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Introduction

Welcome to the fifth annual

Exploring students’ happiness and the
different factors affecting their mental health,
lifestyle and outlook on life after education.

Students today are studying at a time of significant societal,
economic and technological change, so it's encouraging to
see the overall student happiness score hasrisen to 66 in 2025
compared to 44 in 2024. Likewise, students are feeling more
optimistic about the future — with the overall student optimism
score cominginat71in 2025, compared to 57 the year before.
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At the same time, the use of Al has become so firmly

In fact, nearly half (49%) of respondents say their mental One of the prevailing issues is a growing sense of social ) , embedded in academic and professional life that
health has become worse in the last 12 months, and even isolation among students. More than half (54%) say they F = N , it's causing students significant concern, from its
more (61%) worry their mental health will deteriorate over feel lonely most of the time, which has a directimpact impact on their academic performance to their future
the next 12 months —both higher numbers than 2024. on their mental health and underpins many of the wider prospects. In this report, we take a closer look at how
concerns that students report, from financial security to Alis being used in universities, and its dual role in both
It's not hard to find reasons why. Cost of living and the gap between their expectations and actual student ” - feeding student anxieties and alleviating them through

money worries have intensified, with more students
seeking part-time jobs to make ends meet, often missing
study sessions to do so, while nearly half (46%) have
considered dropping out of university or college to geta
full-time job or apprenticeship.

experience. its use as a mental health support tool.

Taken together, the trends identified in our research
offer an opportunity to reflect on how we can
strengthen the overall value of education, and show
how vital itis for universities and colleges to continue
to engage with students to support them through
their education journey. While the data indicates that
the provision of mental health support has definitely
improved, universities should consider building on

that support to tackle some of the wider issues too,
from helping students cope with financial pressures
to building a stronger community for students to meet
others and develop a sense of belonging. By doing so,
educational institutions can build on the undeniably
higher levels of happiness and help close the gap
between mental health and overall wellbeing.

and the Future
of Education

Howden Student Happiness Index




Methodology

Gender

Women Men
(including trans women) (including trans men)

University/

college region
Yorkshire and the Humber  East of England

East Midlands Scotland

North East Northern Ireland

Non-binary

London

North West

Other

Prefer notto say

South West

West Midlands

I'd rather not say

Prefer to self-describe

South East

Wales

Howden

Education
level
Further education Higher education Postgraduate student
UK vs.
. 66% 21% 12
International
UK citizen International student EU international student
studying in the UK studyingin UK studyingin UK
Sexual
orientation

Student Happiness Index

Heterosexual/straight

Prefer notto say

Bisexual

Asexual

Homosexual/Gay/Lesbian

Other

About the Student
Happiness Index

The Student Happiness
Index scores are calculated
by taking the percentage

of unhappy students away
from the percentage of
happy students based on
the survey responses given.

It's presented as a score onarange

of -100 (if all students were unhappy)

to +100 (if all students were happy).
Consequently, a neutral result would

be a score of zero. We applied the same
methodology to calculate scores for
optimism.
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increasingly optimistic

Executive e==

mental health struggles

summary

Howden

However, more students are facing mental health struggles,
financial pressures, and loneliness, while Al is now firmly
embedded in student life with its own pros and cons.

Despite these challenges, students are increasingly optimistic about life after education,
showing resilience amid technological and economic change.

Meanwhile universities have the chance to improve the student experience by strengthening
communities and ensuring support services are accessible and well-signposted, especially
within the LGBTQ+ community.

loneliness



Key findings
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The student happiness index of students surveyed say they've

score hasrisenfrom 44in 2024 felt happy this year, compared to
to 66in2025. 61%in 2024.

agree their mental of the LGBTQ+ community agree they've
health has worsened struggled with their mental health in the past
inthe past 12 months. 12 months —no improvement from last year

Howden

of students say the cost of
living and money worries is their
top concern

of students are worried that Al will
have a negative impact on their job
prospects
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Expectation vs experience
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51%

of students say they have enjoyed their university/college experience
less than expected —a sharp rise from 33% in 2024

of students agree they feel lonely
most of the time

Howden

Student Happiness Index

Life after education

/1 optimism score

The overall student optimism score for 2025
is71—-upfrom57in2024

81%

of students say they feel optimistic about their
life after university/college

70%

are concerned about their career prospects
after university/college

15



Infact, nearly 4in 5 (78%)’ of students said they've felt happy, compared to 3in 5 (61%) in 20242, and
three quarters (74%)° of respondents say their wellbeing is better compared to last year.

