	
	
	



More than ‘resilience’: A scoping review of institutional and societal risk and protective factors for UK undergraduate mental ill-health.
[bookmark: _gso8sut0w16j]Abstract
[bookmark: _bmss0g94jhry][bookmark: _f8b8pr6kr4fc][bookmark: _mt7xvqgyr5xq][bookmark: _v1lt41u1s8if][bookmark: _7tvuin3u5vuq][bookmark: _sq44vgkcgm27][bookmark: _4fvelyombpk2]Poor mental health among undergraduate students is often addressed through interventions which aim to improve resilience, mindfulness or similar qualities. This shifts the responsibility of improving student mental health onto students themselves and obscures the effect of institutions and societies. This scoping review aimed to identify what is known, and what gaps exist in the literature, about institutional and societal risk and protective factors for UK undergraduate student mental ill-health. Eleven databases, Google, and reference lists were searched for journal articles and grey literature published between 2005 and 2024, which examined institutional or societal risk or protective factors for UK undergraduate student mental ill-health. Forty-four publications met the inclusion criteria for the review. Institutional factors identified related to studying, getting support, university life, and interventions. Societal factors identified related to state finance and immigration systems, travel and transport, and the Covid pandemic. These factors are not culturally specific to the UK, but rather, represent issues of concern for university policymakers and practitioners internationally. This review highlights the importance of student-centred policies, particularly for financial and study-related factors, and providing training for university staff on undergraduate mental health and changes they can make to teaching, support services, and the campus environment for students generally, and sub-groups of students with particular needs. Potentially fruitful avenues of further research for improving undergraduate student mental health include the impact of campus culture, specific university policies, university facilities and built environments, specific national/regional policies and laws, structural inequalities, cultural norms and local environments or communities.

Introduction
[bookmark: _kj37lp1qwa8a][bookmark: _ct20yqrbpbev][bookmark: _v95mu04ho47k]The University Student Mental Health Survey 2018 - a survey on mental health within a diverse sample of over 37,500 students from 140 UK universities - found that 21.5% of the students had received one or more mental health diagnoses, and 11.9% had received two or more (Pereira et al. 2019). Of those students who reported a mental health diagnosis, 75.5% indicated that they were currently experiencing symptoms associated with the diagnosis. However, the authors argued that, rather than restricting research to diagnoses, it is important to look at psychological distress more broadly. When participants were asked about psychological difficulties, 33.9% - a higher percentage than the percentage who had received a diagnosis - reported experiencing a serious personal, emotional, behavioural or mental health problem for which they needed professional help. Worryingly, only a third of the students who reported needing help with their mental health accessed the services provided by their university. These findings were echoed in the latest version of the survey (Stephen et al. 2020). Whilst it is clear that students’ psychological needs at university are not being met, the factors which led to this situation are less clear. This is not an isolated issue, but rather, an issue of international concern, as similar findings have been reported internationally (Dutton and Anderson 2024; Farrer et al. 2024; Karing and Oeltjen 2024; Storrie, Ahern, and Tuckett 2010). 
[bookmark: _y79m6u8xmkwd]Over recent years, there have been many attempts to increase students’ “resilience”, for example, through mindfulness workshops, and sleep and stress management classes (Brewer et al. 2019; Neale et al. 2016; Price 2023; Roulston et al. 2018). Whilst some of these interventions have shown benefits (Brewer et al. 2019; Roulston et al. 2018), they implicitly locate individual students as the ‘site of the problem’ by suggesting that individual therapy to alter the individual's behaviour, traits or psychology is needed. In doing so, they obscure the extent to which mental ill-health among students is rooted in, and inextricable from, their institutional, social and cultural context. For example, at an institutional level, student mental health might be impacted by university policies and procedures, the university’s facilities and buildings, course requirements, availability of resources, and campus culture. Whilst at the societal level, social inequalities, education and employment law, student loans, media portrayals of students, transport, housing, health and social services, crime levels, and regional or national culture might be important (Price 2023).
