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Introduction to Student Mental Health 



What is Mental Health? 

Mental health refers to a full spectrum of experience ranging from good mental health to 

mental illness. 

Good mental health = feeling good, responding appropriately, positively contributing to 

the community and the absence of illness.

Poor mental health or mental health difficulties = individuals experience levels of 

emotional and/or psychological distress beyond their ability to effectively manage.



Question Time

How many higher education students are studying in the UK? 

Roughly how many students will experience clinical levels of psychological distress 

during their time at university? 

What are the most commonly experienced mental illnesses in the student population? 



Student Mental Health 

There are currently around 2.4 million students at UK universities.

Roughly 1 in 3 experience clinical levels of psychological distress during these 

formative years.

Anxiety and depression are the most commonly experienced mental illnesses in the 

student population; but students also experience eating disorders, self-harm, OCD, 

bipolar disorder, psychosis and personality disorders.



Why Do We Focus on Student Mental Health?

● University brings a range of unique 
challenges including academic, financial 
and social pressures. 

● Imagine moving house, leaving behind 
your support network, starting an 
academically rigorous new job, becoming 
financially independent and building new 
friendships all at the same time and
perhaps for the first time. 

● The peak age of mental illness onset overlaps 
with the median age of the majority of 
students; with 75% of mental health 
difficulties developing by the mid 20s.

● The number of students who disclose a 
mental health condition to their university has 
increased dramatically in the past 10 years. 
Universities have experienced significant 
increases in demand for counselling and 
disability services (IPPR, 2017)



What is the Impact? 

Experiencing poor mental health at 

university can contribute to decreased 

performance and interpersonal 

problems, leading to academic failure 

and dropout, job difficulties and negative 

social outcomes. 

Tragically, in recent years there has been 

an increase in the number of student 

deaths by suicide.



Introducing Student Minds







Peer Support  

Students are often the first source of 

support for their peers. We support 

students to run peer support groups.

Our groups are run by trained student 

facilitators who ensure conversations 

remain supportive and safe. 

Peer support attendees show a significant 

increase in wellbeing and ability to talk 

openly about their mental health.

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/peersupportgroups.html


Student-led Initiatives

We coordinate a network of student 
campaign groups and empower them to 
champion the student voice on mental 
health by raising awareness and running 
their own campaigns. 

Student Minds’ Blog is the biggest 
student-led blog on university life and 
mental health in the UK. The student 
editorial team produce, edit and curate 
essential content for students, by 
students. 

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/campaigngroups.html
https://www.studentmindsblog.co.uk/


Training 

We run train the trainer 

programmes, equipping 

university staff to run 

workshops to build mental 

health literacy on their 

campuses, enabling us to 

reach a greater number of 

students in the UK.

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/universitystaff.html


Research and Resources 

We drive national change by developing 
research and policy recommendations
and sharing best practice as influenced 
by the student voice, like the University 
Mental Health Charter. 

We create and run research-driven 
national campaigns, including University 
Mental Health Day every March.

We also share knowledge and resources
such as the Know Before You Go and 
Transitions guides for prospective and 
current students. 

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/charter.html
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/knowbeforeyougo.html
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/transitionintouniversity.html


speak directly to Government, lawmakers and 
influential figures. We recently met with the 
Duchess of Cambridge, Michelle Donelan, Minister 
of State for Universities and Labour party leader 
Keir Starmer. 





Covid-19 and Student Mental Health



The Student Mental Health Landscape in Covid-19
● Emotional responses of stress and fear in the face of a pandemic are normal.

● In the first lockdown students were more likely than the general population to feel anxious 
and worried, unable to cope and experience self-harm. (1)

● Both young people and students have cited feelings of loneliness and isolation. (2, 3, 4, 5)

● Students feel the pandemic and online learning has had a negative impact on their ability to 
perform and engage academically. (3, 6)

● Students have struggled to access or engage with support at university whilst being at 
home. (3, 4)

● Many students and young adults have experienced increased anxiety about their future.
This includes concerns about their ability to be successful at university, the future of the 
university sector and their long term employment prospects and finances. (3, 6)

● Many university staff are worried about increased workload and job security. (7, 8)



Inequality

The impact of Covid-19 is being felt differently across the university community and is 
particularly affecting groups such as:

● Low-income and low-socioeconomic status
● Women
● Those with pre-existing mental health conditions
● Those living with children
● Carers
● Care leavers and estranged students 
● Students with disabilities

● International students
● Placement students
● Year abroad students
● PGR/ECRs
● Staff and students in clinical practice
● Racialised, minoritised and BAME 

communities
● Those experiencing domestic violence, 

abuse and race-related hate crime



Listening to Students Online

● January 2021 - scraped and analysed over 1,100 posts from higher education students on social media 
in response to the third lockdown in England, to get a temperature check on the mood of students 
online.

● Increase in negative feelings and pessimism in comparison to the November lockdown. 