This data shows a positive trend for students —but there is tension. Just 31% of students say they are
very happy and 1 in 25 say they have felt very unhappy*.

The rise in student
happiness and
wellbeing

tension

socialising

17
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Top drivers
of student
happiness
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A closer look at the data reveals that not all university/
college experiences are created equal, with a range of
factors having an impact on students’ happiness levels.

When it comes to education level, further education students are the happiest, The transition to higher education could be a pressure point, with the move to
while higher education students show the lowest happiness and wellbeing levels - university coinciding with a decline in wellbeing — highlighting an opportunity for
suggesting students may face greater academic, financial, and social pressures at universities to engage with students early on and clearly signpost their wellbeing and

Wh E t f E Ct : rS E r E : this stage in their education. support services so students know and understand how to get help.
Student happiness and wellbeing by education level
’ ’ ?
having an impact?

4
4

Further education student Higher education student Postgraduate student
atacollege atuniversity atuniversity

LGBTQ+

Happy Wellbeing better Happy Wellbeing better Happy Wellbeing better
thanlastyear thanlastyear than lastyear

Student Happiness Index 21



Happiness by university
/ college region

Where students go to study seems to have
animpact on their reported happiness, with
certain regions consistently outperforming
others across both happiness and wellbeing

For example, Northern Ireland and the East of England lead on both
measures, scoring 93%"'and 91%" respectively for happiness,
indicating stronger student support ecosystems or perhaps more
positive living and study environments.

Meanwhile regions like Yorkshire and the Humber fall notably behind
the national picture. However, differences could be driven by a
combination of factors, from cost of living to access to support to
campus culture and local community, rather than location alone.

22
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Happiness by university/college region

% of respondents whose wellbeing? is better

compared to last year

94% Northern reland /5%
O1%  EastofEngland /2%
83% Northwest VAV
81%  scotiand 70%
/7% westMidiands 69%
/6% NortnEast 57%

Wales

London

South West

South East

East Midlands

Yorkshire and
the Humber




Onthe whole, the LGBTQ+ community are
less likely to report happiness compared
to heterosexual / straight students.

24

Concerningly, this year's findings reveal the same high proportion (77%) of the LGBTQ+ community have
struggled with their mental health in the past 12 months as last year.

Although 73% say their college/university provides the right level of mental health support, (up from 60%
last year)? there's still room for improvement. Just over a third (33%) of respondents strongly agree they
know how to access support at their university, or college perhaps a key opportunity to further support
LGBTQ+ students with clearer signposting to wellbeing services on offer.

Happiness by ]
Sexual OrientatiOn Heterosexual/ Homosexual / Bisexual Asexual

straight Gay /Lesbian

Heterosexual/ Homosexual/ Bisexual Asexual
straight Gay/Lesbian

Howden Student Happiness Index
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Percentage of LGBTQ+
There's also strong regional variation in happiness among LGBTQ+ ' | . . A\
students, highlighting how universities in different locations have : 1 a N StUdentS WhO agrec th 5%

the opportunity to target mental health and wellbeing support for : j I Bl e : have Struggled Wlth their
members of this specific community. 2 | [ |85 A\ . 3
R, o * mental health by region

The data suggests this could already be happening —for example,
although respondents studying in the East of England are most
likely to say they have struggled with their mental health in the
last 12 months?, they are also most likely to say their college/
university provides the right level of mental health and wellbeing
support (88%).

However, those in Scotland, which also has one of the highest rates
of poor mental health, are among the least likely to say this is the
case (70%) —indicating an opportunity for institutions in the region.

Student Happiness Index = —_— 27
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International students report similar levels of happiness to
UK citizens, with EU international students studying in the UK
reporting the highest levels of both happiness and wellbeing.