Whilst universities have long recognised their responsibility for student wellbeing, their response to this has primarily centred around the provision of services for students experiencing mental ill health (Bennett et al. 2024). In recent years, there has been increasing recognition of the impact of the university environment on student wellbeing and the need for universities to be proactive in preventing mental ill health (Hughes and Spanner 2024). Student Minds University Mental Health Charter (UMHC) framework provides a set of evidence-informed principles to support universities in adopting a ‘whole university approach to mental health and become places that promote the mental health and wellbeing of all members of the university community’ (Hughes and Spanner 2024, 14). The authors of the UMHC also argue that whilst universities have a central role to play, students’ mental health will also be impacted by many factors external to the university and beyond its control. As such, they highlight the need for a whole-sector approach, involving universities, the local communities in which they are located, government, the National Health Service, social services and third sector organisations (Hughes and Spanner 2024).
[bookmark: _onrxekxot7y8][bookmark: _a97mi3tek1df][bookmark: _t8vsh5mk2os0]Changing institutional and societal policies and practices may have a significant effect on student mental health and may support the efficacy of individual and relational interventions (Hill et al. 2020; van der Bijl-Brouwer et al. 2019). To increase the effectiveness of interventions it is important to identify risk and protective factors for student mental ill-health. Risk factors refer to conditions which increase the likelihood of mental ill-health developing, while protective factors refer to conditions which reduce the likelihood of mental ill-health developing (World Health Organisation 2004). Taking preventative steps to support student mental health can help prevent the deterioration of students’ mental wellbeing, especially for those who are already experiencing difficulties (Colizzi, Lasalvia, and Ruggeri 2020; Millan et al. 2016). Knowing which societal and institutional factors increase or reduce the likelihood of mental ill-health could allow for the development of interventions or policy and practice changes which reduce the occurrence of mental ill-health at university. Further, it is important to note that previous research has often considered undergraduate and postgraduate students together (Gnan, Rahman, and Rimes 2022; Griffin and Riley 2022; Morgan and Simmons 2021); however, given that the social situations of undergraduates are often different to those of postgraduates (Woolston 2019), they are likely to experience different risk and protective factors (Gin et al. 2021).
[bookmark: _6bw35ouq3gll]There are already many reviews of interventions for students currently experiencing mental ill-health (Howell and Passmore 2019; Ma, Zhang, and Cui 2019; Price 2023). However, few reviews consider how we might prevent these difficulties from occurring in the first place. Furthermore, whilst there is considerable research on the individual and relational factors that might impact student mental health (Howell and Passmore 2019; Ma, Zhang, and Cui 2019; Price 2023), there is less consideration of what can be done by universities and societies to improve student mental health. 
[bookmark: _hsjump6g91du][bookmark: _klbf7yv50351]The purpose of this scoping review is twofold. Firstly, to map the empirical research on institutional and societal risk and protective factors for undergraduate student mental ill-health in the UK, summarising the existing research on this topic and the implications for policy and practice. Secondly, to identify gaps in the existing research to inform further research in this area. As these two goals are in accordance with the goals of scoping reviews (Boland, Cherry, and Dickson 2017) and it was anticipated that (due to our broad definition of mental health, see Eligibility Criteria), the review would encompass a potentially large and diverse body of literature, a scoping review was selected rather than a systematic review (Pham et al. 2014). The review focuses on research from 2005 to 2024, with the beginning of this period roughly coinciding with two phenomena which could be considered societal and institutional risk factors for student mental health: the time when smartphones and social media became more common (Jarvis, 2017) and the first increase in UK tuition fees to £3000 per year, meaning a large increase in student debt (Bolton, 2018). 

[bookmark: _v2waqn82uckc]Methods
Stakeholder Involvement 
[bookmark: _nq3e6nb8xdfj]As recommended by Cochrane’s guidelines for involving people in reviews (Pollock, Morley, and Watts 2024), two undergraduate students at the authors’ institution and the Chair and trustees of a student mental health charity, It’s Our Day, were involved in the review. They took part in consultation meetings, including before the review began to inform the design of the review (e.g., the selection of search terms and websites to search), and after the results were synthesised (to offer feedback on the results synthesis and recommendations for policy, practice and further research). 
Eligibility criteria
The eligibility criteria were developed using the SPIDER tool (Cooke, Smith, and Booth 2012): Sample of UK undergraduate students, which could include participants with a pre-existing mental illness as part of a wider sample of students, but excluded studies which were solely or specifically interested in pre-existing mental illness because of the focus on primary prevention; the Phenomenon of Interest was mental health, which we operationalised broadly, including all kinds of diagnosed and undiagnosed mental distress (e.g., anxiety, depression), regardless of whether this would meet clinical criteria, as well as stress, and mental wellbeing; the Design could be qualitative, quantitative or mixed-methods; the Evaluation was focused on institutional and societal risk and protective factors; and the Research type could include empirical peer-reviewed research and grey literature, such as reports from universities, student unions and charitable or campaign organisations.
