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Abstract

Tertiary students are known to be at a critical phase of life particularly due to the transitional period into adulthood 
with varying challenges, which makes them more susceptible towards mental health problems or reduced psycholo-
gical well-being. Therefore, the primary aim of this systematic literature review is understanding the determinants of 
mental health symptoms and psychological well-being that may be beneficial in establishing targeted interventions and 
support programs. Four different search databases (i.e., Web of Science, SCOPUS, Eric, PubMed) were used to identify 
the relevant articles between 2013 to 2023. Based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, screening, and filtering, a total 
of 208 articles were retained for the final analysis using the prisma guidelines. The findings in this review concluded a 
multitude of individual, social, and environmental factors that influences university students’ mental health symptoms 
and psychological well-being. 

Keywords: Mental health; psychological well-being, tertiary students, determinants.

Determinantes de los síntomas de salud mental y el bienestar 
psicológico entre los estudiantes universitarios: una revisión 
sistemática de la literatura
Resumen

Se sabe que los estudiantes universitarios se encuentran en una etapa crítica de su vida, especialmente debido al periodo 
de transición a la edad adulta, que conlleva diversos retos y los hace más susceptibles a sufrir problemas de salud mental 
o a ver reducido su bienestar psicológico. Por lo tanto, el objetivo principal de esta revisión sistemática de la literatura 
es comprender los factores determinantes de los síntomas de salud mental y el bienestar psicológico que pueden ser 
beneficiosos para establecer intervenciones específicas y programas de apoyo. Se utilizaron cuatro bases de datos de bús-
queda diferentes (Web of Science, SCOPUS, Eric y PubMed) para identificar los artículos relevantes entre 2013 y 2023. 
Basándose en los criterios de inclusión y exclusión, la selección y el filtrado, se seleccionaron un total de 208 artículos 
para el análisis final utilizando las directrices prisma. Los resultados de esta revisión concluyeron que hay una multitud 
de factores individuales, sociales y ambientales que influyen en los síntomas de salud mental y el bienestar psicológico 
de los estudiantes universitarios. 

Palabras clave: Salud mental; bienestar psicológico, estudiantes universitarios, factores determinantes.
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Introduction
Mental health and psychological well-

being are two phenomena that are holistically 
essential towards an individual. However, mental 
health problems are known as the presence of 
behavioral or physiological responses and sub-
jective occurrences ranging from mild to severe 
symptoms, which may indicate mental illnesses 
(Taschereau-Dumouchel, Michel, Lau, Hofmann, & 
LeDoux, 2022). Additionally, psychological distress 
has also been used and characterized to indicate 
mental health symptoms, particularly in regard to 
somatic, depression, and anxiety symptoms (Dra-
peau, Marchand, & Beaulieu-Prévost, 2012). The 
lack of recognizing mental health symptoms may 
lead to greater severity levels and reduced levels 
of interventions (Pedrelli, Nyer, Yeung, Zulauf, & 
Wilens, 2015). Hence, early identification of mental 
health symptoms is critical to ensure individuals 
are able to cope or seek help adequately. Some 
of the key factors of mental health problems 
that arise among university students are due to 
the transitional period, young adulthood, and 
financial responsibilities (Pedrelli et al., 2015). In 
the US, Eisenberg (2019) raised concerns on the 
increase of mental health issues among university 
students and emphasized on how some of the 
primary factors are due to an increase in digital 
media use and sleep problems.

Furthermore, Bhugra, Till, and Sartorius 
(2013) also indicated that mental health symptoms 
can greatly impact an individual’s functioning and 
limit their opportunities of being involved with 
their environment, family, friends, and work-
place. This relates to the notion of psychological 
well-being and its importance to maintain it. 
According to Burns (2016, p.1), psychological 
well-being is essentially defined as an “inter and 
intra-individuals of positive functioning that 
can include one’s relatedness with others and 
self-referent attitudes”. Ryff & Keyes (1995) in-
dicated that psychological well-being is derived 
from a eudaimonic perspective with dimensions 
including self-acceptance, positive relations with 

others, environmental mastery, autonomy, perso-
nal growth, and purpose in life. Several factors 
that have been found to influence the psycho-
logical well-being of university students include 
environmental factors, personal characteristics, 
and academic achievement (Chaudhry, Tandon, 
Shinde, & Bhattacharya, 2024; Ullah, 2017; Zou, 
Lin, Chen, & Yu, 2024). 