Happiness and wellbeing

. . % of respondents who % of respondents whose
by lnternatlonal Status have felt happy this year wellbeing is better than last year
UK student EU international student International student
Howden

However, looking closer at some of the responses,
international students are reporting concerns around cost
of living, studying, and loneliness that are impacted by their
international status.

For example, there are limits on financial help international students can receive, with
the expense of living in the UK proving a shock for some. Meanwhile, the language
barrier can make it challenging to make new friends or communicate effectively both
in a social setting and academically.

Student Happiness Index

While these are challenges that are to an extent to be expected when it comes to
studying in a different country, some students suggest more could be done to help
culturalintegration between students and to ease the language barrier. And with
money worries proving a big issue across the board, perhaps more could be done to
help international students prepare for the cost of living in the UK before they arrive.

With international students an important source of income for universities, this is
perhaps an area to explore further to help improve the student experience for those
studying in the UK from overseas.

29



€6 | Thereis not many grants that the university can

66 | 1am constantly worried about money and as | am a full do for my finances because of my status as an
time international student, | cannot apply to all jobs. international student. But they can work out

66 | Ithasbeenvery
stressful dealing

66 | Asaninternational student, my English is
sufficient for everyday communication, but it

is sometimes not strong enough for in-depth
academic discussions. | may miss some details
or struggle to express myself clearly, which can
occasionally be frustrating, although | am doing

30

my best to improve my English through practice.

payment plans to help me cope, but | would
still have to work to pay off the university fees.

with the high O

living cost here

in the UK. €6 | The cultural background of students
living here is quite diverse. Maybe they
can organise some activities to improve

mutual understanding.
Loneliness has

(44
impacted my
happiness, being an
international student
alone in the UK, but |

have a strong support
network back home.

Howden Student Happiness Index 31



d This is seemingly contradictory, but a closer look at the data reveals the number of students who
) say they have accessed professional support for their mental health has also gone up-49%/' in
t d . t .

2025 compared to 41%?2 the previous year. This suggests students are feeling better able to seek
out mental health support, whichin turn could help explain why students report feeling happier,
despite mental health struggles.

This is backed up by over half of students (56%) agreeing their university/college provides the right
level of mental health and wellbeing support—up from 49%?2in 2024. Crucially, more students agree
they know how to access support —two thirds (65%)' now agree compared to 56%? last year.

wellbeing support

drivers of mental health

Student Happiness Index 33



With the data suggesting that mental health and
wellbeing support from universities does have a
material impact on happiness levels, it's crucial
forinstitutions to deliver a high standard of
support for students.

Just 23% of students strongly agree their
university or college provides the right level of
mental health and wellbeing support, and only
26% strongly agree they know how to accessiit.
These figures are higher than last year, showing
clear progress, but also a growing challenge for
institutions to respond to.

34
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Students know how to
access mental health
and wellbeing support
at their college/
university

Their college/university
provides the right level
of mental health and
wellbeing support

35
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For example, many members of the LGBTQ+
community struggle with their mental health
—77% this year, with no improvement on last
year. This suggests there is work to be done
with this group in particular, and universities and
colleges could perhaps engage more with this
community to explore how targeted support
could be improved.

Taking a closer look at the drivers of declining
mental health reveals a pattern —loneliness

and a lack of socialising are both in the top five,
suggesting that human connectionis key to
supporting mental health. Could universities

and colleges be doing more to bring students
together and facilitating connections? With
money struggles also having an impact, are there
ways that some social events could be held free
of charge?

Howden

Student Happiness Index

Drivers of mental health decline

agree’ they have been
socialising less

agree’ they feel lonely
most of the time

agree’ they have spentless
time following passions

in the arts, such as music,
drama, comedy etc

agree’ social mediais
affecting their mental health

agree' money struggles are
impacting their wellbeing

With many universities and colleges already offering a range
of ways to support students, a closer look at the reasons
why mental health is declining could help make these
services even better.

37



While Altools can offerimmediate support and help students articulate how
they're feeling, they are not a substitute for professional mental health care. Al
platforms may provide inaccurate or overly generic advice, lack safeguarding
or crisis escalation mechanisms, and risk encouraging self diagnosis or over
reliance on technology at the expense of human connection. There are also
ethical considerations around data privacy and how sensitive mental health
information is stored or used.

