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ABSTRACT

Background There is a knowledge gap about the
experiences that affect the mental health of Black
university students in the UK. Current research is

focused on understanding the continuation, attainment
and progression gap between Black students and non-
Black students. It is essential to know more about the
interactions between personal and institutional factors

on the mental health of Black students to explain

the inequalities in their experiences and outcomes

across the university lifecycle. The current study set

out to thematically synthesise articles that explore the
experiences that affect the mental health and mental well-
being of Black university students in the UK.

Methods This study is a qualitative thematic synthesis
of a literature review. We developed search strategies

for four online databases (PubMed, Social Science
Premium Collection via ProQuest, Open Access Theses
and Dissertations, and Open Grey) covering January 2010
to July 2020. This search was combined with a manual
search of reference lists and related citations. All articles
in English addressing mental health and mental well-being
experiences among Black university students studying

at a UK university were included. Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme Checklist was used to assess bias. A thematic
synthesis was conducted using Braun and Clarke (2006)’s
six-step guide to develop descriptive themes and analytical
constructs.

Results Twelve articles were included. Several themes
were identified as affecting the mental health of Black
university students in the UK: academic pressure, learning
environment, Black gendered experience, isolation and
alienation, culture shock, racism and support.

Discussion This review provides an appraisal of the
factors affecting the mental health and mental well-being
of Black students at UK universities, which need to be
addressed by higher education policy-makers and key
decision-makers. Further research is needed about the
mental health experiences of Black university students

in relation to Black identities, suicidality, mental health
language, the physical environment, and racism and other
institutional factors.

INTRODUCTION

There is increasing concern about the mental
health and mental well-being of university
students in the UK."™* The university student

," Yannick Yalipende,? Nicola C Byrom,® Stephani L Hatch,"*

Strengths and limitations of this study
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» This is the first review and thematic synthesis to
provide an overview of the personal and institu-
tional experiences that affect the mental health and
mental well-being of Black students studying at UK
universities.

» Athematic synthesis approach was used to describe
and compare the main findings, to help inform policy
and interventions.

» Database and manual searching were extensive,
screening 369 articles.

» Itis possible not all relevant articles were found due
to inconsistent terminology for the racial category
‘Black’ and ‘mixed’ in existing studies.

lifecycle has been conceptualised in terms
of (1) the application experience which
covers the interactions between potential
students and the institution up to the point
of arrival; (2) the academic experience which
encompasses students’ interactions with
their institution of study; (3) the campus
experience, which includes students’ life
not directly connected with study and may
include activities away from the campus and
(4) the graduate experience which covers
the institution’s role in assisting students’
transition to employment or further study.’
Throughout the lifecycle,” British and inter-
national students are exposed to a range of
experiences that make universities a high-
risk period for maladaptive coping and the
possible onset of poor mental health. These
experiences include (but are not limited to):
individuation, separation from family, new
social connections, increased autonomy and
responsibility, academic-related stress, finan-
cial concerns, sleep disruption, balancing
conflicting demands of studying with
personal and family life, and exposure to
risky behaviours, including recreational drug
use and alcohol binging.*"’ Late adolescence
through young adulthood is a peak age period

BM)

Stoll N, et al. BMJ Open 2022;12:050720. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050720 1


http://bmjopen.bmj.com/
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0427-3367
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050720
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050720
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050720
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1136/bmjopen-2021-050720&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-02-28
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