○ Greater sense of resignation, students feeling more defeated, and angrier than before.

● Widely-held belief that universities expected students to perform to the same academic standards and 
were not reasonably accounting for the pandemic with regard to assessments.

● Expressing greater concerns about their ability to succeed, showing academic anxiety and worries 
about the disruption to their studies.

● While in previous lockdowns, concerns around accommodation costs and tuition fees did not feature 
as prominently, they are popular concerns in this analysis and have captured the sympathy of the 
general public.



Seeing the Bigger Picture

● Challenges to student mental health existed long before Covid-19.

● Some have been exacerbated by the pandemic, such as financial difficulties, uncertainty 
about life after university, inequalities and quick access to effective treatment.

● Others have been shaped by the pandemic, such as access to learning and digital poverty.

● Further challenges are new, such as the exposure of students in clinical practice to Covid-19, 
and social-distancing and lockdown measures preventing PGRs from conducting fieldwork.

● The impact of the pandemic on student mental health will outlast the pandemic itself.



Student Space



Context for Student Space
• Students may be facing disruption to their face-to-

face support programme, experiencing isolation or 
loneliness or find that features of the response to 
coronavirus, such as an emphasis on hand-washing, 
aggravate symptoms of an existing mental health 
condition.

• Different students are affected by the pandemic in 
various ways, depending on a number of factors 
about themselves, what they study, their lifestyle, 
and their socio-economic circumstances. 

• Student Space has been carefully designed to make 
the best use of the resource available. It aims to 
supplement and support, not replace, existing 
services. It does not intend to offer types of 
therapeutic support already provided by 
universities, colleges and the NHS who are 
currently working hard to support students.

The coronavirus 
pandemic has 
exacerbated 
existing challenges 
facing student 
mental health, in 
addition to 
creating new ones.



Student Space is 

here for students 

through coronavirus 

and is available to 

all higher education 

students across 

England and Wales.



Students have been faced 
with unique challenges to 
university life during the 
coronavirus pandemic.

Student Space is a trusted 
place to:
➔ access confidential 

support via text, phone, 
email and webchat

➔ explore online resources 
➔ find help available at uni



Phone support Webchat support

Text support Email support

• Call us FREE on 0808 189 5260

• Access a dedicated freephone number which is open from 
3pm to 12am, offering listening support, information and 
onward signposting for students.

• studentspace.org.uk/support-services/phone-support

• To start a conversation, text ‘STUDENT’ to 85258

• Get 24/7 support from a trained volunteer. It’s free, 
confidential and anonymous. Whether you’re experiencing 
suicidal thoughts, depression, anxiety, loneliness or 
relationship issues, we’re here to listen and support you.

• studentspace.org.uk/support-services/text-support

• Email us at students@themix.org.uk

• Get support from a trained supporter. Whatever is causing 
you concern, we’re here to listen. Whether it’s your mental 
health, your studies, worries about money or relationships, 
we can support you and help you move forward.

• studentspace.org.uk/support-services/email-support

• Visit our website to access the webchat

• Access the webchat from 4pm to 11pm every day to talk to 
a trained supporter who will listen and help you talk through 
any issues you are experiencing. 

• studentspace.org.uk/support-services/webchat-support



Supporting the most impacted groups

Not all students have been impacted by the pandemic equally. For some, 
the mental health repercussions of the past year have been felt more 
acutely and they may be more likely to need or benefit from additional 
support.

In response, Student Space has launched a new package of innovative, 
tailored services for these students. This includes support for:

● Black students, Punjabi students, Muslim students and other racialised
and minoritised communities

● Trans and gender questioning students
● Students from working-class backgrounds
● Students who have OCD (obsessive compulsive disorder) or BDD (body 

dysmorphic disorder)
● Students who hear voices and have other sensory experiences
● Students experiencing disordered eating

https://studentspace.org.uk/support-services#external-services
https://studentspace.org.uk/support-services#external-services
https://studentspace.org.uk/support-services#external-services


● Student Minds reports/research from the last eight years:
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/researchandpublications

● University Mental Health Charter:
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/charter

● Students' Union Support Programme: 
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/studentsunions

● Peer Support Programmes:
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/universitystaff

● Evidence-based health literacy resources on transitions:
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/transitions

● Student Minds blog, produced and edited by students, for students:
http://studentmindsorg.blogspot.com/

● Wellbeing platform specifically for PGR students: 
https://thewellbeingthesis.org.uk

Further Information

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/researchandpublications
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/charter
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/studentsunions
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/studentsunions
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/universitystaff
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/universitystaff
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/universitystaff
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/transitions
http://studentmindsorg.blogspot.com/
http://studentmindsorg.blogspot.com/
http://studentmindsorg.blogspot.com/
https://thewellbeingthesis.org.uk/
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Thank You
Together, we will transform 

the state of student mental 

health so that all in higher 

education can thrive.