Universities and colleges may acknowledge the role Al can play in early
support or self reflection, while ensuring students clearly understand its
limitations and are actively encouraged to access regulated, in person mental
health services when issues are complex, persistent or urgent. it'simportant
for universities and colleges to continue clearly signposting their in-person
mental health and wellbeing support services so students know they can
access professional one-to-one help if they need it.

38
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Interview with

40

Background

Ayotunde is a Nigerian postgraduate student studying Mental Health Nursing (M.Sc.) at Oxford Brookes
University. He's been living in the UK for about three years, having previously gained a PhD and worked in
Nigeria, and hopes to contribute in a meaningful way to mental health services in the UK once he graduates.

Mental health and support services

Unsurprisingly given his degree, Ayo is passionate
about supporting mental health. While he describes
his course as challenging and at times intense, he is
proactive inlooking after his own mental health and
prioritising happiness —believing that you create
your own joy. As aresult, he views the demanding
sides of his degree as a natural and important part
of the learning process, contributing to both his
personal and professional growth.

In Ayo's experience, academic pressure doesn't
necessarily erode student wellbeing wheniit's
balanced with the right kind of support. He points
to the university's approach to student support as
an example — highlighting that support systems at
Oxford Brookes are proactive, with staff making

efforts to check in on students and arrange
meetings where necessary, particularly if there has
been limited recent face-to-face time.

He also works as a student representative, and has
seen first-hand how these systems work. He notes
that the university support services make frequent
referrals to both internal and external services when
needed, and that they take studentissues very
seriously — in fact he believes the university is willing
to go to significant lengths to support students.
That said, he also says that, despite these efforts,
it's not always possible to fully understand what his
peers may be experiencing beneath the surface,
and that many feel under a lot of pressure.

Howden

The importance of financial discipline

Ayo is self-funding his masters, and he
also works part-time. He acknowledges
that costs are very high, whether it's rent,
food, transport, energy bills or anything
else, but says he takes a highly disciplined
approach to his financial management to
make sure he can live within his means.
He budgets carefully and is careful not to
overspend. He's also reluctant to getinto
any kind of debt, and only recently started
using a credit card.

Discussions around finances

On the subject of social media, Ayo
agrees that digital habits can be an
important factor thatinfluence student
wellbeing. He believes that social media

in particular drives loneliness among
students and is essentially a waste of time

—saying it "keeps you busy doing nothing".

He feels strongly that people should be
careful with their use of social media if
they want to prioritise their wellbeing.

An important part of his financial
wellbeing is his mindset. Ayo stresses
the need to avoid comparing himself

to others, particularly through social
media, as he believes this can lead to
dissatisfaction with what you've got and
always wanting more, which he says can
have a negative on mental health as well
as leading to you putting yourself under
unnecessary financial strain.

However, he views Al as a useful tool
within postgraduate study. He uses

it to support arange of tasks such as
brainstorming and organising his ideas,
which help improve both his efficiency
and productivity. However, he stresses
the importance of maintaining a balance
—saying that overdependence on Alhas a
negative impact on both critical thinking
and creativity skills.

Future plans

Looking ahead, Ayo's immediate priority is to successfully complete his
M.Sc. programme. After that, he hopes to find employment where he
can contribute to mental health services in the UK, while also exploring
opportunities in leadership, innovation, and international development.

Overall, he's found his experience as an international student

to be richer than he expected. It has been both demanding and
transformative, and above all, worthwhile — despite challenges along
the way. He's optimistic about the future —demonstrating that, for him at
least, student happiness and wellbeing is flourishing.

Student Happiness Index
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The underlying
ISSUe — money

worries

financial pressures

The cost of living remains

the top concern for students

—rising to 40%, compared to 38% in 2024?,
with nearly 1in 5 (19%) saying it’s their

biggest concern.