Eisenberg (2019) also highlighted that mental 
health is based on a continuum scale, which in-
cludes well-being. It was suggested that university 
institutions should address the issue holistically 
through preventive and coping strategies programs 
in addition to support and care services. Conse-
quently, understanding the main factors that relate 
to mental health symptoms and psychological 
well-being among university students would be 
beneficial in providing tailored programs and 
interventions. Therefore, the primary aim of this 
systematic review is to identify the current signifi-
cant determinants of mental health symptoms and 
psychological well-being among university students.

Literature Review

Theoretical background
According to Keyes (2002), mental health 

and psychological well-being are two differing 
but related concepts that exists on a dual conti-
nuum model. The primary concept of the mental 
health continuum model consists of languishing, 
which indicates the presence of mental health 
symptoms, while flourishing is on the opposite 
end that involves positive emotions, psychological 
functioning, and well-being (Keyes, 2002). Parti-
cularly on symptoms of anxiety and depression, 
the criteria consist of general distress, physiolo-
gical hyperarousal, and anhedonia relates to the 
concept of languishing (Clark & Watson, 1991). 
Whereas psychological well-being, or flourishing, 
is referred to as the individual’s optimal positive 
functioning with several dimensions including 
self-acceptance, positive relations with others, 
autonomy, environmental mastery, purpose in life, 
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and personal growth (Ryff & Keyes, 1995). Keyes’ 
(2002) study in the US specifically observed the 
mental illness of depression, which significantly 
relates to languishing and concluded that it ne-
gatively impacts individuals’ functioning. The 
continuum model suggests that implementing 
treatments or prevention of mental health symp-
toms will essentially lead individuals to being 
mentally healthy (Keyes, 2002). Additionally, a 
study by Mason-Stephens, Sgherza, DeMarree, 
and Naragon-Gainey (2025) further confirms the 
dual continuum model by highlighting that the 
constructs of distress and well-being are similar, 
yet different to each other. Their findings suggest 
that momentary states of distress in daily life, which 
were measured through symptoms of depression 
and anxiety, demonstrated a significant association 
with psychological well-being (Mason-Stephens 
et al., 2025). Similarly, based on a latent profile 
analysis study, Chan, Furlong, Nylund-Gibson, and 
Dowdy (2022) emphasized that those among ‘High 
Well-Being’ profile presented greater psychological 
strengths and lower symptoms of mental health, 
and vice versa for those in the ‘Low Well-Being’ 
profile. However, their findings also concluded 
that those in the ‘Moderate High Psychological 
Well-Being’ group demonstrated comparable 
levels of mental health symptoms to those in the 
‘Low Well-Being’, suggesting the need to identify 
the cause factor or differing interventions (Chan 
et al., 2022). Although their studies are among 
high school students, the profiles and its asso-
ciation may also be applicable among university 
students. Additionally, Keyes (2002) highlighted 
that exploring the etiology and prevention of 
both the presence and absence of mental health 
and well-being is necessary to further understand 
the two-continuum phenomenon. Therefore, this 
systematic review aims to identify the causal fac-
tors of both concepts of the continuum —mental 
health symptoms and psychological well-being— 
to allow further understanding on whether there 
are overlapping or distinct determinants among 
university students. 