for the first onset of mental health problems,' which
overlaps the period that many young adults enter and
navigate the university student lifecycle.” Unsupported
mental health problems are associated with progres-
sion to other comorbid disorders, substance use disor-
ders, self-harm and suicide ideation and attempts.'*"
According to Higher Education Statistics Agency, there
are 2.4million university students in higher education in
the UK;16 which means that universities are in the best
position to provide prevention and intervention to many
young adults during a critical transitional period. In the
UK, Black students are more likely than white students to
self-report high levels of engagement and participation
in their university studies; covering seven categories of
engagement including course challenge, critical thinking
and research and inquiry.'” Despite high engagement
levels, Black students report lower satisfaction and are
less likely to complete their course, achieve a first-class
(70% or above) or upper second-class (60% or above) UK
degree classification and progress to further education.'
In addition to the aforementioned experiences and risk
factors for poor mental health, there is tentative research
around the institutional issues affecting Black university
student mental health including inequality in access,
under-representation, the attainment gap, institutional
racism and racist curriculum.'® To explain the inequal-
ities in student experiences and outcomes across the
university lifecycle, further understanding of the interac-
tions between personal and institutional factors on the
mental health of Black students’ is needed. This review
aims to synthesise the results of existing studies that
explore mental health and mental well-being in Black
students at UK universities. Therefore, our research ques-
tion is as follows: what are the experiences that affect the
mental health and mental well-being of Black university
students in the UK, as reported in the literature?

METHODS

Design

A review of the literature including quantitative, qualita-
tive and mixed studies was conducted on peer-reviewed
and non-peer-reviewed articles, addressing the mental
health and mental well-being of Black students at UK
universities. Reporting of this review was guided by the
Enhancing Transparency of Reporting the Synthesis of
Qualitative Research framework,* as the included articles
were all qualitative.

Search methods

The following databases were searched for the period
of January 2010 to July 2020: PubMed, Social Science
Premium Collection via ProQuest, Open Access Theses
and Dissertations and Open Grey. The search strategy
included several combinations of the following medical
subject heading (MeSH) terms and keywords:” “mental

health” or “psychological distress” or “mental wellbeing”

and “university student” and “Black Caribbean” or “Black
African” or “Black Mixed” or “Black Ethnic*”.

Data collection

All search results were saved to Zotero bibliographic
management software and duplicates were removed. To
be included in the review, articles had to (1) focus on
the mental health or mental well-being of Black students
at UK universities (2) apply empirical (eg, quantitative,
qualitative or mixed-method research) or non-empirical
research methods (eg, theoretical, opinion-based, student
transcripts, policy papers) (3) be written in English, (4)
be conducted in the UK. The first author (NS) removed
all articles that did not fit the inclusion criteria after
full-text review. NS manually searched reference lists of
eligible articles and contacted lead authors to search
for unpublished literature. The authors decided to be
lenient in the inclusion criteria during the screening and
inclusion of articles because existing research on Black
university student mental health is limited, and to enable
the inclusion of articles that add value to the discussion of
the topic. All included articles were critically appraised by
NS and the second author YY using the ‘Critical Appraisal
Skills Programme’ (2018)*° checklist for qualitative
research.

Data analysis and synthesis

For each article, all text from ‘Results/Findings’ and
‘Discussion’ were extracted and imported into NVivo
V.12 software (NVivo Qualitative data analysis Software;
QSR International, V.12, 2018). Study characteristics were
extracted into a Microsoft Excel grid by NS and revised by
YY. Full-text screening, selection, data extraction and crit-
ical appraisal of all articles was conducted prior to data
analysis. A thematic analysis was conducted to describe
and compare the main findings, following Braun and
Clarke’s*” six-step guide. NS carefully read each article
to familiarise themselves with the content, annotating
initial ideas for codes and themes. NS then read and
reread the articles to develop an initial coding scheme,
using a constant comparative approach.” Themes and
subthemes were identified to capture important patterns
across and within the articles included. Six articles (50%
of the sample) were randomly selected to be coded inde-
pendently by YY, to provide validation. The codes were
examined for similarities and differences and then organ-
ised into a hierarchy to create the final codes. Any differ-
ences were resolved by SH. The final codes were validated
by NS, YY and YY, before being synthesised into the final
thematic framework presented in this paper to minimise
researcher subjectivity and improve the credibility of the
work.