Search Strategy 
Search terms were developed by the research team and combined with terms from related published reviews, and suggestions from our stakeholder group. The final searches were completed on March 22, 2024.
Scopus, PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, CINAHL, MEDLINE, ERIC, Open Dissertations, Open Grey, EThOS, DERA, and Research into Higher Education Abstracts were searched. The search strategy detailed in Table S1 in the supplemental online materials was adapted to suit each database and simplified where necessary to accommodate database requirements. Limiters were applied to identify references from 2005 to 2024, and where the participants were studying at a UK university. The country limiters were different for each database, as database ‘country’ fields can refer to the location of the researchers, the research, or the funders (see Table S2 in supplemental online materials).
Google searches were undertaken to identify research reports relevant to the review. Searches using Google require a different strategy to database searches, as Google is a search engine, not a database. Rather than combining all search terms together, Google searches use broad search terms for each concept (e.g., ‘student mental illness’), and then combine these into multiple search strategies, using one term from each topic (Godin et al. 2015). To do this systematically in the review, every possible combination of the broader conceptual search terms stated in search strings 1 and 2 in Table S1 (e.g., mental/psychological/emotional and illness/health/disorder and student/university/undergraduate) was used (see Table S3 in supplemental online materials). The first 50 Google results for each search were screened (Godin et al. 2015).
Additional searches were conducted on three websites recommended by our stakeholder group: www.nus.org.uk, www.studentminds.org.uk, and www.mind.org.uk. These searches were similar to the Google searches but had surplus search terms removed. For example, no search terms relating to students/university were included in the searches on www.nus.org.uk, because the website focuses on university students specifically. 
The reference lists of two related publications, identified by the research team or stakeholder group (Hughes and Spanner 2019; Pereira et al. 2019), and of the included publications, were also screened for inclusion.
[bookmark: _d2vfe3l2vg0x][bookmark: _x8s6pbtf7w3h][bookmark: _sluu22l10jji][bookmark: _dtcxw3m5i0pg][bookmark: _gy7jv17kmvdd][bookmark: _ovquycgqyj8n][bookmark: _bs5l8legh5u5]Selection of sources of evidence
The search results were de-duplicated using the method described by Bramer et al. (2016). Titles and abstracts were then screened against the eligibility criteria by MH or KL. Papers for which a decision could not be made by title and abstract screening were read in full by MH or KL and references which did not clearly meet the criteria at either screening stage were discussed with RTM and KM to reach consensus.
[bookmark: _onxq2ueuyylr][bookmark: _a0s3dw1nfqvz][bookmark: _w2frzjxqmv45]Data charting
Data were charted relating to bibliographic characteristics (number of studies in the publication, APA citation, study title, DOI, URL); study characteristics (research aims, research questions, hypotheses, population, methodology, data collection methods, data analysis methods); participant characteristics (sample description, number, gender and age of participants meeting the review criteria); findings (societal risk factors, societal protective factors, institutional risk factors, institutional protective factors); and conclusions (societal risk factors, societal protective factors, institutional risk factors, institutional protective factors, limitations and suggestions for future research). MH or KL extracted the data. 
[bookmark: _afskusqe6ae5]Synthesis of results
[bookmark: _ngcql3d4mb81]The findings from the included studies were grouped into social or institutional factors, and within this, risk or protective factors. The synthesised results were then discussed as a research team and with our consultation group. 
Findings
[bookmark: _2hn2wt1y3ysd]The searches identified 40,005 records. Of these, 44 publications were included in the narrative synthesis. See Figure 1 for the PRISMA flow diagram.
[bookmark: _l2xgaffdveun]Synthesis of review findings
[bookmark: _blztl99neue][bookmark: _x0atb83kbayr][bookmark: _ny26xfui9yt6][bookmark: _wx0f9to5srrk]The individual sources of evidence (charted data) are presented in Table 1 (with further information in Table S4 in supplemental online material). This review identified 1 conference paper, 32 journal articles, 7 reports, and 4 theses relevant to the research aims. Fifteen studies (31%) looked at UK or British undergraduate students generally, while 33 (69%) looked at specific sub-groups of students (e.g., nursing students, refugee students, chemical engineering students, healthcare students). Twenty studies were quantitative, 12 qualitative, and 12 mixed methods. A summary of the findings from the studies is presented in Table S5. 