Mental health symptoms among 
university students.
Among university students, particularly those 

in undergraduate programs or earlier years of 
tertiary education, mental health problems are 
common while navigating their educational jour-
ney. Some of the main mental health issues include 
symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression. Pre-
vious studies have highlighted significantly high 
prevalence of mental health issues among univer-
sity students in Malaysia, Germany, Ghana, and 
Pakistan (Ariffin, Abdullah, Abdullah, Mohamed, 
Yusni, & Muthmainnah, 2023; Asante & Andoh-
Arthur, 2015; Dogan-Sander, Kohls, Baldofski, & 
Rummel-Kluge, 2021; Khan, Akhtar, Ijaz, & Waqas, 
2021). In a study by Duffy et al. (2020), mental 
health symptoms of depression and anxiety were 
significantly common among first year undergra-
duate students that lead to a decline in academic 
outcomes. Several detrimental health behaviors 
during the transition to university environment 
as lack of sleep, low physical activity, and disor-
dered eating have been found to be significantly 
associated with moderate to severe symptoms of 
depression and anxiety (Fruehwirth, Mazzolenis, 
Pepper, & Perreira, 2023). According to Campbell 
et al. (2022), high levels of mental health symptoms 
enhance the cycle of shame leading to reduced 
help-seeking behaviors, which may then further 
exacerbate their mental health. 

Psychological well-being among 
university students.
In a bibliometric review, Yiğit and Çakmak 

(2024) revealed that psychological well-being litera-
ture has evolved and expanded since the pandemic 
with an increase in studies among healthcare wor-
kers, higher education context, and social isolation. 
The authors suggested that further research is 
needed on the impact of psychological well-being 
among varying age groups and education groups, 
particularly in the post-pandemic era (Yiğit & 
Çakmak, 2024). Compared to other fields, there is 
also a lack of exploration within the social sciences 
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context on psychological well-being, hence, further 
investigation may be helpful in understanding 
the different factors and groups (Yiğit & Çak-
mak, 2024). Generally, it has been reported that 
university students present moderate levels of 
psychological well-being (Mulawarman et al., 2023; 
Thanoi, Vongsirimas, Sitthimongkol, & Klainin-
Yobas, 2023). Similar to mental health symptoms, 
reduced psychological well-being was evident 
among university students due to the COVID-19 
pandemic (Graham & Eloff, 2022). Previous studies 
have emphasized that psychological well-being is 
primarily maintained or enhanced in relation to 
positive factors. For instance, mindfulness traits, 
social support, psychological capital, adaptive coping 
strategies, and sense of belonging allow students to 
manage life adversities and facilitate their psycho-
logical well-being (Campbell et al., 2022; Graham 
& Eloff, 2022; Moreno-Montero, Ferradás, & Freire, 
2024; Mulwarman et al., 2023; Romeo, Stanislaw, 
McCreary, & Hawley, 2024). As psychological well-
being focuses on individuals’ overall functioning in 
both personal and social aspects, it is vital to ensure 
that students are equipped with effective resources 
to prevent reduced quality of life. 

Methodology

Search strategies and screening.
The article search was conducted on four 

electronic databases, which are ScienceDirect, 
Web of Science, ERIC, and PubMED. The search 
strategies of title and abstract consists of search 
keywords as “Mental health symptoms” AND 
“psychological well-being”, “Psychological distress” 
AND “psychological well being”, and “Mental health 
symptoms” AND “positive mental health” student. 
Several filters and limits were applied to restrict the 
search results including publication date (between 
2013 to 2023) and article type (empirical studies). 
Accordingly, the articles were further screened 
through the abstracts to identify the study sample 
and study design. The primary method of data 
abstraction was based on the Preferred Reporting 

Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(prisma) flow diagram.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria.
The inclusion criteria that determine the eli-

gibility of the selected article are quantitative study 
design, the sample study of university students or 
young adults, and instruments that measure psycho-
logical well-being and mental health symptoms. 
Psychological well-being instruments implemented 
should be based on the conceptual definition of 
eudaimonic well-being, psychological functioning, 
or positive mental health as Ryff’s Psychological 
Well-being Scale, Flourishing Scale, Warwick Mental 
Well-being Scale, and Mental Health Continuum-
Short Form. Whilst for mental health symptoms 
instruments, it should assess the symptoms of mental 
health problems consisting depression, anxiety, 
stress, and psychological distress, through measures 
as dass-21, Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale 
(hads), Beck Depression Inventory (bdi), Beck 
Anxiety Inventory (bai), Symptoms-Checklist 90, 
and Kessler Psychological Distress Scale. Moreover, 
the exclusion criteria of the articles include articles 
not in English language, review articles, sample 
population of children, adolescents, primary and 
secondary students, and qualitative studies.

