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ABSTRACT

The mental health and well-​being of students and academics in higher education have become pressing 
concerns, with increasing numbers of students seeking support. Factors such as the COVID-​19 pandem-
ic, systemic racism, childhood trauma, and LGBTQ identity significantly contribute to students’ mental 
distress, affecting academic performance and retention rates. Universities, despite efforts to provide 
counselling and peer support programs, struggle with resource limitations and persistent stigma sur-
rounding mental health. Beyond students, academics also face severe mental health challenges due to 
heavy workloads, job insecurity, and emotional strain from supporting students. The competitive nature 
of academia exacerbates stress and burnout, impacting overall well-​being. This chapter explores the 
drivers of mental health struggles in higher education, the impact of these challenges on academic suc-
cess and career sustainability, and the role of institutional support. It concludes with recommendations 
for systemic changes to foster a more inclusive academic environment.

INTRODUCTION

Overview of Mental Health in Higher Education

The mental health and well-​being of students have gained significant attention from researchers, with 
reports like the Office for Students (OfS) (2023) revealing that 24,700 full-​time students in England 
disclosed mental health conditions to their universities upon entering higher education. In addition, the 
number of students seeking mental health services has been increasing (Bennett et al., 2024; Lewis & 
Stiebahl, 2024). This trend highlights the growing awareness of mental health issues among students 
and the increasing willingness to seek support when needed. However, the increasing demand for mental 



health services has placed significant strain on universities, which often struggle to provide adequate 
support due to limited resources.

The increase in the number of students seeking mental health services is attributed to multiple fac-
tors, including the COVID-​19 pandemic, systemic racism, and pre-​existing mental health conditions 
(Laranjeira et al., 2022; Leshner et al., 2021; Panneer et al., 2023). The COVID-​19 pandemic disrupted 
students' academic and social lives, leading to heightened stress, anxiety, and depression. The shift to 
online learning created isolation, reduced access to campus support systems, and exacerbated pre-​existing 
mental health conditions (Oztosun et al., 2023). Additionally, systemic racism continues to impact 
students from marginalised communities, leading to discrimination, financial hardship, and a lack of 
representation in academia, all of which contribute to mental distress.

Other factors such as childhood trauma, LGBTQ+ identity, and autism have also been identified as 
significant influences on mental health (Campbell et al., 2022). Students with adverse childhood expe-
riences often struggle with anxiety, depression, and low self-​esteem, making academic success more 
challenging. LGBTQ+ students face unique stressors, including discrimination, social exclusion, and 
identity struggles, which can negatively affect their mental well-​being. Additionally, students on the 
autism spectrum may experience difficulties with social interactions, sensory sensitivities, and academic 
pressures, leading to increased mental health challenges.

These mental health struggles have significantly impacted academic success and dropout rates (Rob-
erts, 2011; Donald, 2019). Universities have made efforts to address these challenges through counselling 
services, peer support programs, and awareness campaigns, but stigma remains a significant barrier to 
seeking help (Martin, 2010; Quinn et al., 2009). Some students fear judgment or discrimination if they 
disclose their mental health struggles, leading them to suffer in silence rather than accessing the support 
they need.

Beyond student populations, mental health concerns also extend to educators, whose struggles signifi-
cantly influence the broader academic environment. COVID-​19 played a significant role in exacerbating 
mental health issues among academics. The sudden shift to online teaching, increased isolation from 
colleagues, and the blurring of work-​life boundaries intensified stress and anxiety levels (Rahman et al., 
2023). The transition to remote work created additional challenges, including technological difficulties, a 
lack of proper workspaces, and the pressure to adapt teaching methods quickly. Academics found them-
selves juggling personal responsibilities with professional obligations, leading to burnout and exhaustion.

A study by Winefield et al. (2003) indicated that the prevalence of mental illness among academic 
employees was three to four times higher than that of the general population. This concerning statistic 
emphasises the immense pressure that academics face in their roles. They are expected to manage heavy 
workloads, conduct research, publish findings, and meet institutional expectations, all while supporting 
students' academic and emotional needs. The demand for high research output and grant acquisitions 
has led to a hyper-​competitive environment, further contributing to stress and emotional exhaustion 
(Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023). The role of lecturers has evolved beyond imparting knowledge and skills 
to students; it now incorporates the support of students' mental health and well-​being. Universities often 
lack sufficient mental health training for educators, leaving them to navigate complex and sensitive issues 
without adequate guidance. This lack of preparedness increases feelings of helplessness and role con-
flict, as lecturers are torn between their academic responsibilities and the pastoral care of their students.

Universities face challenges in providing adequate support, with high staff-​student ratios and reduced 
funding impacting services. According to OfS (2019) the number students requiring mental health sup-
port has stretched university counselling services thin, resulting in long wait times and limited access 
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