Institutional risk factors. Twenty studies included findings on institutional risk factors. Nineteen of these related to studying, making it the most frequently reported issue in this review. High workload, time pressure, undertaking exams, clashing deadlines, waiting for feedback, receiving negative feedback, and hidden course costs were all described as stressful aspects of studying (Chadha et al. 2021; Cohen et al. 2013; Harris 2016; Hilliard et al. 2020; Lewis et al. 2009; Perkins et al. 2017; Por 2005; Rebholz 2011; Ruggeri et al. 2008; Shields 2015; Smith 2019). Group work was seen as anxiety-provoking (Hilliard et al. 2020), and having a wide range of learning resources was seen as overwhelming to some students (Gibbons 2012; Salvagno 2016). Other findings around studying included that: participating in research for course credit made some students feel uncomfortable (Brewer and Robinson 2018), professional and vocational degrees had specific risk factors, such as increased stress, overload of coursework, and vague expectations from their courses (Galvin et al. 2015; Lewis and Cardwell 2019; Perkins et al. 2017; Por 2005), and that year two of a degree course was generally seen as more stressful than year one (Harris 2016; Macaskill 2018).
Three studies included findings on risk factors related to getting support. Some events which may traditionally be considered supportive (e.g., induction and careers events) caused stress and anxiety for some students (Macaskill 2018). One study highlighted a lack of support for refugee students who felt their experiences could not be understood by, or that they could not trust, the wellbeing services offered by their institutions (Jack, Chase, and Warwick 2019). A lack of support for second-year students looking for accommodation was also identified (Macaskill 2018).
Four studies included findings on risk factors relating to university life. These findings focused on feelings of exclusion, for example, a lack of alcohol-free events (Rebholz 2011), not feeling like a part of the student community (Gibbons 2015), or minority groups experiencing exclusion and marginalisation from their peers (Stevenson 2014). Dissatisfaction with accommodation (Neale et al. 2016), and feeling that personal belongings were unsafe, were also seen as challenges to mental health (Rebholz 2011).
Institutional protective factors. Twenty studies included findings on institutional protective factors. Of these, ten related to studying. Contrary to the above findings for risk factors, some students found satisfaction in meeting the demands of a high workload (Smith 2019). Design and implementation of the curriculum may affect student mental health, with six studies identifying protective factors in this area, including: applied teaching of maths (Thompson, Wylie, and Hanna 2016), positive and timely feedback (Cohen et al. 2013; Shields 2015), clear communication between staff (academics, wellbeing advisors, librarians, IT support)  and students (Chadha et al. 2021; Cohen et al. 2013; Oates et al. 2020; Salvagno 2016), and well-designed group work (Cohen et al. 2013; Hilliard et al. 2020). Designing time and space for students to study was important in three studies: smaller gaps between lectures (Cohen et al. 2013), and provision of online materials (Gibbons 2015; Salvagno 2016) helped students fit their studying around other commitments.
Four studies included findings on protective factors related to getting support. Again, contrary to the findings for institutional risk factors, some students reported that induction week helped them feel part of the university (Goodchild 2017; Rebholz 2011). Access to services was also important, and this involved knowing what was available, extended opening hours (Rebholz 2011), online academic support (Houghton and Anderson 2017; Salvagno 2016), drop-in ancillary services (Rebholz 2011), and compassionate support from staff (academics, IT support, librarians) (Houghton and Anderson 2017; Salvagno 2016).
Three studies included findings on protective factors related to university life. A pleasant environment, which supports health and recreation, was important to students' mental health (Cohen et al. 2013; Rebholz 2011). Feeling safe and secure appeared in two studies, reflecting feelings about life on campus and on placements (Galvin et al. 2015; Rebholz 2011).
Six studies from seven publications included findings on protective factors related to university-led interventions that were part of the curriculum. These interventions were on: hearing and hearing protection for musicians (Matei et al. 2018); mindfulness for the mental wellbeing, stress and resilience of social work students (Roulston et al. 2018); peer mentoring during transition to university at first semester (Collings, Swanson, and Watkins 2016); reducing stress related to maths and quantitative methods for first and second year psychology students (Thompson, Wylie, and Hanna 2016); structured student support for stress, self-esteem and cognitive coping (Gammon and Morgan-Samuel 2005), and finally, one-to-one coaching for students’ personal growth (Lancer and Eatough 2018). Some of these interventions showed promising results (Gammon and Morgan-Samuel 2005; Lancer and Eatough 2018; Roulston et al. 2018), one study showed little to no effects (Matei et al. 2018), and some interventions had mixed results (Collings, Swanson, and Watkins 2016; Thompson, Wylie, and Hanna 2016). Of the studies showing positive effects, only one reported a large effect size (Roulston et al. 2018), which was the six-week mindfulness course for social work students.