Results and Discussion
As illustrated in Figure 1, the initial records 

found were a total of 3,669 articles across four 
electronic databases. After identifying duplicates 
across the different databases, 273 articles were 
removed and 2,716 articles were screened through 
the title and abstract. Accordingly, 1,866 articles 
were not excluded based on the varying inclu-
sion criteria. From 851 articles, 132 did not have 
full text available and 21 articles were not in the 
English language. 447 articles went through further 
screening for eligibility and 218 were not relevant 
due to factors as design study, sample population, 
or instrument used. Therefore, this resulted in a 
total of 208 articles that met the criteria and were 
retained for the review analysis.



179

REVISTA COLOMBIANA DE PSICOLOGÍA  VOL. 35 N.º 2  JULIO-DICIEMBRE 2026  ISSN 0121-5469 IMPRESO  |  2344-8644 EN LÍNEA  BOGOTÁ  COLOMBIA  -  PP. 176-195 

DETERMINANTS OF MENTAL HEALTH SYMPTOMS AND PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING AMONG. . .

Figure 1.  
prisma flow diagram.

Characteristics of Studies Found
Majority of the studies conducted a cross-

sectional study, while several were longitudinal, 
experimental, and interventional studies. The 
articles included consists of university students 
from varying population including Italy, United 
Kingdom, United States, Malaysia, Singapore, 
Thailand, Saudi Arabia, China, South Korea, 
Russia, Canada, Switzerland, Spain, Australia, 
Hong Kong, Slovenia, Argentina, Uganda, North 
Macedonia, Bulgaria, Portugal, Jordan, Brazil, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Iran, Belgium, India, South 
Africa, Ghana, Sri Lanka, Greece, Oman, UAE, 
Colombia, Philippines, Turkey, Finland, Nepal, 
Poland, Ukraine, Germany, Venezuela, Chile, 

Sweden, Lithuania, Norway, and Morocco. The 
sample population of the studies comprises of 
students from diverse fields of study as health scien-
ces, social sciences, humanities, and engineering. 
Additionally, there are studies that observed the 
outcomes of both mental health symptoms and 
psychological well-being. 

Factors of mental health symptoms.
Overall, there are ten main factors found that 

significantly affect mental health symptoms among 
university students, which include COVID-19, 
sociodemographic, personality traits and charac-
teristics, academic related, use of mobile phone 
and internet, lifestyle behaviors and habits, coping 
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strategies, negative life experiences, burnout, and 
positive emotions. Some determinants were asso-
ciated with higher levels of mental health symp-
toms, while there are also positive determinants 
that presented lower mental health symptoms. 

In this review, 55 studies were identified that 
investigated COVID-19 and its relation to mental 
health. The COVID-19 pandemic was the largest 
factor that negatively impacted mental health 
symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression. 
Some of the COVID-related elements include 
social distancing (Baloch et al., 2021; Lancaster 
& Arango, 2021; Villani et al., 2021), lockdown 
restrictions (Busetta et al., 2023; Vaidya et al., 
2021), quarantine (Huang et al., 2021; Kalauni et 
al., 2023; Steinmetz et al., 2021), fear of infection 
(Guszkowska & Bodasińska, 2023; Hung et al., 
2022; Khan et al., 2020; Li et al., 2021; Maqbali et 
al., 2023), online/distance learning concerns (Giusti 
et al., 2021; Holubnycha et al., 2021; Juntunen et al., 
2022; Wang, 2023), and having personal experience 
of physical symptoms (e.g., family, friends, self) 
(de Diego-Cordero et al., 2021; Roldán-Merino 
et al., 2022; Sabrina et al., 2022). This suggests 
the significant impact of the pandemic among 
university students and it may be important to 
further explore whether the deterioration of mental 
health is long-lasting. 

