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Abstract
 
The prevalence of mental health problems among Uganda university students, unlike globally, 
has been poorly documented. The present paper posits that the provision of early mental 
health interventions could prevent or reduce both current and future mental health problems, 
including suicidal behaviours among Ugandan university students. Various studies in the field 
of university student health have found the mental health of university student populations do 
not have adequate psychotherapeutic services. Today, there is a growing recognition for the 
need to increase investment in the promotion, prevention, and treatment approaches to mental 
health and well-being as part of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) 3.4 developed by the 
United Nations in 2015. However, little research has been carried out concerning the provision of 
university mental healthcare services that address students at risk for mental ill-health including 
suicidal behaviours on Ugandan university campuses. An assessment of the university mental 
health service provision as a strategy to address student suicidal behaviours on campuses 
in Uganda would provide insights that underlie the focused services needed through which 
vulnerable university students can be addressed and helped. This calls for a strategic intervention 
model, locally contextualized, developed and informed by the Sustainable Development Goals to 
address the mental health and well-being of the students.
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INTRODUCTION

Before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
a cross-sectional study on university 
campuses in Uganda indicated that 36.5% 
of the students surveyed had symptoms 
of psychosocial mental health problems 
(Nsereko et al., 2014b). The same study also 
found that 35% reported emotional problems, 
49% reported traumatic experiences, 37.8% 
reported academic problems, and 21.5% 
reported antisocial behaviour. It was also 
found that up to 36.6% of the students had 
suicidal ideation. 

More recently, the COVID-19 
pandemic had far-reaching effects on the 

students’ lives globally, including academic 
disruption, psychosocial problems, worries 
about future plans, and job opportunities, 
concerns about loved ones, coping with 
lockdowns, and fear of catching the fatal 
disease. This,  culminated in increased 
rates of psychiatric morbidity during 
the pandemic (Aristovnik et al., 2020; 
Huckins et al., 2020; Kecojevic et al., 
2020; Shahbaz et al., 2021). 

Educational institutions, including 
universities, adopted several measures 
during the pandemic. For example, 
online learning was introduced because 
of the physical closure of educational 
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institutions (Ntshwarang et al., 2021). While this addressed 
the academic engagement of students, it did not provide access 
to counselling services to help them with their unprecedented 
rise in emotional, behavioural and mental health difficulties 
including possible suicidal behaviour during the pandemic 
(Xiao et al., 2021).

This led to a call to address students’ mental health needs 
during the pandemic (Karla, 2020; Lee, Jeong & Kim 2021; 
Lipson et al., 2022; Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration, 2021; United Nations Children’s 
and Education Fund, 2021), with critical emphasis on new 
approaches and strategies to deal with the increasing demand 
for help relating to mental health issues, and calling on students 
to be active partners in the promotion of mental health issues 
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2021). While the new strategies required university services to 
uptake and maximize this unique opportunity to improve the 
well-being of the students at a key point in their lives (Barnet et 
al., 2021), and help reduce premature mortality by one-third, 
by 2030 (United Nations, 2015), in Uganda, these efforts were 
minimal (Uganda National Academy of Sciences, 2022). 

EVOLUTION OF MENTAL HEALTH  

UNDERSTANDING IN UGANDA

In Uganda the predominant understanding of the medical and 
intervention in mental health was mainly embedded in the beliefs 
of the spirit world, supernatural possession, the role of the living 
dead, witchcraft, fortune telling, and traditional medicine. The 
traditional healers were perceived as experts in illnesses and their 
treatment and played an important role in the treatment of mental 
health illnesses (Abbo et al., 2009), up until the 19th century. There 
was a tendency of keeping mental issues within the family circles 
due to the stigma associated with it (Nsereko, 2017b). 

Since the inception of western mental health services in 
Uganda in the 1950s, the understanding of mental illness and 
services in the country has assumed an evolving status about 
the causality, service provision, and treatment of mental health 
illness above the culturally-laden beliefs and practices (Musisi & 
Musisi, 2018). The predominant approach to mental healthcare 
in Uganda has been the biomedical model up until the end of the 
twentieth century (Nsereko, 2017b). 

This model viewed mental health in a dichotomous and 
reductionistic way. Mental disorders were viewed as brain 

diseases caused by chemical imbalances that are corrected with 
disease-specific drugs. Suicide was viewed as a consequence of 
psychiatric pathology and poor treatment of depression (Rocca 
& Anjum, 2020).

