duplicate records, the studies remaining were screened by its title and abstract using the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full-text articles were then assessed for reliability and eligibility, which resulted of six peer reviewed studies. A range of digital mental health interventions were explored, including online-based cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), web-based programmes, chatbot technology and smartphone applications. 
These six studies include meta-analyses, systematic reviews, randomised controlled trials and providing a detailed overview of the impact and effectiveness of digital mental health interventions amongst young students. Although each intervention may differ, all studies have examined outcomes relating to the symptoms of mental health and psychological wellbeing.

Characteristics of the included studies:

	Author(s)
	Study Design
	Intervention
	Participants
	Main findings

	
Davies, Morris, and Glazebrook (2014)
	
A systematic review and meta-analysis
	
Computer-delivered and online-based interventions 
	
University students
	Online Interventions improve mental health symptoms, although quality of evidence varies 

	
Firth et al. (2017)
	
Meta-analysis

	Mental healthcare smartphone applications
	Young adults
	Smartphone interventions can make small adjustments to improving depressive symptoms

	
Lattie et al. (2019)
	
Systematic review 
	Digital mental health interventions 
	College/ university students 
	Positive mental health outcomes were achieved through digital interventions, although user engagement can differ 

	
Harrer et al. (2019)
	Systematic review and meta-analysis
	Online based 
interventions 
	
University students 
	Online-based interventions can significantly reduce mental health symptoms

	Fitzpatrick, Darcy, and Vierhile (2017)
	Randomised controlled trial
	Woebot CBT chatbot
	
Young adults 
	Users of the chatbot reported reduction in anxiety, depression compared to the control group

	
Galante et al. (2018)
	
Randomised controlled trial
	
Mindfulness intervention
	
University students
	Mindfulness training improved mental state and psychological wellbeing during academic stresses






Theme One: Effectiveness of Digital Mental Health Interventions 
These findings from the studies included, highlight that digital mental health interventions can improve the symptoms of mental health conditions across a wide spread of six studies. Interventions such as online-based cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), chatbot technology, smartphone applications and online mindfulness programmes all demonstrate a positive impact on student's mental wellbeing.
Davies, Morriss and Glazebrook (2014), outlined that online based and computer delivered interventions are associated in the deduction of mental health symptoms. However, these authors also highlighted on the quality of the evidence that is varied across the included studies, recommending that high-quality research is required to strengthen an individual's confidence in the findings.
In similarity, Harrer et al. (2019) found that online based interventions help to significantly reduce the risk of depression and anxiety symptoms amongst students in universities. This author concluded that these online base interventions provide effective and accessible methods of delivering mental health support within higher educational settings. Peer support interventions also may complement digital mental health services within higher education (Pointon-Haas et al. 2023).
Fitzpatrick, Darcy and Vierhile (2017), evaluated on the effectiveness of Woebot, which is an artificial intelligence computerised chatbot based on cognitive behavioural therapy principles and standards. Participants who have experiences with these chatbots have reports of greater reductions in the symptoms of mental illnesses than those in a comparison group, outlining on the potential of these digital technologies to improve access to mental health support.
Firth et al. (2017) Highlights that smartphone based mental health interventions produce little to moderate improvements of mental health symptoms. Although, the effectiveness was small, the findings suggest that these smartphone-based interventions can offer practical and accessible mental healthcare services for young adults.
Overall, this research suggests that digital mental health interventions can have a positive impact on the symptoms of mental health illnesses and their outcomes amongst young students. However, differences in intervention types, user engagement, and study design resulted in various levels of effectiveness for everyone, indicating that digital interventions should not only completely erase face to face mental healthcare services.



Theme Two: Accessibility and Convenience of Digital Mental health Interventions

A common theme recognised across the multiple included studies was that digital mental health interventions improve the accessibility and convivence of mental healthcare services and support for university students. Traditional face to face services can often involve long waiting times, limited to no appointment availability and the concerns of surrounding stigma which can be off putting to students who need the support. Digital based interventions however offer a flexible alternative, enabling students to gain easy access to evidence based psychological support.
Davies, Morriss and Glazebrook (2014), found that online based interventions were specifically more effective for students who prefer to access support in private and at their own pace. These authors recognised that the flexibility of these online programmes can reduce the barriers linked to traditional services, including any concerns of embarrassment or scheduling conflicts.
Firth et al. (2017), highlights on the widespread use of smartphone amongst students, suggesting that online mental health applications can provide an easier accessible platform for the deliverance of mental healthcare services. The authors debated that smartphone-based interventions encourages students to manage and monitor their own mental wellbeing and engage in therapeutic activities, which promotes independence and better mental health outcomes.
However, Galante et al. (2018) demonstrates that mindfulness-based interventions could be distributed effectively across university environments, providing young students with flexible and easy opportunities to develop on their wellbeing and coping strategies during times of academic stress. The easy accessibility of this intervention encourages individuals to participate and integrate wellbeing activities into their day-to day life.
Overall, this research indicates that digital health interventions contribute to the improvement of accessibility by overcoming practical, psychological, and geographical barriers that link to students preventing from seeking help. The flexibility and convenience offered by these digital mental health interventions may encourage student participation and engagement with support, they also contribute to the improved wellbeing amongst young students.