Furthermore, studies found have highlighted 
certain sociodemographic factors that are asso-
ciated with higher mental health symptoms. The 
main consistent results for almost all the studies 
indicated that female gender was more prevalent 
in presenting increased mental health symptoms 
(Arrieta-Vergara et al., 2019; Baklola et al., 2023; 
Delara & Woodgate, 2015; Essangri et al., 2021; 
Hossain et al., 2022; Hoyt et al., 2021; Imran et 
al., 2021; Juchnowicz et al., 2021; Tripathi et al., 
2022). This finding is in line with a recent study 
by Sanders (2023) that emphasized on females 
presenting greater mental health symptoms among 
university students in the UK. Moreover, financial 
difficulties or strains were also associated with 
higher levels of stress, anxiety, and depression 

(Hossain et al., 2019; Schmits et al., 2021; Silva et 
al., 2021). The studies also suggested that those 
with physical chronic disease or previous history 
of mental illness were positively associated with 
mental health symptoms (Lopes & Nihei, 2021; 
Naser et al., 2020; Kong et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 
2022). For particular student-related elements, it 
was found that greater symptoms of mental health 
were linked with those in their early years of study, 
certain fields of study as social science and medical 
field, and being unemployed (Essangri et al., 2021; 
Hossain et al., 2019; Schmits et al., 2021; Uraz et al., 
2013). The findings on sociodemographic attributes 
provide an overview of certain groups that may 
be more vulnerable to the risks of developing 
mental illnesses. 

The third main factor in relation to mental 
health symptoms was personality traits and cha-
racteristics. Majority of the studies found assessed 
positive traits and characteristics including min-
dfulness, emotional intelligence, emotional regu-
lation, resilience, moral identity, growth mindset, 
self-esteem, and forgiveness. The findings suggested 
that high levels of positive traits are associated with 
lower levels of mental health symptoms (Alzaharani 
et al., 2020; Hardy et al., 2013; Herdian et al., 2023; 
Jain & Jain, 2023; Kravchuk, 2022; Moeller, Seehuus, 
& Peisch, 2020; Nonterah et al., 2023; Rech et al., 
2023; Teh et al., 2023). However, a study by Feng 
et al. (2020) on altruism found contrasting results 
where high levels of altruism was related to greater 
mental health symptoms. 

The use of mobile phones and the internet 
was another common factor that is linked with 
mental health symptoms, particularly depression 
and anxiety. According to various studies, proble-
matic internet use and mobile phone addiction 
indicated higher levels of mental health symptoms 
(Alotaibi et al., 2022; Catling & Sutton, 2023; Safara 
et al., 2020; Shoval et al., 2020; Sseruunkuma et 
al., 2023; Tang et al., 2018; Tang et al., 2020; Yusof 
et al., 2022). Studies have also emphasized the use 
of social media and high mental health symptoms 
due to negative facets as emotional investment, 
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social comparison, depending their self-worth 
on it, and seeking social status (Alsunni & Latif, 
2020; Hanna et al., 2017; Ojha et al., 2021; Sabik 
et al., 2020). However, in one study by Xin et al. 
(2022), it was found that Chinese students with 
no phones were more likely to be associated 
with higher depressive symptoms compared to 
those with phones. In this contemporary era, it 
may indicate how the use of mobile phones are 
essential, however, managing its beneficial factors 
is important to reduce problematic use of it. 