It was a model mainly to address severe mental illness, which 
is mainly the concern of institutional mental hospital psychiatry 
and only accounts for a relatively small percentage of the 
emotional disturbances that students face (Epstein et al., 2022). 
Research has shown that many of the students’ troubling mental 
symptoms are multidimensional (Adelman & Taylor, 2021; 
Nsereko et al., 2014a, 2022) with an interplay of academic, 
social, cultural, emotional problems as well as traumatic 
experiences that constitute the concern of school mental health 
workers (Nsereko, 2018).

However, as the model neglected treatment process, inhibited 
treatment innovation and dissemination, and divided the field 
along scientist and practitioners, the biopsychosocial model 
became a more appealing alternative to the biomedical approach. 
The bio-psychosocial model not only accepted all scientific 
advances that underly modern medicine, but also highlighted 
that many conditions cannot be explained by detecting changes 
at the cellular or molecular level (Rocca & Anjum, 2020).  

Currently, while counselling is promoted by the Uganda 
Counselling Association who recently had the 18th Counsellors 
Conference 2023 in Jinja at Civil service College (Uganda 
Counselling association, 2023), counselling in Uganda is still 
at its infancy. The primary care system is poorly resourced, the 
funding is inadequate, and incapable of addressing mental health 
concerns (Nsereko, 2017b). 
 

MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS IN UNIVERSITY SETTINGS

Globally, there is growing awareness of university students’ poor 
mental health, as well as the need to improve students’ access 
to mental health services and expand the scope of available 
interventions that are evidence-based. 

The university years are a period of late adolescence and early 
adulthood development, associated with the peak age for the 
onset of mental health disorders (Bantjes et al., 2023; Kessler et 
al., 2007). University students have an increased vulnerability for 
a wide range of mental health challenges, including higher levels 
of distress, substance abuse, anxiety, depression, and suicidality 
(Cömert & Gizir, 2020; Liu et al. 2019; Solmi et al, 2022), 
indicating that their mental health is more compromised during 
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their university study than before entry (Lipson et al., 2019, 
Worsley et al., 2022).

Similarly, research, from countries such as Belgium, Italy, 
USA, and Sweden suggest that students’ physical and mental 
health are major determinants for students’ wellbeing, retention 
and academic outcomes to succeed in future occupational 
endeavors (Bruffaerts et al., 2018). Students with mental health 
problems experience poor academic performance, lower retention 
and persistence within an academic programme, low grade-point 
averages, and poor graduation rates (Limone & Toto, 2022). 
Often, these university students have feelings of despair, lifetime 
mental health struggles, suicidal ideation, substance abuse or the 
harming of others (Karla, 2020; Winzer et al., 2018).  

Research and official figures indicate concerns of an increase in 
the number of students experiencing mental health problems over 
recent years especially since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Karla, 2020; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine, 2021). Elevated anxiety and depression as well 
increased stress were observed among 195 students at a large 
public university in the United States (Son et al., 2020). In a 
study of 162 college students in Northern New Jersey (US), high 
levels of mental health distress like depression and anxiety were 
reported (Kecojevic et al., 2020). 

The African region, has the world’s highest rates of death by 
suicide and six of the 10 countries with the highest suicide rates 
worldwide are in Africa (World Health Organization [WHO], 
2022a). Approximately 11 people per 100,000 per year die by 
suicide in the African region, higher than the global average of 
nine per 100,000 people. The WHO (2022a, 2022b) reported 
that this is partly due to insufficient action to address and prevent 
the risk factors, including mental health conditions by low-
income countries with no (or not enough) investment in mental 
health service provision. 

Moreover, suicide among adolescents has become an increasing 
concern worldwide; it is the fourth leading cause of death among 
the 15–29-year-old adolescents (WHO, 2021). 

Students with vulnerability to suicidal behaviours are rarely 
detected or recognized early for effective intervention by parents, 
teachers or healthcare professionals due to the stigma about 
mental health (WHO, 2021). According to the WHO (2021), 
suicide research among university students in low- and middle-
income countries, including Uganda, has been neglected by 
researchers. In Uganda, it is only recently during the COVID-
19 pandemic period that a few suicide research studies have 

been carried out among Uganda university students. Kaggwa 
et al. (2022b) reported a university study in Western Uganda 
on the prevalence of different suicidal behaviours among the 
university students during the COVID-19 pandemic. They 
reported that among the university students, the prevalence of 
(i) suicidal ideation was 31.85%, (ii) suicide plans was 8.15%, 
(iii) suicide attempts was 6.11%. In another study of press 
and media reports, 23 Ugandan undergraduate students aged 
19–25 years died by suicide during the pandemic (Kaggwa et 
al., 2021).