Societal risk factors. Sixteen studies included findings on societal risk factors. Twelve related to finances, making it the second most researched key issue. Large tuition fee loans may affect graduates’ long-term mental health (Boyles and Ahmed 2017; Richardson 2013; Richardson, Elliott, and Roberts 2015), with worries around debt increasing at graduation (National Union of Students 2015; Richardson, Elliott, and Roberts 2015). Minority groups were particularly affected by financial risk factors, including meeting basic living expenses, not receiving proper financial advice and guidance (Gerrard and Roberts 2006; National Union of Students 2012; National Union of Students 2014), and worrying about future levels of debt (National Union of Students 2015). Students who took on extra work to supplement their funding experienced extra stress (Carney, McNeish, and McColl 2005; Rebholz 2011). Students applying for estrangement status with the Student Loans Company found the process stressful and some were forced to relive physical or psychological trauma (Smith and Malcolm 2008).
Other societal risk factors were immigration status and travel and transport. One study found that uncertainty about immigration status led to anxiety and stress for affected students (Jack, Chase, and Warwick 2019), while two studies suggested that long commutes and parking issues can create stress (Goodchild 2017; Rebholz 2011).
Three studies addressed the negative impact on students of the Covid-related restrictions and adjustments to teaching. (Catling et al. 2022; Evans et al. 2021; McFadden et al. 2022). The Covid pandemic was reported to play a negative role in students’ mental health because of the distancing measures that were in place; some students were not able to go on practical placements, and thus, not able to build their practical skills, which caused them to experience high levels of stress (McFadden et al. 2022). Students also worried about whether they, or their family members, would contract the disease (McFadden et al. 2022). Furthermore, the pandemic impacted negatively on students’ mood (Catling et al. 2022; Evans et al. 2021) and smartphone use was reported to be higher during the pandemic, possibly because it was a way for students to communicate and connect with people, although its usage led to an increase in depression and anxiety (Catling et al. 2022).
Societal protective factors. Two studies included findings on societal protective factors, making it the least frequently reported issue of this review. One study related to finances, suggesting that students in receipt of state maintenance grants (which are no longer available) were less likely to worry about their student debt (National Union of Students 2015). The other study included findings on travel and transport, suggesting that improving public transport is important to student mental health (Rebholz 2011).
[bookmark: _v6dnfgsz62k8]Discussion 
[bookmark: _kv3deeq6251g]This review aimed to identify what is known about institutional and societal risk and protective factors for UK undergraduate students’ mental ill-health, and identify the implications of these findings for policy and practice and current knowledge gaps to inform further research. Here, we provide a summary of the main findings and strengths and limitations of the studies, and in the sections that follow, we discuss the implications of the findings and avenues for further research.
[bookmark: _hakp9zszyqr3][bookmark: _8xz3ljh0h2hz][bookmark: _chyzwb2kt1pj][bookmark: _t0ghmgd40i3s][bookmark: _va4q8f1kjlin]The institutional factors were related to studying, getting support, university life, and university-led interventions. The societal factors were related to finance and immigration systems, travel and transport, and the effect of the Covid pandemic. Whilst many factors were identified, the existing evidence available was limited in terms of breadth and depth. More evidence was identified for institutional factors, than for societal factors, and for risk factors, than protective factors. Further, several factors were only supported by one study. 
[bookmark: _sl7ed1nrocxu]Some factors related to studying were identified as both risk and protective factors, depending on how they were approached by students; for example, some students found a high workload to be stressful (Hilliard et al. 2020), whereas others saw it as a challenge they took satisfaction in overcoming (Smith 2019). It is possible that this conflict is due to factors which were not examined in these studies, for example, students with a part-time job alongside their studies may be more likely to see the high workload as stressful; however, these external factors were not examined in these studies.