In regards to university students, academic-
related factors are significantly associated with 
mental health symptoms. Some of the academic-
related aspects that correlate with higher levels of 
mental health symptoms include stress, burnout, 
procrastination, and burden (Huang et al., 2020; 
March-Amengual et al., 2022; Maria-Ioanna & 
Patra, 2022; Reverté-Villarroya et al., 2021; Tripathi 
et al., 2022). However, academic satisfaction and 
performance based on gpa or weighted grades are 
associated with lower symptoms of depression and 
anxiety (Aboalshamat et al., 2015; Tran et al. 2022). 
This further shows the importance of available 
support services for students to ensure that they 
are able to manage their studies effectively. 

Moreover, lifestyle behaviors and habits have 
been found to be related to mental health symp-
toms. According to the literature, problematic 
lifestyle behaviors and habits presented greater 
mental health symptoms, which include excessive 
alcohol consumption, smoking, use of cannabis, 
poor quality sleep or insomnia, and poor eating 
habits (​​Fila-Witecka et al., 2021; Morshed et al., 
2022; Reis et al., 2021; Tembo et al., 2017; Wang 
et al., 2022; Zhai et al., 2018). Whereas healthy 
behaviors as physical activity and healthy diet are 
associated with lower mental health symptoms 
(Baranauskas et al., 2022; Brownell et al., 2022; 
Carpi et al., 2022; Grasdalsmoen et al., 2020; Peltzer 
& Pengpid, 2017). Poor eating habits, poor sleep, 
and substance use may be some of the significant 
factors that should be addressed among students 
due to changes in environment and responsibility. 

Consequently, adaptive and maladaptive 
coping strategies were factors found to be asso-
ciated with mental health symptoms. Studies that 
observed adaptive coping strategies consisting of 
social support, emotional support, and religion 
were related to lower depressive and anxiety 
symptoms (Azañedo et al., 2021; Johnson-Esparza 
et al., 2021; Rahimi et al., 2021; Upenieks et al., 2023; 
Zhong et al., 2021). While Cheng et al. (2022) and 
Michikiyan et al. (2023) suggested that maladaptive 
coping strategies including excessive use of social 
media, avoidance, behavioral disengagement, 
denial, and substance use were linked with higher 
mental health symptoms. Although studies have 
highlighted the specific adaptive strategies, other 
coping styles as problem-focused strategies should 
be explored further to ensure that individuals are 
equipped to manage their adversities.

The review also found six studies that obser-
ved negative life experiences in relation to mental 
health symptoms. As expected, the negative expe-
riences as community violence, childhood trauma, 
sexual harassment, body image issues, bullying, 
and childhood maltreatment has a significantly 
adverse impact on mental health symptoms with 
higher levels of depression, anxiety, and stress 
(Banerjee et al., 2015; Barros et al., 2022; Bastiani 
et al., 2019; Diengdoh & Ali, 2022; Li et al., 2023; 
Somers et al., 2017). Lastly, the review found three 
studies that explored the effects of emotional 
burnout and found that it significantly presented 
higher mental health symptoms among medical 
and nursing students (Ernst et al., 2021; Masri et 
al., 2019; Merino-Godoy et al., 2022). Although 
factors of burnout may not equate to the negative 
life experiences in influencing individuals’ mental 
health, it is still a crucial cause to highlight, par-
ticularly among tertiary students.

Factors of psychological well-being
Furthermore, there are eight main factors 

that were found to be significantly associated 
with psychological well-being, which include 
COVID-19, academic related, use of phone or 
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internet, sociodemographic, personality traits 
and characteristics, coping strategies, lifestyle 
behaviors and habits, negative life experiences, 
and positive emotions.

