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Abstract. This article explores the role of group-based mental health interventions in
promoting emotional well-being and social connection among university students. It
highlights how such approaches can help reduce feelings of isolation, increase emotional
awareness, and support students in managing personal and interpersonal challenges. This
article explores how group-based interventions create a supportive environment that
encourages shared understanding and mutual support among students.
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Most university students face academic pressure, uncertainty about future careers, and
limited access to psychological support while pursuing higher education. It has been
consistently demonstrated that elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and emotional distress are
common among students, particularly among freshmen during the transition to university life,
when academic demands intensify and social environments change rapidly (Auerbach et al.,
2016; Bantjes et al., 2022; Ramsay et al., 2007). They appear especially vulnerable during
this period, often reporting difficulties in adaptation, feelings of isolation, and
underdeveloped academic and self-regulation skills (Mohammadyari, 2012; Mofatteh, 2021).

Despite an increasing number of mental health concerns among students, access to
psychological support still remains limited. Even if there is high demand, many students do
not seek or receive professional help, often due to stigma, uncertainty about the severity of
their problems, or the perception that available services are inaccessible or only intended for
crisis situations (Corrigan & Riisch, 2002; Russell et al., 2008; WHO, 2022). Especially low-
and middle-income countries fall into this category, as counselling services remain privatized,
or financially inaccessible, leaving preventive and developmental needs insufficiently
addressed (Hyseni Duraku et al., 2024).

In parallel with these challenges, students frequently report academic stress linked to
poor time management, ineffective study strategies, and perfectionistic cognitive patterns,
which may contribute to emotional exhaustion and reduced academic functioning (Hu et al.,
2023; Obando Posada et al., 2023). All these are further compounded by career uncertainty,
as many students feel unprepared to make serious decisions about their professional future or
lack access to guidance and mentorship (Salim et al., 2023). Overall, the need for support
approaches should be highlighted to address students’ emotional, academic, and
developmental experiences in an integrated manner within the context of higher education.

When addressing key factors that support students” well-being and academic
engagement, social support must be mentioned as a key protective factor, particularly during
periods of transition (Chang et al., 2020). Research has found that strong sense of belonging
within the university environment is associated with greater motivation, persistence, and
academic success (Axelson & Flick, 2010; Kuh, 2003). However, many students struggle to
form meaningful social connections due to large class sizes, limited structured peer
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interaction, and socioeconomic or identity-related barriers to engagement (Eames & Stewart,
2008).

To solve these problems as evidence suggests, participation in peer or mutual support
groups is associated with reduced emotional distress, improved coping, and enhanced self-
efficacy (Byrom, 2017; Pointon-Haas et al., 2024). Because group-based formats combine
emotional safety with practical skill-sharing, allowing participants to learn adaptive strategies
while simultaneously experiencing social connection, they can be particularly effective for
students. Salim et al. (2023) have found that the most important benefits appear to extend
beyond emotional well- being, influencing academic confidence, career clarity, and attitudes
toward psychological support.

Another theoretical framework that helps explain these outcomes is the concept of sense
of community introduced by McMillan and Chavis (1986), who define it as a feeling of
belonging, mutual mattering, and shared faith that members’ needs will be met through
commitment to the group. Their model identifies four key components: membership,
influence, fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection.

Lastly, group interventions grounded in cognitive-behavioral principles have also shown
effectiveness in improving students’ emotional regulation, reducing anxiety, and addressing
maladaptive thought patterns related to academic pressure (Beck et al., 1979; Beck, 2020).
Especially when combined with social support processes, group-based CBT- oriented
interventions appear to produce synergistic effects by offering practical coping tools (Worsley
et al., 2022). Such integration may be highly valuable in contexts where formal mental health
services are limited.
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