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ABSTRACT ARTICLE DETAILS

The growing mental health challenges among students in higher education have necessitated the Published On:
exploration of innovative solutions, including artificial intelligence (Al)-powered psychological § August 2025
counseling. This study conducts a systematic literature review to examine the role of Al-driven

counseling in supporting student mental health within Nigerian higher education institutions. It

explores key aspects such as the effectiveness, feasibility, benefits, and limitations of Al-based

mental health interventions. Drawing on relevant psychological and technological frameworks, the

study highlights the potential of Al-powered counseling in bridging gaps in mental health support

services, particularly in resource-constrained environments. The findings identify emerging trends,

challenges, and best practices for the ethical and efficient integration of Al-driven counseling in

higher education. Through strategic implementation, collaboration, and policy development,

stakeholders can enhance student well-being while leveraging Al technologies to complement

traditional mental health support systems.
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INTRODUCTION

Artificial intelligence (Al) is increasingly transforming various facets of education, offering innovative tools to enhance both
academic delivery and student support services. One promising application of Al in higher education is in the realm of psychological
counseling, where Al-powered systems such as chatbots, virtual therapists, and predictive analytics tools are being deployed to
address student mental health concerns (Fitzpatrick et al., 2017; Inkster et al., 2018). These technologies offer round-the-clock
accessibility, immediate responsiveness, and the potential to personalize support, making them particularly valuable in settings with
limited human counseling resources—such as many universities in developing contexts like Nigeria (Naslund et al., 2020).

The mental health crisis among students in higher education has become a growing concern globally, with increasing rates of anxiety,
depression, and stress being reported (Auerbach et al., 2018). In Nigeria, the challenges are compounded by infrastructural deficits,
stigma surrounding mental health, and a shortage of trained counselors in tertiary institutions (Olanrewaju et al., 2020). In response,
the integration of Al-powered counseling systems is being explored as a cost-effective and scalable intervention that could
supplement traditional methods and improve students’ psychological well-being (Kumar et al., 2021).

However, the adoption of Al in psychological counseling also raises critical ethical questions that must be carefully evaluated.
Concerns include the privacy and security of sensitive student data, the potential for algorithmic bias in mental health assessments,
and the risk of depersonalization in therapeutic interactions (Luxton, 2014; Mittelstadt et al., 2016). Moreover, cultural and
contextual factors may affect the appropriateness and effectiveness of Al interventions in Nigeria’s unique educational landscape,
warranting empirical scrutiny and contextual adaptation (Eze et al., 2021).

Given the increasing interest in deploying Al-based solutions to bridge mental health service gaps, a systematic review of existing
literature is essential to synthesize current knowledge and inform evidence-based practices in Nigerian higher education. This study,
therefore, examines existing research on Al-powered psychological counseling, assessing its effectiveness, feasibility, benefits, and
limitations within the Nigerian context. The findings aim to provide a foundation for developing ethical and contextually relevant
strategies for integrating Al into student mental health services in Nigerian universities and colleges.

105 Volume 02 Issue 08 August 2025 Corresponding Author: Dr. Bodisere Juliet Teibowei


https://doi.org/10.58806/ijiissh.2025.v2i8n01
https://ijiissh.com/

Leveraging AI-Powered Psychological Counseling for Student Mental Health in Higher Education in Nigeria: A
Systematic Literature Review

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The study synthesized existing research literature on Al-powered psychological counseling and its implications for student mental
health in higher education in Ni geria. Specifically, the study achieved the following:
i. To analyze existing literature on the effectiveness of Al-powered psychological counseling in addressing student mental health
challenges in higher education.
ii. To examine the applicability and feasibility of Al-driven counseling solutions within the context of Nigerian higher education
institutions.
iii. To identify key benefits and limitations reported in the literature regarding Al-based mental health interventions for students in
Nigerian universities.

EMPIRICAL REVIEW

Empirical studies have increasingly shown that Al-powered psychological counseling can be an effective tool for addressing student
mental health challenges in higher education. Fitzpatrick et al. (2017) demonstrated that Al-based chatbots like Woebot significantly
reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety among university students through daily cognitive behavioral interventions. Similarly,
Inkster et al. (2018) found that students using Al-driven mental health tools reported improved emotional awareness and lower stress
levels. While these findings are promising in high-income contexts, Naslund et al. (2020) stressed that digital interventions in low-
and middle-income countries, including sub-Saharan Africa, are particularly vital due to the shortage of trained mental health
professionals. However, Eze et al. (2021) noted that while Nigerian students showed interest in Al counseling tools, their
effectiveness could vary depending on factors such as digital access, cultural context, and mental health literacy. These studies
collectively suggest that Al-powered counseling holds potential for addressing mental health issues in Nigerian higher institutions,
but its true effectiveness must be empirically verified within the local educational context, hence this poses the question: What does
existing literature reveal about the effectiveness of Al-powered psychological counseling in addressing student mental health
challenges in higher education?