[bookmark: _xuednxymrave][bookmark: _fcxbfalfwc0][bookmark: _36w4wsgw4erd][bookmark: _d1lk7lqzegy0][bookmark: _uqgefugb7ldh]The inclusion in this review of qualitative research, which is often exploratory in nature, has highlighted the importance of institutional issues beyond those relating to teaching, learning and assessment. The studies that drew attention to the role of feeling safe and secure (in accommodation, on campus and when on placement) in student wellbeing were predominantly qualitative or mixed methods (e.g.Galvin et al. 2015; Rebholz 2011). In terms of social inequality, qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods studies all drew attention to the detrimental role of financial hardship and the differential impact of this on minority groups. However, qualitative studies also drew attention to further forms of social inequality that impacted upon the mental health of students from minority groups, including social exclusion and religious intolerance (e.g.Stevenson 2014), support services being unable to meet the specific needs of refugee students (Jack, Chase, and Warwick 2019) and barriers to accessing financial support due to estrangement (Smith and Malcolm 2008).  
[bookmark: _afonr6xgn24][bookmark: _rc3zpogdj7g][bookmark: _hmj0g0bx0vs7]The strengths of the studies included the range of methods used, and the variety of populations sampled. However, a key limitation of the studies was that, because many of the studies were limited to students at one institution, it is difficult to say with certainty whether these findings can be generalised across HEIs. Equally, studies which focused on one subgroup of students (e.g. student parents, religious students) may not be generalisable to other student sub-groups. 
Policy and practice implications for the UK and internationally
[bookmark: _tv47z01c5xg1]The institutional and societal risk and protective factors identified in this review were not culturally specific to the UK. Indeed, the institutional factors covered issues that all universities must consider for students: studying, support, and university life (Brooker, Brooker, and Lawrence 2017; Porru et al. 2022; Rotas and Cahapay 2020). Further, the societal factors were issues that students across countries have faced and continue to face: state financial and immigration systems, travel and transport to university, and the effect of the Covid pandemic – with the particular policies on these varying by country (Enriquez et al. 2023; Negash et al. 2021; Park and Shimada 2022; Qi and Ma 2021). For example, Hossain et al. (2023) found that increasing tuition fees and borrowing loan factors were associated with financial stress for Bangladeshi undergraduates.
This review confirms that institutional and societal policies affect undergraduate mental health. It is important that policy decisions are evidence-based (Brownson, Chriqui, and Stamatakis 2009; Cairney and Oliver 2017), and this review demonstrates the need for student-centred policies, particularly for study-related and financial factors. Policymakers should be willing to consult students to identify needs specific to their course, institution or locale, and should be willing to update policies regularly as the evidence base grows or the needs of the student population change. Further, there should be a nuanced consideration of differences in needs amongst different sub-groups of students when developing equitable policies.
Providing training for university teaching and non-teaching staff (i.e., academics who teach and provide pastoral support, and also administrative staff working in student support, financial support services, wellbeing services, faith-based services, disability services, and international student support) regarding undergraduate mental health, and the changes they can make – based on the findings we report in this review - to teaching and support services for students generally, and sub-groups of students with particular needs, would be beneficial. This training could be about how to support students who face mental health, personal, and/or practical challenges, as well as what their service could do to proactively support and protect student wellbeing. Further, university is not just an educational establishment, but also a home for many students (Cohen et al. 2013; Rebholz 2011). We found that feeling safe, secure, and relaxed in a living environment is important for mental health (Rebholz 2011), and institutional decision-makers and student services (e.g., accommodation services, security, estates) should consider how to achieve this. Whilst all of the university staff and services above have their own areas of responsibility and expertise with regard to supporting students’ wellbeing, it is also important that they avoid operating as silos. As argued by the authors of the University Mental Health Charter, collaboration and knowledge sharing across and beyond the institution and sector is likely to be key to preventing student mental ill health (Hughes and Spanner 2024).
In terms of societal factors, a supportive and sufficient state student finance system appears to be lacking in the UK, and indeed, many other countries (Chen and John 2011; Cochrane and Szabo-Kubitz 2016; Williams and Oumlil 2015), and this requires governmental attention as it may be a significant factor in improving undergraduate mental health. Additionally, student uncertainty around immigration status was a risk factor for anxiety and stress; university staff should be trained to support students through this process. Likewise, whilst travel and transport are community/societal factors, there may be institutional solutions, such as university-operated transport or bike rental schemes (Pitsiava‐Latinopoulou, Basbas, and Gavanas 2013; Wilson et al. 2018; Logan et al. 2020). 