The 10 biggest
concerns for students

29%

Career
prospects

40%

Cost of living/
money worries

Student Happiness Index

27%

The news/
current global
environment
such aswars/
politics

28%

Academic
achievement

24%

Level of
sleep

26%

Mental health

20% 19%

Lack of

Balancin -
9 social life

work with
my academic
studies

20%

Personal/family
relationships

23%

Loneliness

News/global environment is now
a top concern, rising from outside
the top 10 to fourth place.
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Worryingly, over half (52%)' now report they
have struggled to afford food and essentials, an
increase from 43%?2in 2024, and over a quarter
(26%) of them struggle to buy food between 2
and 6 times a week.

As aresult, financial pressures are having

a noticeable impact on students’ wellbeing

and overall university experience. Over half
(58%)' say money struggles are affecting their
wellbeing, while two thirds (67%)' report going
out less socially due to the rising cost of living, up
significantly from 54%?2last year.

How often have you struggled to afford

food and essentials?

2-6times aweek Atleast once aweek Every day

Howden

Student Happiness Index

Anxiety about future financial stability is also on the rise. Concerns about student debt (62%*),
changes to studentloan policies (60%*)', and worries about turning to a parent/carer for
financial support (63%)" have all increased significantly since last year, up from 47%, 49% and
50% respectively? Perhaps most strikingly, 46%’ of students have considered dropping out
altogether to enter a full-time job, apprenticeship or similar scheme, up from 38% in 20242

Unsurprisingly, more students are taking on part-time jobs to ease financial pressure, but
this comes atits own cost. 50%! report struggling to balance work with academic and social
commitments, while 42%" say they have missed lessons or lectures in order to take on paid work.

The cost of living means
they are more likely

to get a part-time job
or increase the hours
they work while at
university/college

They have have taken
on a part-time job to
ease financial pressure
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It's therefore increasingly important for universities and colleges to
engage with students in this area, perhaps to provide guidance on
how to effectively manage their finances in education, or offering
support on how to balance work without compromising the quality
of their learning, to ensure higher education remains worthwhile.

Howden

Student debt levels are rising

Student Happiness Index
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Expectation

Versus experience

accommodation troubles

financial strain

How have you enjoyed
your university/college
experience?

23%

somewhat more
than expected

Student Happiness Index

49



Key factors impacting mental health

63% who agree? their mental
health has worsened say they
have enjoyed their university/
college experience less

than expected

50

59% who agree? they have
struggled with affording
food and essentials have
enjoyed their university/
college experience less
than expected

Howden

63% who agree? they feel
lonely most of the time say
they have enjoyed their
university/college experience
less than expected

Student Happiness Index

But this could also represent an opportunity for
universities and colleges to engage with students
sooner to help prepare them for university/college life.

For example, perhaps mental health issues could be communicated in advance
as young people move between secondary, further and higher education to give
universities and colleges the chance to intervene as early as possible. Targeted
support could then pay particular attention to helping new students understand
how to cope with money worries, mental health and loneliness to try and close
the gap between expectation and reality.
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59% of students who agree?®
they have had troubles with
theiraccommodation say
they have enjoyed their
university/college experience
less than expected

With just over 2 in 5 students (41%) living in halls of residence between September
and December 2025, this represents a significant proportion of students whose
experience might be affected simply by their living arrangements. What's more,
just 22% of respondents strongly agree they know how to access mental health
and wellbeing supportin theiraccommodation.

Howden

Student Happiness Index

This shows that accommodation providers are delivering a strong foundation for safe and secure
environments, although there is still room for improvement, over a third (35%**)® of students agree
they have had possessions stolen from theiraccommodation.

This insecurity could also be having animpact on the student experience, in turn leading to more
students enjoying university less than they expected. By continuing to address safety, universities
can help narrow this gap, potentially improving students' overall experience, mental health,

and security.
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Interview with

Background

Rihannais a first-year student at the University of Liverpool, studying Criminology and Spanish,

and is planning on spending her third year abroad in Latin America. Rihanna has a history of mental
health struggles, so she was in touch with the university's wellbeing support team before she joined.
Estranged from her parents, Rihanna's degree is funded by a full student loan and part-time work to

enable her to live and study independently.