Personality traits and characteristics were 
found to be the primary factor that was explored in 
relation to psychological well-being. Majority of the 
positive traits including resilience (Au et al., 2023; 
Klainin-Yobas et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2021; Thanoi 
et al., 2023), social intelligence (Azañedo et al., 
2020), self-acceptance (Bingöl & Batik, 2019), self-
esteem (Çiçek, 2021), mindfulness (Arslan & Asici, 
2022; Duan, 2016; Fuentes et al., 2022; MacDonald 
& Baxter, 2017), growth mindset (Herdian et al., 
2023; Whittington et al., 2017), optimism (Kardas 
et al., 2019; Sevari, 2022), forgiveness (Kravchuk, 
2022), emotional intelligence (Malinauskas & 
Malinauskiene, 2020), self-confidence (Malkoc & 
Mutu, 2019), empathy (Morales-Rodríguez et al., 
2020), agreeableness, openness to experience, and 
conscientious (Osamika et al., 2021) are associated 
with greater psychological well-being. However, 
one study by Fernández-García et al. (2022) found 
that perfectionism as a negative trait is linked to 
reduced psychological well-being among students 
in Spain. The findings further support how an 
individual’s psychological well-being is significantly 
dependent on certain positive personality traits 
and characteristics. 

Similar to factors that impacted mental health 
symptoms, adaptive and maladaptive coping has 
evidently shown to be associated with psycho-
logical well-being. Adaptive coping strategies 
that presented higher psychological well-being 
emphasized in the studies reviewed include goal 
orientation (Arslan & Asici, 2022), social support 
(Azañedo et al., 2021; Luruli et al., 2020; Thanoi 
et al., 2023; Zhou et al., 2022), active coping 
(Bangcola, 2023), positive reinterpretation and 
planning (Gonçalves Lourenço et al., 2022; Panahi 
et al., 2016), and religion (Khashab et al., 2015; 
Saleem & Saleem, 2017; Sözer & Eskin, 2023). 
Nonetheless, maladaptive coping strategies such 
as problem disengagement and rumination were 

associated with lower psychological well-being 
(Arslan & Asici, 2022; Panahi et al., 2016). The 
results showed how crucial it is for university 
students to be equipped with sufficient adaptive 
coping strategies to maintain their psychological 
well-being. Comparing to mental health symptoms, 
problem-focused coping strategies are evidently 
more observed in relation to well-being. 

Due to the recent pandemic, studies have also 
considerably explored the relationship between 
COVID-19 factors and psychological well-being. 
The pandemic was known as a stressful and adverse 
period of time due to the negative effects it played 
on society. Some of the COVID-related factors is 
similar to elements affecting mental health symp-
toms, which include online learning (Agrawal & 
Krishna, 2021), fear (Guszkowska & Bodasińska, 
2023), lockdown restrictions (Dumcienne & Po-
zerienne, 2022; Owens et al., 2022; Savage et al., 
2020), and social distancing (Lancaster & Arango, 
2021) were associated with reduced psychological 
well-being. Contrastingly, a study by Arslan et al. 
(2022) explored the meaning in life during CO-
VID-19 and found that those who scored higher 
were associated with greater psychological well-
being among Turkish undergraduate students. 
This may indicate that those who were able to 
manage the pandemic circumstances well were 
able to prevent their well-being from declining.

Additionally, studies in this review found 
that lifestyle behavior and habits were correlated 
with psychological well-being. Healthy behaviors 
and habits as physical exercise (Carpi et al., 2022; 
Ersöz, 2017; Qi et al., 2022), healthy diet (Bozek et 
al., 2020; Matranga et al., 2020), and engaging in 
social activities (Nandasena et al., 2023) presented 
greater psychological well-being. According to 
Ugwueze et al. (2021), physical activity was signi-
ficantly associated with particular psychological 
well-being dimensions of positive relations with 
others and purpose in life among male students 
in Nigeria. Contrastingly, those who practice 
harmful lifestyle behaviors and unhealthy habits 
including smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, 
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use of cannabis, and food insecurity are related 
to reduced psychological well-being (Carpi et al., 
2022; Davoren et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2023; Velten 
et al., 2018). 