Future research
The research to date suggests that institutional policies (e.g., timetabling, induction processes, marking arrangements) and societal policies (e.g., student finance, tuition fees, immigration) impact on student mental health and are therefore worthy areas for further research - including exploring the relative importance of these factors. Some factors might have a large impact on student mental ill-health (e.g., uncertain immigration status); others might have a smaller impact (e.g., difficulties parking on campus). Further, this might vary between students, and particularly among minority groups; for example, difficulties parking on campus might have a greater impact on a student who uses a wheelchair, than on a student who can comfortably walk the extra distance. A better understanding of these factors, and the relative importance of them, could inform future decision-making at university and governmental levels.  
There were many knowledge gaps in the existing research, providing important directions for future research, including the impact of campus culture (e.g., institutionalised racism, diversity of the student population, norms around drug and alcohol use), university policies (e.g., around diversity and inclusion, social media and communication, or student complaints), university facilities (e.g., health and leisure centres), university environments (e.g,. green spaces), the impact of national or regional policies and laws (e.g., austerity policies, the expansion and marketisation of Higher Education, and the impact of the Higher Education and Research Act 2017), structural inequalities (e.g., sexism, racism or social class), cultural norms (e.g., around social media, sexual harassment) and aspects of local environments or communities (e.g., how welcoming the local community are to students, or to members of marginalised groups). 
Future research should not be solely limited to specific courses or sub-groups, but also consider broader issues affecting all or most undergraduate students, whilst recognising that different groups may have different needs and concerns (e.g., trans students may have different needs and concerns to LGBT+ students more generally) or may be affected differently by the factors being researched. It would therefore be beneficial to report findings generally and for sub-groups separately. Many studies had to be excluded because they did not separate the findings for undergraduate and postgraduate students (see Figure 1); future research should report the findings for these groups separately, as their experiences can be different (Gin et al. 2021; Woolston 2019). Additional exploratory research in the field could uncover factors that current research has not focused on yet. For example, social inequalities, and their role in mental health inequalities, which were not the explicit focus of the studies in this scoping review, deserve to be addressed as risk factors for mental ill health.
Review limitations
[bookmark: _a5kw8m1z6bpy]In line with the remit of a scoping review (Lockwood, dos Santos, and Pap 2019; Peters et al. 2022; Tricco et al. 2016), each study was not formally assessed for quality using a quality assessment tool, although limitations of the research identified by the study authors were extracted, and the review authors’ general observations on limitations of the research have also been reported.
[bookmark: _tzmrv2ezip55]Conclusion
This scoping review has consolidated what is known about institutional and societal risk and protective factors for UK undergraduate students’ mental ill-health. Institutional factors were related to studying, getting support, university life, and university-led interventions, whilst societal factors were related to finance and immigration systems, travel and transport, and the effect of the Covid pandemic. This review also identified many unexplored and potentially fruitful avenues of research, such as the impact of campus culture, specific university policies, university facilities and built environments, specific national or regional policies and laws, structural inequalities, cultural norms, and aspects of local environments or communities. 
	
	
	



[bookmark: _bxewfixfpj72][bookmark: _f6lugeu25hlr][bookmark: _7abw3u28ainf]Student mental health is a critical issue for HEI policymakers and practitioners in the UK and internationally, and the factors identified in this review as impacting undergraduate mental health are of international relevance and concern. Moving forward, it is important to consider the mental health needs of undergraduates generally, and sub-groups of undergraduates, in institutional and governmental policy design, as well as provide training for university staff that supports changes to teaching, support services and the campus environment to promote student mental health and wellbeing. 
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[bookmark: _uax7wyxlacp0]Tables  
Table 1: Details of the included studies  
	Citation
	Study title
	Sample
	Methodology

	Boyles and Ahmed (2017)
	Does student debt affect dental students' and dentists' stress levels?
	4th and 5th year dentistry students
	Quantitative

	Brewer and Robinson (2018)
	‘I like being a lab rat’: Student experiences of research participation
	Undergraduate psychology students
	Qualitative

	Carney, McNeish, and McColl (2005)
	The impact of part-time employment on students' health and academic performance: A Scottish perspective
	Undergraduate students at a Scottish university
	Quantitative

	Catling et al. (2022)
	Effects of the COVID‑19 lockdown on mental health in a UK student sample
	First year undergraduate students
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