The student experience

Rihanna wasn't entirely sure what to expect from
university life, but she had a loose idea based

on the experience of an older close friend, who
formed a tight-knit friendship group that's still
going strong 20 years later. Rihanna thought
that perhaps the same would happen for her but,
despite being sociable, she's found the social
side of university a lot harder than she expected.

She puts this down to the culture of going out
and drinking heavily, which she's not interested
in, so she feels quite disconnected from the
typical student social life. She feels this is how
many students form their friendships in those
first few weeks, Freshers' Week especially, but
this didn't happen for her.

She does have friends on campus, but not a
close group she regularly spends time with
outside of class. Instead, she leans on her strong
friendships from home, staying in close contact
and even meeting up regularly with a friend
who's studying at Manchester. She admits she
feels that new university friendships “won‘t be
the same" as those she already has, and this has
perhaps made her less likely to put the effortinto
making new ones. However, as she doesn't feel
particularly lonely, she's happy as she is.

What has been better than expected is her
course, Rihanna is enthusiastic about her
degree, and finds it interesting and the teaching
to be great. She says this has been what's
made university such a positive experience for
her so far.

Campus life and support

With her mental health history, Rihanna was proactive about seeking support before
starting university. This was made easy by the university sending out a Google

Form asking new students to specify if they needed any help, and she did so. Since
then, she's been supported by both the university's wellbeing team and via her GP,
describing the university support as “great”.

One of her biggest concerns was actually living in shared accommodation, as she
likes things to be neat and tidy and had heard horror stories about “the kitchen
situation”. However, she says this has turned out better than she expected and she's
very lucky in the flat she lives in.

She gets on well with her flatmates, and although she doesn't go out with them,
they often cook for each other in the flat, watch films and chat — sometimes having
supportive conversations around mental health. A few of her flatmates have shared
that they struggle at times, though it tends to come in waves, and they can be there
for each other when needed.

54 Howden Student Happiness Index




Interview with

Rihanna

Financially independent

With no family to fall back on, Rihanna is fully
financially independent. Her student loan covers
her rent, but doesn't leave much extra, so she
works several part-time jobs to support herself.

This includes online tutoring in the evenings
for Key Stage 3 age children, working flexible
shifts at the university, and part-time work at
Anfield Stadium. She appreciates how flexible
her university job is, as it allows her to work
around her studies —with the students choosing
the shifts they want to do that most suit them.
That said, she admits that if a longer, better-
paid shift comes up that's at the same time as a
class, she'll sometimes choose the shift for the
extraincome.

56

She doesn’t spend much on going out, instead
saving her money for hobbies and holidays.
And while the cost of living makes everything
expensive, she is well-practised at budgeting
and looking after herself financially.

She doesn'tlet herself worry about how to repay
her student loan in future, seeingitmore as a
future tax that doesn't feel real at the moment.
This helps her keep a positive outlook and she
feels generally optimistic about the future,
despite not yet having any plans for after
graduation.

While aware that the graduate job market is
tough at the moment, Rihanna is again not
letting it worry her, saying that alot can change
in a few years. For now, she's staying positive.




What's driving
students to study?

connection

social experience

Top five motivations to study

My own drive My interestin
to succeed the subject

Student Happiness Index

This is encouraging, suggesting that, despite considerable money worries, students are still motivated
primarily academically. Financial security is undoubtedly a key driver, with just over 2 in 5 students
(42%) citing it as a motivation, but the data paints a picture of students who are driven to study fora
range of reasons —both academic and more personal.

To make The social experience
To be financially family/friends of being at University
secure inthe future /tutors proud /College
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The wider, more human,
experience is increasingly
important for students.

The social experience of being at university/
collegeis now included in the top motivations at
30% - higher than last year, when it didn't make
the top five.

“ I have been rather upset at having
to decide between spending time
with friends at university or being
able to afford meals/rent for myself.

“ ‘ College life can be emotionally
challenging when one feels lonely.

60

However, social connection among
universities and colleges is also
increasingly fragile, with over half of
students feeling lonely most of the time.

It'simportant for educational institutions
to be aware that loneliness is clearly linked
to wider challenges for students, including
financial stress, poorer mental health, and
reduced enjoyment of university life.