Patient and public involvement

The lead author is a Black Caribbean PhD student, and
the second author is a Black African master’s student.
Both were involved in the design, conduct, reporting and
dissemination of this research.
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Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram. PRISMA, Preferred Reporting ltems for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses.
RESULTS Academic pressure

Included studies
Figure 1 shows the number of articles identified and
rejected at each stage of the review process.”” The search
strategies identified 388 references of which 369 were
kept after removing duplicates. After screening, 87 arti-
cles were read completely. Of these, 75 articles were
excluded. A final sample of n=12 studies were included.
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the included
studies.

All included articles were assessed by NS and YY as
reasonable quality and were therefore judged to have rele-
vant contributions for the thematic synthesis (table 2).

Synthesised findings

The concept matrix for the findings can be seen in
table 3. We interpreted seven analytical themes derived
from the participants’ beliefs, perceptions and experi-
ences, and the article’s authors’ interpretations. The
references for articles contributing to each of the themes
are provided.

In 6 out of 12 articles, academic pressure was a deter-
minant of mental distress for Black students.” Students
described their mental health as being adversely affected
by the multiple and simultaneous academic tasks they
were expected to complete during their degree.”’ Cumu-
latively, Black students reported their observation that,
unlike their non-Black peers, they faced pressures from
their families and the wider Black community which
meant they needed to work harder to succeed at univer-
sity; which further exacerbated mental distress.”™ This
pressure came from their families continuously reminding
them of the sacrifices and investments made to support
their education, specifically immigration and financial
strain. *' Black students with pre-existing mental and
physical health conditions have been reported to be espe-
cially vulnerable to poor mental health caused by this
academic pressure.”’ ** There was some evidence that
Black students might not seek mental health support
and instead prioritise their continuation and success in
academia, at the expense of their mental health, as they
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Table 3 Concept matrix for included studies

Isolation and Culture Black gendered Learning Academic
Support alienation Racism shock experience environment pressure
Hayford X X X
Jones®’ X X X
Alloh et a/** X X X
Arday®? X X X
Jackson-Cole®® X X X
Myrie and Gannon®®  x X
Bunce et al*® X X
Cummings®® X X X
Akel® X
Bhatti®® X
Crittle®® X
Baxe®

feared a mental illness diagnosis might affect their success
in academia.™

Learning environment

In 4 of the 12 articles, researchers described Black
students’ perceptions of the university learning and
teaching environment and how it impacted their mental
health and mental well-being.” %57 Lectures that had
discussions on diversity, inclusion, ethnicity, race, and
identity were said to be cathartic and liberating for Black
students, which contributed to positive well—being.35_37
Black students reported they had to censor themselves in
academic spaces to be seen by white students and staff
as acceptable and agreeable instead of loud, disruptive
and confrontational.”® This behaviour was believed to
improve their learning experience and relationship
with teaching staff, at the expense of their well-being.
Participants spoke about their lack of relatedness to the
white majority academic staff, students and teaching
materials; and racism in the classroom made them feel
excluded, frustrated, distressed, discouraged and unmo-
tivated to engage in their degree course.” %57 In their
university seminars, Black students recalled Black people
were racially stereotyped as being bad people, criminals
and having lower intellectual ability by white students,
and these stereotypes were sometimes reinforced by
course materials.” ™" Black female-identifying students
recounted their academic knowledge was overpoliced
and overscrutinised by teaching staff, and inaccessible
learning and well-being support compared with men
and white women on their course, which impacted their
mental health and learning experience.”

Black gendered experience

Black students’ experiences of multiple marginalisation
in the forms of racism and sexism was discussed in five arti-
cles.® 3% 933638 Black male-identifying students reported
being affected by the discourses of hypermasculinity,

which put pressure on them to not show their emotions,
cope with their mental distress alone, and continue with
their studies on their own.” ** This caused them to feel
shame when seeking mental health support. For some
female-identifying Black students, feelings about their
health, ideal body shape, and size were influenced by the
beliefs, culture, race, and ethnicity of the people in their
lives.” The importance of seeing their body shape among
Black students who looked like them was discussed.”
Some students felt the white body ideal is not the same as
the Black body ideal, therefore, visiting their country of
origin positively impacted their stress levels, self-esteem
and body image. Social media and the music industry
were mentioned as vehicles in which the ideal Black
female body is narrated, scrutinised and picked apart.”®