While suicide behaviours among university students have 
particular nuances that require specific conceptualizations, 
they vary significantly across countries, cultures, racial/
ethnic groups and psychological, personal, social, biological 
and environmental factors (Abdu et al.; 2020, Eisenberg & 
Lipson, 2020; Fernandes et al., 2018; Lipson et.al., 2022). 
The experience of pursuing a university education can be 
challenging, it can impact on students’ psychosocial and 
cultural functioning (Grøtan Sund & Bjerkeset, 2019, Nsereko, 
et al., 2014c), that can lead to suicide behaviours, including 
suicidal ideation, suicide plans, suicide attempts, and ultimately 
death (Gomes & da Silva, 2020, Peltzer et al., 2017).  To avert 
the progression of these behaviours it is important to identify 
them early along with their risk factors (Owusu-Ansah et al., 
2020, Quarshie et al., 2019).

Given the suicide behaviour problems and other mental 
health difficulties among university students, it is imperative 
for universities to develop strategies to provide students with 
accessible and affordable mental healthcare services to cater 
and support mental health needs, as well as for the emotional 
health and emotional maturity of its population (Iversen et al., 
2021, Lee et al., 2021). Recent research indicates that effective 
stress prevention could reduce up to 80% of the 12-month 
prevalence for mental disorders and thus suicidal behaviours 
among university students (Karyotaki et al., 2020).  

The mental health literature has identified institutions of 
learning as the most prominent locus for prevention and 
treatment of youth with mental health needs. It calls for 
building capacity for on-campus treatment centres and their staff 
as locally-driven, trained, and professionally focused through 
evidence-based programs, processes, and strategies to cater for 
students with high support needs (Adelman & Taylor, 2021; 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2021). Educational institutions have unique opportunities in 
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offering a range of health, psychological, counselling, and social 
service programs to support multiple aspects of students’ lives, 
including academic, social, behavioral, emotional, and physical 
improvement, and to rectify the physical, mental health and 
learning difficulties and stumbling blocks (Adelman & Taylor, 
2021; Worsley et al., 2022). 

RESEARCH ON UNIVERSITY STUDENT  

MENTAL HEALTH IN UGANDA

Over the last ten years, there has been a significant upsurge in 
the pursuit of higher education in Uganda (Nsereko, 2018). This 
has resulted in increased enrolment of students and the founding 
of new universities and other tertiary institutions. In Uganda, 
university student enrolment over the recent years was recorded 
as follows: 220,201 in 2012/13; 247,473 in 2013/14; 257,855 
in 2014/15; 254,043 in 2015/16; 259, in 2016/17; 261,087 
in 2017/18; 275,254 in 2018/19; and 264,908 in 2019/2020 
(National Council for Higher Education, 2022). 

The majority of mental health studies carried out in Uganda 
have concentrated on the mental health issues of the general 
population, prevalence and aetiology of mental distress and 
substance abuse, in addition to logistics of mental health 
provision (Kigozi et al, 2010). For instance, in a systematic 
review and meta-analysis a total of 127 studies published 
between 2004 and 2021 to determine the pooled prevalence of 
depression and the prevalence of depression across different study 
populations in Uganda, only four studies were on university 
students and the rest were carried out among refugees, war 
victims, individuals living with HIV, postpartum or pregnant 
mothers, children and adolescents, individuals with substance 
abuse, and caregivers of patients (Kaggwa et al., 2022). Only a 
few studies have endeavoured to study mental health issues and 
some related behaviours among university students and these 
have concentrated on prevalence, types, and distribution of 
student mental health disorders. Kaggwa et al. (2022a) examined 
the prevalence and factors associated with depression and suicidal 
behaviours among Ugandan university students and found 
that one in three individuals has depression, with the refugee 
population being disproportionately affected.

Nsereko et al. (2017c) examined student mental health issues 
and found that a paradigm shift in the understanding and 
intervention in campus mental health is needed. 

Nsereko and Basa (2017a), in their position paper, examined 

the promotion of campus mental health literacy to address the 
lack of adequate information on the current status of mental 
health on university students in Uganda. They concluded that 
the level of mental health literacy needs to be raised as there are 
still lots of challenging issues in the provision of counseling and 
mental health services and their utilization in universities. 

Nsereko et al., (2023) examined gambling prevalence and 
factors associated with gambling participation among university 
students in Uganda and suggested a considered interplay of 
different players in designing transversal strategies to address this 
gambling problem that can lead to psychological problems.