For example, 63% of students who go
outless socially due to the cost of living
agree they feel lonely most of the time, and
66%' of students who have spent less time
following their passions feel likewise.

This suggests that lonelinessisto an
extent being forced upon students due to
intense financial pressure, which in turn
means they have less money and/or time
to pursue their interests and spend time
with others.

This has a clear knock-on effect when it
comes to wellbeing. Students who feel
lonely are more likely to say their student
experience has not met expectations, and
experience mental health concerns.

I 54% of students say they feel

lonely most of the time

agree’they are
worried their
mental health
will worsen
inthe next

12 months

agree' money
struggles are
impacting
theirwellbeing

agree' their
mental health
has worsened

agree’ social
mediais
affecting their
mental health
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Connection

could be
the key to (
student happin€eg

With socialising and meeting new friends cited as the top two drivers of student happiness, our
research highlights a clear opportunity for universities to focus on building stronger student
communities through social connection, inclusive environments and accessible activities.

While universities are successfully delivering safe environments, many students are lacking a sense
of belonging, at a time when financial pressures and mental health challenges are intensifying.
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Atechnologically

changing world

academic performance

artificial intelligence

Student Happiness Index

With the majority of students driven to study for academic and career reasons, Al comes with both benefits and
potential threats. Over half (54%)" report using tools such as ChatGPT to improve academic efficiency, up from 45%
in 20242, showing just how quickly these technologies are becoming embedded in learning.
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This is important for universities to note. With

the cost of living already putting pressure on
students —with many forced to choose between
work shifts and attending classes to make ends
meet, and nearly half (46%)" saying they have
considered dropping out altogether to enter
full-time work —it's crucial that the academic
standard of teaching remains high to make sure
auniversity degree is always a compelling choice
for young people.

After all, those who feel Al has harmed their
performance are much more likely to say they
have enjoyed university/college less than
expected (65% vs 41%?3), highlighting how Al use
can compromise both academic performance
and overall student satisfaction.

Howden

Student Happiness Index

How
students
are using Al
technology
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Italso seems to be proving effective — 84% of students who use Al to support them with their mental
health agree they have felt happy in the past year', while 85% of respondents who use Al as a source of
wellbeing support or guidance say their wellbeing is better compared to last year.

Student concerns about Al

Alwillhave a
negative impacton
job prospects

Al couldreplace
aspects of teaching

Al has a negative
impact on academic
performance

Howden

Student Happiness Index
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Background

Rosita is a PhD studentin Public Health at City St. George University of
London. She's currently in her third year and revising her thesis on migrant
worker health ahead of final submission. She's looking forward to returning
to her native Taiwan when her PhD is completed and is applying for academic
jobs there, having found her time in London to be isolated with an intense

focus on her studies.

The student experience

While more isolating than she
expected itto be, Rosita says that
PhD life is inherently lonely by its
nature. Her researchis fully funded
and independent, and she doesn't
attend classes like undergraduates
and other postgraduates do, with
the majority of her time spent
writing on her own.

This isolation does have an
impact on Rosita's mental
health —sometimes she can
find it depressing to be working
so intensely every day on her
thesis, and it can feel relentless,

especially when receiving rounds of
feedback. But her research group
is supportive, she can message
them at any time, and she always
keeps in mind how long she has left
to finish and how much funding she
has left, which enables her to focus
and carry on. In fact, she often feels
that she doesn't have time to feel
lonely or think about her mental
health because her workload is so
intense, which comes with its own
pros and cons.

Howden

The language barrier

Rosita does have friends she can talk to that she's
met at academic events or through her research
group, but as an international student, she finds the
language barrier can be a problem. This is one of the
reasons she hasn't taken up any of the university's
mental health support services, saying she would
find it challenging and uncomfortable to talk to

a stranger about something so personal like her
mental health in a different language, even though
she doesn't have much of a local network of friends
totalktoin the UK.

Communication challenges

While she speaks highly of her accommodation—
sayingit's better than she expected —she does think
Londoniitself is part of the problem. The weather
aside (which was a shock for her), the sheer size of
London makes it hard for her to build any sense of
belonging here. This can make the isolation worse,
especially for international students. She thinks this,
coupled with her own intense focus on finishing her
thesis, means it can be all too easy to go for along
time without speaking to people, which could have
animpact on mental health.