Theme Three: Student Engagement and Users Experience 
Student engagement and user experiences have consistently shown up within these included studies. Although digital health interventions have demonstrated positive impacts and outcomes to improving mental health symptoms, its effectiveness has been linked to the service user's willingness to participate consistently with the intervention. Multiple studies outline that the regular use of digital platforms was associated with positive improvements in mental health outcomes, whereas low adherence can reduce the overall effectiveness of these digital interventions.
Lattie et al. (2019) identified that while many young students engaged with digital mental health programmes, maintaining their engagement overtime becomes challenging. The review recognises multiple factors that encourage engagement with these services including, personal motivation, programme design, ease of navigation and relevance of intervention content. Evidence shows that students are more likely to engage with interventions that are more user-friendly and tailored to their individual needs.
Similarly, Fitzpatrick, Darcy and Vierhile (2017) reported higher levels of engagement amongst students with use of the Woebot chatbot. This intervention's ability to provide an immediate response and the conversational nature of this intervention encourages users to engage with the platform consistently. Research also shows that participants reported elevated levels of satisfaction, suggesting that artificial intelligence-based interventions offer acceptable and interactive forms of mental health support for young students.
Davies, Morriss, and Glazebrook (2014) also emphasise on the importance of user engagement when assessing digital mental health interventions. The authors all suggested that programmes in which involve structured cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), interactive activities and personalised feedback were more likely to retain users and produce better mental health outcomes rather than interventions relying on passive information delivery.
However, Harret et al. (2019) outlines that user engagement remains one of the main challenges that affects the long-term success of digital mental health interventions. Some users discontinued with the intervention before completion which limits the therapeutic benefits. These authors recommend incorporating reminders, ongoing monitoring, and personalised support to enhance the effectiveness of the intervention.
Overall, this research indicates that the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions depends not only just on therapeutic content but on the extent to which young students engage throughout the service. Features such as interactive designing and personalisation enhance user's experiences and encourage user engagement, improving mental health symptoms.


Discussion
This scoping review investigates the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions in the improvement of mental health symptoms. Overall, this research suggests that digital interventions including online based cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), mindfulness programmes, chatbot technology and smartphone applications can have a positive influence on a young student's mental wellbeing. However, these factors were influenced by factors such as user engagement, accessibility, and quality of the intervention design. 
This findings of this review are consistent with previous evidence which demonstrates that digital mental health interventions can reduce mental health symptoms such as anxiety and depression. Both Davies, Morriss, and Glazebrook (2014) and Harrer et al. (2019) concluded that online-based interventions were associated with significant improvements in young students' mental wellbeing states. In similarity, Firth et al. (2017) found that smartphone-based interventions produced little to moderate deductions in these symptoms. However, these findings suggest that digital interventions help to provide flexible and accessible psychological support rather than basic face-to-face services.
Accessibility was recognised as one of the main advantages of digital mental health interventions. Studies by Lattie et al. (2019) and Galante et al. (2018) both outline that digital programmes allow students to gain access to support at any time and place suited to their needs. This flexibility supports students who are balancing personal life, employment, and academic commitments. Furthermore, these findings also support the objectives stated in the NHS Long Term Plan, which enlarges on the increased use of digital technologies to improve the access to mental health services (NHS England, 2019). According to Batcheor et al. (2020) student perspectives indicate that accessibility and quality of student mental health services influence seeking help.
However, despite the positives of these findings, the review also recognised several challenges faced by digital mental health service interventions. With user engagement becoming one of the main challenges, Lattie et al. (2019) reported that numbers of students discontinued with the programme before completion. Harrer et al. (2019) similarly identified that reduced adherence may limit the effectiveness of online-based interventions long-term.
This evidence also suggests that digital mental health interventions should complement rather than erase traditional mental health services (Barnwell and Patton, 2025). Although, Fitzpatrick, Darcy and Vierhile (2017) highlighted that the use of the Woebot effectively reduced the symptoms of mental illnesses, digital interventions however may not be suitable for students with more complex or severe mental healthcare needs.
Overall, this review demonstrates that digital mental health interventions have high potential to improve mental health outcomes amongst university students, However, further research may be required to accurately determine the effectiveness of these interventions long-term.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this scoping review examined and identified the effectiveness of digital mental health interventions in the improvement of mental illness symptoms amongst university student within the UK. These findings indicate that interventions such as online-based cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), chatbot technologies, smartphone applications and mindfulness programmes can positively impact students' mental wellbeing (Davies, Morriss, and Glazebrook, 2014; Harrer et al. 2019). Digital interventions were found to be able to improve the flexibility, accessibility, and convenience, enabling young students to access mental health services in ways that complement the traditional services (NHS England, 2019). However, this review recognised challenges which relate to user engagement, compliance, and the need for further quality research to evaluate the long-term effectiveness (Lattie et al. 2019). Overall, digital mental health interventions represent valuable additions to colleges, universities, and NHS mental health provision, but should complement traditional services rather than completely erase them, especially for students who experience more severe mental conditions (Fitzpatrick, Darcy, and Vierhile, 2017)
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