Moreover, Nsereko et al. (2014b, 2014c, 2014d) investigated 
the prevalence, types, distribution and associations of psychosocial 
problems, development of psychopathology, traumatic 
experiences, and poor mental health among Ugandan university 
students and reported on the paucity of counselling services 
for Ugandan university students. Najjuka et. al. (2021) carried 
out an online survey during the COVID-19 lockdown among 
321 Ugandan undergraduate students and reported 80.7% 
depression, 98.4% anxiety, and 77.9% stress. They suggested 
that all stakeholders should monitor the students’ mental health 
especially as the pandemic was progressing. Nantaayi et.al. 
(2022) examined university students’ psychological distress 
and depression, and their access to mental health services. 
However, the study did not specify if the students accessed 
non-university mental health services given that universities 
services were closed. These aforementioned studies indicate 
that research concerning mental health service provision on 
university campuses in Uganda is under-investigated and is a 
far cry from being comprehensive compared to the developed 
countries (Dessauvagie et al., 2022, UNICEF, 2021). Further, 
given the COVID-19 pandemic experiences and the observed 
high levels of untreated psychological distress observed during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, current research in Uganda has 
not focused on examining university mental health service 
provision as a strategy to address mental health issues such as 
suicide behaviours on university campuses in Uganda (Kaggwa 
et al. 2022a, Theurel et al., 2022). In an effort to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 3.4 target of promoting 
the mental health and well-being of the Ugandan populace by 
the year 2030 (United Nations, 2015), there is need to increase 
research, as well as invest in the promotion, prevention, and 
treatment approaches to support the delivery of mental health 
and wellness services on Ugandan university campuses. 
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PROPOSED SOLUTION FOR STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH 

SERVICE PROVISION FOR UGANDAN UNIVERSITIES

Worldwide, research has shown increased numbers of university 
students with emotional and psychological distress, resulting in a 
demand for mental health attention that may not match resource 
capacity levels (Chessman, & Taylor, 2019; Duffy et al., 2019; 
Lipson et al., 2019, 2022; Wesley, 2019). This is particularly so  
because there is a lack of sufficient staff, qualified providers, and 
a lack of financial investment in mental health programming in 
the provision of mental health services for vulnerable university 
students (Chessman, & Taylor, 2019; Seppälä et al., 2020). 
It is imperative for universities to also cater for the emotional 
health and emotional maturity of its population because of the 
opportunity and leadership role it provides and the direct effect 
it has on the community (Alsubaie et al., 2019; Lai et al., 2022, 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 
2021). Providing student mental health support and services will 
lead to productivity in student learning, development, academic 
achievement, and future success (Wesley, 2019). 

The provision of early mental health intervention could 
prevent and/or reduce both current and future mental health 
problems and suicidal behaviours among university students 
(Iversen et al., 2021). Unfortunately, Uganda has had little 
research and support for mental health needs, especially for 
university students (Akol et al., 2018; Iversen et al., 2021; Kigozi 
et al, 2010; Mugisha et al., 2020; Nsereko et al., 2014a, 2014b). 
Generally, there is insufficient financing of health services with 
less than 1% of the 9.8% of its GDP is allocated to healthcare 
(and less than 1% of the healthcare budget on mental health) 
(Kigozi et al, 2010; Molodynski et al. 2017; WHO, 2022a). 

This translates as very low prioritization of mental health 
services which, in turn, negatively affects availability and access 
to mental health services in the country for those with mental 

health difficulties (Akol et al., 2018; Mwesiga et al., 2021; 
WHO, 2022b). These observations suggest that university 
student mental health issues with suicide behaviour in particular, 
are left unattended to as was very evident during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Xiao, 2021). Therefore, research is needed to establish 
what current strategies could be employed to address Ugandan 
university students’ mental health issues and suicidal behaviours.

CONCLUSION

University students’ mental health problems are many and varied 
in Uganda and are often complicated by suicidal behaviours. 
This was brought more to the surface during the COVID-19 
pandemic. The present authors suggest that strategic studies 
are needed to define, describe, and conceptualize how different 
entities in Ugandan universities could be mobilized and involved 
in student mental health. These need to involve key university 
administrators, health personnel (including multidisciplinary 
psycho-social personnel), and the prospective consumers of 
mental health services, the students themselves. There is a need 
to interrelate and co-ordinate the provision of the mental health 
services as a continuous livelihood strategy to promote students’ 
mental health on university campuses in Uganda. 

The strategic intervention model should be locally 
contextualized, developed and informed by the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) 3.4 for the promotion, prevention, 
and treatment approaches to mental health and well-being of 
the Ugandan population by the year 2030. It must address 
students’ vulnerability to suicidal behaviours, as well as catering 
for students’ psychosocial needs and their right to mental health 
services. It should be premised on strategic planning, annual 
evaluation, and targeted improvement of the quality of life of 
students as they pursue their academic careers on Uganda’s 
university campuses. n
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