Student Happiness Index

She thinks this could generally be the case when
it comes to international students. In her student
accommodation, she says about two thirds are
undergraduates and the rest postgraduate and
there's areal mix of cultural backgrounds. She
believes the university could do more to organise
events that encourage people from different
nationalities and cultures to get to know, and
understand, different cultures better —promoting
mutual understanding and easier mixing.

This could be true of any student who is lonely, and
she thinks the university could be more proactive
in offering quick mental health check-ins, perhaps
via email, rather than waiting for students who are
struggling to reach out. Rosita believes that often
those mostin need of help are the ones who are
least likely to ask for it, and she points out how
easy itis to lose communication skills when you're
onyour own for long periods of a time, sayingit's
almost as if you forget how to speak.

Alas atoolto help

Luckily for Rosita, she has found Al like ChatGPT
to be areal help when it comes to navigating

the language barrier. Three years ago, when

she was applying for her PhD, she was worried
about how to find a proof reader to help with her
English writing, but she says now ChatGPT is the
perfecttool to help. She advises caution, "if you
put garbage in, you get garbage out”, but as a tool
she's found it very helpful.

She doesn't use it for mental health support, but
she says it can help her understand herself better
when it comes to her writing, thought patterns,
and the ideas and research she's working on. It has
saved her significant time and also helps her meet
the rigorous written standards of her supervisor.

Overall, despite some tough times throughout her
PhD, Rosita is feeling optimistic about the future
—she's looking forward to returning to Taiwan

and working there, and she's grateful for the
government funding that has enabled her to study
without any financial worries.



Life after
education

future opportunities

feeling positive

With 81% expressing optimism and 38% feeling very optimistic. This confidence is
even higher among those using Al for wellbeing support, suggesting that tech may
be playing arole in boosting students’ outlook and resilience.

The overall student Feel optimistic?
optimism for the about their life
future score for after university
2025is71% /college

Student Happiness Index

Are concerned?®
about their career
prospects after
university
/college
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While just over three in five (61%)° students
agree they have a clear career pathin mind, and
nearly half (48%)3 are prepared for their financial
future —both higher than last year —many

remain concerned about their career prospects,
especially with the rise of Al. Thisreveals a
tension between student ambition and anxiety as
they look to the future, despite feeling optimistic,
they remain aware of potential challenges ahead.

Most students (73%)* say their course

allows them to take a year out for anindustry
placement*, including 40% who will or have taken
up the placement, and of which, nearly all (99%)°

believe that doing so will positively impact their
job prospects, with over three quarters (78%)
saying it will definitely help.

This highlights how students view real-world
experience as vital to bridging the gap between
education and employment, helping them feel
more optimistic about the future. Universities and
colleges could take advantage of this and offer
tailored guidance and support to access work
experience —perhaps pushing more students to
embrace the opportunities provided by a yearin
industry before they leave education.

Howden
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career prospects
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so too do the challenges and mental health struggles that
students face — potentially undermining their higher education
experience.

Underlying money worries are a major concern for students, with more than ever feeling the
pressure of making ends meet. This is compounded by the impact of Al, which is affecting both
how students study, and their confidence in their career prospects.

But one of the biggest challenges comes from increased levels of loneliness among students,
with a lack of social connection making financial anxiety and general wellbeing worse.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, more students are reporting mental health struggles and more
expect their mental health to decline in the next 12 months.

However, this is balanced by a greater provision of mental health and wellbeing supportamong
universities, many of whom are providing an excellent level of support that's clearly working in
light of the higher happiness and optimism scores. In the same vein, students are using Alas a
mental health and support tool as well, showing how changes in technology are also working
to the benefit of students, who are proactively seeking ways to help themselves.

Now universities and colleges have the opportunity to continue to build on that much-needed
support, and to enhance it further by fostering a greater sense of belonging among student
communities. By finding new ways to help bring students together, educational institutions
could help alleviate some of the core challenges facing students today, promote greater
happiness and wellbeing, and help the student experience live up to expectations.
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