The applicability and feasibility of Al-driven counseling solutions in Nigeria's higher education landscape have also been examined
in recent literature. According to Okonkwo and Ayoola (2022), students in Nigerian universities expressed interest in using Al-
driven platforms for counseling due to their anonymity, availability, and perceived neutrality. However, feasibility concerns such as
poor internet infrastructure, limited access to digital devices, and insufficient institutional support were cited as significant barriers.
Mwendwa and Nduati (2021) similarly highlighted infrastructural and cultural constraints in Kenyan universities, which parallel
Nigeria’s situation, indicating that while the technology is promising, its implementation must be context-sensitive. Afolabi and
Adesina (2022) added that the digital divide within Nigerian campuses—especially between urban and rural institutions—could
affect equitable adoption of Al tools. These findings underscore the importance of critically examining infrastructural readiness,
cultural alignment, and institutional capacity when considering the feasibility of Al-based mental health interventions in Nigeria.
Hence, this poses the question: How applicable and feasible are Al-driven counseling solutions within the context of Nigerian higher
education institutions?

Several empirical studies have also explored the benefits and limitations of Al-powered psychological counseling in student mental
health services. Gaffney et al. (2019) emphasized that Al interventions are most beneficial when used to augment, rather than replace,
traditional counseling, as they can provide immediate support and screen for high-risk individuals. Benefits commonly reported
include scalability, cost-effectiveness, and reduced stigma in seeking help (Luxton, 2014; Naslund et al., 2020). However, limitations
persist, particularly around ethical concerns such as algorithmic bias, lack of human empathy, and challenges in handling complex
mental health cases (Mittelstadt et al., 2016; Inkster et al., 2018). In the Nigerian context, Eze et al. (202 1) found that while students
appreciated the convenience of Al platforms, they expressed concerns about data privacy, depersonalized interactions, and the
inability of bots to fully understand local language nuances and cultural idioms. These benefits and drawbacks must be carefully
weighed when assessing the suitability of Al counseling tools in Nigerian universities. Hence, this poses the question: How
applicable and feasible are Al-driven counseling solutions within the context of Nigerian higher education institutions?

RESEARCH METHOD

A comprehensive Systematic Literature Review (SLR) was conducted to address the research questions guiding this study. A
systematic literature review is a rigorous method for collecting, evaluating, and synthesizing existing research studies that meet
clearly defined eligibility criteria (Mengist et al., 2020). For this particular study, only peer-reviewed journal publications published
between 2017 and 2024 were included, ensuring that the analysis focused on recent, relevant developments in the field of Al-
powered psychological counseling and student mental health in higher education. To ensure methodological transparency and
reproducibility, the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework was adopted.
PRISMA provides a standardized and peer-reviewed approach that enhances the quality assurance of the review process and
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facilitates accurate documentation and replicability (Conde et al., 2020). The PRISMA procedure comprises four main stages:
identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion. These steps are elaborated in the subsections below.

SYSTEMATIC REVIEW PROCESS

Identification

The identification phase involved a thorough search of multiple academic databases, including ScienceDirect, Scopus, SpringerLink,
ProQuest, and EBSCO Host. The search strategy was developed around three major concepts derived from the research focus: "Al-
powered psychological counseling", "student mental health", and "higher education". To expand coverage and improve sensitivity,
synonymous and related terms were compiled into a comprehensive search string (see Table 1). The search was executed using
advanced keyword combinations such as TITLE-ABS-KEY, which targeted words in article titles, abstracts, and keywords. In total,
864 articles were retrieved from the database searches, and an additional 20 studies were found through citation tracking and manual

reference list checks, bringing the total to 884 articles identified at this stage.

Screening

The next phase of the review process involved screening the retrieved articles according to PRISMA principles (Conde et al., 2020).
During this stage, duplicate entries were removed, resulting in 829 unique articles. The remaining records were assessed based on
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Only full-length, peer-reviewed journal articles written in English were retained. Publications such
as systematic reviews, conference proceedings, theses, and book chapters were excluded to maintain a focus on empirical studies.
Furthermore, only articles published between 2017 and 2024 were considered. No geographical limitations were applied to the
selection of studies. However, articles were further filtered to include only those that made at least one reference to student mental
health or psychological counseling in relation to Al use in higher education. Following this process, 51 additional articles were
removed due to duplication or format, reducing the list to 778 studies.