Isolation and alienation
Eight out of 12 included studies discussed isolation and
alienation.*® 2 77 3 40 Black students who struggled
with their mental health experienced stigma from their
communities (including friends and family) before
attending university, leaving them isolated from those
communities (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019). At
university, participants reported being ignored or avoided
by their non-Black peers in learning, social and living
environments which led to feelings of lack of belonging,
diminished their overall well-being, and evoked a range
of negative emotions, including discomfort, distress,
frustration and anger.”? =7 %% Those with little or no
mental health support from family felt isolated and alien-
ated from their friends, family, peers and academic staff,
and used denial to cope with the lack of support, which
exacerbated their mental health problems.™
Blackstudents reported thatalack of relatedness towhite
students affected their well-being, undermined their moti-
vation for academic success, and had a negative influence
on their sense of autonomy and competence.%_37 Black
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students mentioned white students did not understand
that they have to reconstruct their identity in the white
image and practice silence to be successful at university
and that this process negatively affected their mental
health (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).

Participants in one article discussed that academic staff
do not always create safe and protective learning and
living spaces for Black university students.”” As a result,
Black students reported they had to defend themselves
by verbally challenging prejudicial beliefs shared in class-
rooms, which made white students uncomfortable, leaving
Black students feeling bullied, alienated and alone. Partic-
ipants who had the support of other Black students in
their learning environment at university reported being
more comfortable, understood and happy.”” However,
this may not apply to Black students who are international
students. One article reported a student being in tears,
feeling alone and isolated, and almost dropping out of
university due to their African accent isolating them from
Black British students and non-Black students.”

Culture shock

There was evidence suggesting Black international-status
students had to adjust to new environments, cultures, and
lifestyles in the UK which was characterised by changes in
diet, weight, physical activity, sleep, alcohol and smoking
consumption, and led to psychological stress, depression,
loneliness and loss of confidence.” * Black students who
emigrated from a collectivist culture to the UK experi-
enced culture shock during the transition from home to
their new environment, that was characterised by worry,
stress and insomnia.** Contrastingly, there was evidence™
to suggest Black home-status students had slightly
poorer mental health and lower self-esteem than Black
international-status students. Indeed, one article reported
some Black international-status students believed their
stress levels to be higher in their home country which
gave them the perspective of living in the UK as being less
stressful. ™

Racism

Five of the 12 included studies explored how institutional
racism, discrimination and hegemonic white privilege
made universities toxic spaces for Black students, which
affected their mental health and well-being.*' ™ **%7 The
constantstress of being confronted with racism (including
racial microaggressions), discrimination, and having to
survive hostile racist environments at university led to poor
mental health and mental illness in Black students.” %
Racism had negative consequences on Black students’
sense of belonging at university, motivation to socialise,
their interactions with white students and staff, and their
academic achievements and progression, which led to
further mental distress. There was evidence to suggest
Black students’ recognition of racial difference had a
greater impact on their mental well-being and potential
or experienced mental health difficulties, than evidence
that others treated them differently on account of their

race.” Participants felt unable to express their feelings

of racism and difference from white peers to others for
fear they would not be understood, would be judged or
rejected by peers and university staff, or due to uncer-
tainty that these feelings were valid or legitimate.”® These
unarticulated feelings resulted in disengagement from
university study and services.