Among university students, academic-related 
factors were another significant factor in relation 
to psychological well-being. Positive factors as 
academic satisfaction and academic self-efficacy 
were found to be linked with greater levels of 
psychological well-being (Franzen et al., 2021; 
García-Álvarez et al., 2021; Tran et al., 2022). In 
comparison, studies exploring aspects including 
academic stress, pressure, and burnout were as-
sociated with reduced psychological well-being 
(Barbayannis et al., 2022; Slimmen et al., 2022; Yu 
& Chae, 2020). Although this may be expected, 
declined well-being due to academic factors may 
affect students’ motivation, which may essentially 
lead to problematic behaviors, internal conflicts, 
and their relations with others. 

The use of mobile phones and the internet 
was also evidently relating to psychological well-
being. Studies by Murdock et al. (2014), Oluwole et 
al. (2021), and Tangmunkongvorakul et al. (2019) 
suggested that an increased use of phone and 
internet addiction were linked with lower levels 
of psychological well-being. However, Stiglic et 
al. (2022) found no correlation between internet 
use and psychological well-being among students 
in Slovenia. This could suggest that the students 
did not present an addiction or problematic use 
of the internet. Accordingly, beneficial factors 
of social media including productivity use and 
online social support were related to higher levels 
of psychological well-being (Van Der Merwe et 
al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2023). 

Compared to factors affecting mental health 
symptoms, the review only found one study that 
presented a relationship between negative ex-
periences and psychological well-being. Barros 
et al. (2022) found that negative experiences of 
childhood trauma significantly impacted indivi-
duals’ psychological well-being, particularly the 
self-acceptance dimension. Consequently, only one 

study by Mota et al. (2023) examined the positive 
emotion factor of happiness and found that it was 
significantly linked with greater psychological 
well-being among students in Portugal. Lastly, 
Uraz et al. (2013) was the only study found to 
highlight that psychological well-being was higher 
among students in the fourth year of study. This 
may further indicate that students in the later 
years of study are able to manage their academic 
journey as they have more experiences and have 
built resilience. There were no other specific so-
ciodemographic factors found to be associated 
with psychological well-being.

Implications and future research
This systematic literature review provide 

both theoretical and practical implications and 
recommendations for future research. Firstly, both 
concepts of mental health and psychological well-
being is based on Keyes’ (2002) dual continuum 
model. The studies reviewed suggest that certain 
negative determinants affect mental health symp-
toms, which relates to the element of languishing. 
Contrastingly, there are positive determinants that 
relates to greater psychological well-being that is 
similar to the concept of flourishing. Recognizing 
the causal factors of mental health symptoms 
and psychological well-being expanded the dual 
continuum model and observed the relationship 
between the two constructs. The overlapping deter-
minants of both mental health and psychological 
well-being as coping strategies, lifestyle habits, and 
academic-related factors found in this review may 
also facilitate the students to manage and balance the 
continuum between the symptoms of mental health 
and simultaneously enhancing their psychological 
well-being and functioning. 

On a practical note, the findings from this 
systematic literature review may provide bene-
ficial insights for varying sectors as university 
mental health services and government institu-
tions. Understanding the possible causal factors 
of what affects mental health and psychological 
well-being among university students allows the 
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implementation of appropriate interventions and 
support. University services may consider targeted 
programs that facilitate and support student’s men-
tal health and psychological well-being based on 
the highlighted determinants and how to effectively 
manage them. Additionally, government institu-
tions may also be integrated in providing financial 
support or policy interventions that benefit the 
well-being of young adults. Although majority of 
the studies were conducted using cross-sectional 
design, findings from the relationships may be 
applied for further intervention or longitudinal 
studies. Lastly, implementing further research on 
the relationship between mental health symptoms 
and psychological well-being may provide new 
insights in addressing the specific factors that 
negatively influence university students. 

Conclusion
To conclude, the systematic review suggests 

a diverse amount of individual, social, and envi-
ronmental factors influencing both mental health 
symptoms and psychological well-being among 
university students. Based on the studies reviewed, 
there is a significantly lower number of psycholo-
gical well-being studies among university students 
compared to mental health studies. The findings 
also revealed the importance of understanding 
issues of mental health and psychological well-
being from a holistic perspective, particularly in 
the context of tertiary students. 
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