Support
The aforementioned factors that possibly influence
the mental health of Black students were discussed
to affect and be affected by the type, access to, experi-
ence and perceptions of mental health support in 9 of
the 12 included studies (A Hayford, unpublished data,
9019),% 36-39

Black students reported they had to take care of their
mental health by trying to remain positive and use
distraction, use psychoeducational resources, change
daily habits including exercise and nutrition, and use
food to cope with stress at university and connect them
to family, %234 36 38

Access to mental health support from family, friends and
peers was identified as a contributory factor to positive
well-being and success at university (A Hayford, unpub-
lished data, 2019).”7% % * One article reported Black
students who did not have familial or social capital found
accessing university mental health support more diffi-
cult.” Four included articles®*™ * found mental health
stigma left Black students feeling unsupported by their
family and unable to get the professional support needed.
Black-only spaces at university were reported as important
to obtain support for mental health and well-being (A
Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).”" % * These spaces
gave students comfort, where they were not judged and
misunderstood by non-Black students and staff; and could
be with students from a shared background and experi-
ence. These Black-only spaces were especially important
when there was a lack of Black students in classroom
spaces, and could be online or in person. Black students
also placed importance on mental health support from
an understanding religious organisation or chaplain at
their university (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).”" **

Included articles described Black students’ beliefs that
university services failed to provide appropriate support
because they were institutionally racist and treated
them like a monolithic group; and did not take respon-
sibility for failing Black students (A Hayford, unpub-
lished data, 2019).%' *2 ¥ Participants’ awareness that
white mental health practitioners at university services
were the majority race prevented them from accessing
services, because of perceived racial stereotyping and
lack of trust.”®*” Some Black students avoided university
mental health services to such an extent that they were
not knowledgeable about what was available for them (A
Hayford, unpublished data, 2019). Black students who
needed mental health support did not seek such services
until in crisis (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).” and
when they did, faced long waiting times.”* Black students
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who did receive help from university mental health
services reported experiencing racialised stereotypes
that affected their relationship with white mental health
practitioners (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).* %7
They had to educate practitioners on Black culture and
the Black experience (which included how racism and
microaggressions affected their mental health), which
was a burden on their mental health and well-being (A
Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).?’1 3257 Because of this,
students felt more comfortable with a Black, Asian or
other minoritised ethnic mental health practitioner (A
Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).** *" Black students
described a sense of helplessness regarding their mental
healthcare treatment (A Hayford, unpublished data,
2019).% % One article discussed Black students felt
unable to challenge mental health professionals about
their healthcare treatment because they may be labelled
as difficult or unstable, and worsen their relationship with
the mental healthcare provider.™

DISCUSSION

This review and thematic synthesis provides evidence on
how the following experiences affect the mental health
and mental well-being of Black university students in the
UK: academic pressure, learning environment, Black
gendered experience, isolation and alienation, culture
shock, racism and support.

The study findings highlight that for Black university
students their mental health and mental well-being may
be deeply rooted in institutional factors or dimensions,
largely racism,”™ *** which negatively affects most
aspects of their higher education experiences, partic-
ularly in the learning, social and living environments.
Critical Race Theory in Education (CRT-E) is used to
engage with and work against racism in the context of UK
higher education.” * ** CRT-E theorists have explored
racial inequality in admissions, curriculum and pedagogy,
teaching and learning, institutional culture, campus racial
climate, and policy and finance.” ™ However, CRT-E has
failed to interrogate the role mental health plays in racial
inequality. The Office for Students® stated that ‘Black
students with mental health conditions are being failed
throughout the student cycle’ (pg. 6), evidenced by their
data which shows Black full-time students who report a
mental health condition have some of the lowest attain-
ment, continuation and progression rates.” To understand
and begin to address these concerns, further research is
required into the role historically anti-Black racist systems
embedded within UK universities plays on the mental
health experiences of, risk factors for and challenges
faced by Black university students affecting their mental
health, experiences, outcomes and progression.

This review is very timely given the resurgence of
the global Black Lives Matter movement and protests
following the murder of George Floyd.* Growing conver-
sations around the role race and institutional racism play
on the mental health of Black people motivated students

and staff to write multiple open letters™ > demanding UK
universities do more to tackle racism, be antiracist and
diversify and decolonise their curricula and institutions.
Students and staff are calling out for UK universities to
provide racially and culturally appropriate mental health
support for their Black students. However, to achieve this,
further research is needed to interrogate the Eurocentric,
ethnocentric and egocentric ways in which institutional
policy, research and mental health practices disadvantage
different Black students from varying identities and social
statuses across the university student lifecycle.

The literature largely demonstrates an interest in Black
university student mental health. However, this is limited
exploration into whether and how mental health expe-
riences differ across different Black student identities
(including gender, culture, ethnicity, nationality), social
statuses and the impact of migration on student mental
health. This is important given the finding that Black
students believe universities treat them as a monolithic
group (A Hayford, unpublished data, 2019).* ***" There
is a knowledge gap on suicidality among Black students.
A recent national study™ found the risk of suicide is
lower among Black university students compared with
white students (risk ratio 0.53 (95% CI 0.32 to 0.88)).
This finding needs to be investigated further. One article
included in this review (A Hayford, unpublished data,
2019) discussed that mental health is either not spoken
about or spoken about differently in the Black community
compared with within the wider UK university commu-
nity. More studies are needed on mental health language
and literacy.

The results of this review can assist academic staff,
researchers, funders and policy-makers to identify poten-
tial areas of priority in student mental health services
design, development and reform with Black students.
Based on the review findings, the authors recommend
further investigation into the following potential strate-
gies: (1) in-person or virtual Black student mental health
peer support groups; (2) decolonisation of mental health
support services; (3) race, racism and mental health
training for academic staff and mental health practi-
tioners; (4) decolonisation of the classroom environment
and teaching and learning materials; (5) scholarships
and support funds for Black students;”” (6) involvement
of family in mental health support; (7) improve knowl-
edge and accessibility of available services; (8) train and
employ Black mental health professionals; (9) involve
religious organisations and chaplains in mental health
support and (10) targeted mental health support for
international-status students.

Strengths and limitations

To our knowledge, this is the first review and thematic
synthesis to summarise the available literature on the
experiences that affect the mental health and mental
well-being of Black students studying at UK universities.
By summarising these results, we make this informa-
tion more readily available to students, academic staff,
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policy-makers and researchers. An exhaustive literature
search was conducted using multiple databases, and
manual searching. Dissertations, blogs and unpublished
articles were included alongside published articles. Our
analysis allowed us to extract multiple recurrent themes
pertaining to Black students’ mental health. The results
focus on both the personal and institutional factors that
influence the mental health of Black university students.

The review has the following limitations. Despite the study
selection criteria, no quantitative studies were included as
they did not report the mental health experiences of Black
university students. Second, although database and manual
searching were extensive, it is possible relevant articles were
missed due to inconsistent terminology for mental health
and mental well-being and the racial category ‘Black’. Third,
the authors were unable to fully capture Black students’
experiences as the citations selected from the included art-
cles are a sample of the participants’ subjective experiences
and the researchers’ interpretations. Fourth, articles that
included Black, Asian and minoritised ethnic participants did
not always clearly differentiate citations and themes derived
specifically from Black student responses. The mixed racial
category was not clearly defined in some articles so students
who were of mixed Black heritage may have been missed in
the analysis. Responses had to be drawn from participants’
accounts disclosing their race. Finally, our analysis was limited
to the ‘results’ and ‘findings’ sections of the selected articles;
however, all sections of the articles were read to provide
a deep understanding of the topic. We acknowledge that
themes developed in this synthesis may be similar to findings
reported in the included articles since it was not our intention
to develop new interpretations or theories, and we wanted to
stay close to the experiences reported by the participants in
the included articles.

CONCLUSION

This review and thematic synthesis offer an overview of the
experiences that affect the mental health and mental well-
being of Black students studying at universities in the UK
as reported in the available literature. Our results suggest
that there are both personal and institutional factors that
affect the mental health and mental well-being of Black
students. Further research into how the learning, social,
living, cultural and physical environment of universities
affects the mental health of Black university students; and
the differences in the lived experiences of Black univer-
sity students across different identities and social statuses
would give valuable insights. The impact of institutional
issues of racism and sexism on the mental health of Black
students studying at UK higher education needs to be
further researched and explicitly addressed by policy-
makers and key decision-makers within universities.
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