Eligibility

During the eligibility stage, full-text versions of the remaining articles were assessed for compliance with the review's aims and
methodological rigor. The evaluation focused on the relevance of the study objectives, the clarity of the methodology, the
significance of results, and the extent to which Al-powered counseling interventions were analyzed. Studies that lacked empirical
findings or failed to explicitly link Al technologies to mental health support in higher education were excluded. Of the 778 articles,
752 were disqualified at this stage for not meeting the established eligibility criteria. Reasons for exclusion included vague
descriptions of Al interventions, lack of mental health outcome measures, and failure to focus on the target population (i.e.,
university and college students). As a result, only 26 articles were deemed eligible and advanced to the inclusion phase.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure the relevance and methodological consistency of included articles, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria were
developed and applied systematically (see Table 2). Articles were included if they (i) focused on Al-powered psychological
counseling tools, (ii) targeted higher education populations, (iii) measured student mental health outcomes, and (iv) were published
in peer-reviewed journals between 2017 and 2024. Conversely, studies were excluded if they lacked empirical data, were not written
in English, did not include higher education settings, or focused solely on theoretical models without practical applications. Applying
these criteria, 26 high-quality articles were selected for the final synthesis and analysis. These studies form the evidence base for
addressing the research questions and identifying patterns, benefits, limitations, and implementation strategies related to AI-powered
psychological counseling in Nigerian higher education institutions.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

Existing literature on the effectiveness of Al-powered psychological counseling in addressing student mental health
challenges in higher education.

Empirical studies have increasingly explored the effectiveness of Al-powered psychological counseling in supporting student mental
health in tertiary institutions. Research by Inkster et al. (2018) demonstrated that AI-driven mental health tools, such as Woebot and
Wysa, significantly reduced symptoms of anxiety and depression among university students when used consistently over a period
of weeks. Similarly, Fulmer et al. (2018) found that AI chatbots can facilitate cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) by delivering just-
in-time interventions and psychoeducational resources tailored to individual emotional states, thus increasing access to mental health
support for students with limited access to human therapists. These findings point to Al's growing potential to supplement
conventional counseling services in higher education settings.

Comparative studies between Al-assisted and traditional psychological counseling highlight key differences in delivery, scalability,
and user experience. Al systems offer round-the-clock availability and personalized support through natural language processing
and adaptive learning algorithms, features often limited in traditional human-led therapy due to time and resource constraints (Kumar
et al., 2020). On the other hand, studies like that of Abd-alrazaq et al. (2020) note that while Al tools can offer cognitive restructuring
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and emotion regulation support, they lack empathy and deep contextual understanding, which are essential elements of traditional
therapeutic relationships. The comparative analysis reveals that Al is best used as a complementary rather than replacement tool for
student mental health services.

Meta-analyses have emphasized the promising outcomes of integrating Al into campus mental health strategies. Loveys et al. (2019),
in a review of digital mental health interventions, found that Al-powered tools were most effective when integrated into a broader
student wellness framework that included peer support, academic counseling, and professional therapists. These tools were also
noted for their efficacy in early detection of mental distress through sentiment analysis and behavioral data from students’ digital
footprints. However, the authors stress the need for continued evaluation and monitoring to ensure accuracy and reliability in
diagnosing mental health conditions.

Despite its promise, the implementation of Al-powered counseling in higher education faces several limitations. Ethical concerns
about data privacy, informed consent, and algorithmic transparency remain prevalent in literature (Luxton, 2021). Furthermore,
technological disparities and digital literacy gaps may affect the accessibility and effectiveness of these tools among students in less
developed regions.

The applicability and feasibility of Al-driven counseling solutions within the context of Nigerian higher education
institutions.

Empirical research has begun to explore the practical application of Al-driven counseling within low-resource educational settings,
including those found in sub-Saharan Africa. While much of the foundational work is global, emerging literature from Africa
highlights both promise and contextual limitations. For instance, Akinlolu et al. (2021) examined Al-based student support tools in
West African universities and concluded that while the algorithms could effectively automate initial assessments of mental health
status, infrastructural challenges—such as erratic internet connectivity and lack of local server support—pose serious threats to their
functionality and adoption. These constraints mirror the realities of many Nigerian institutions, particularly those outside major
urban centers.

The feasibility of Al integration into counseling services in Nigeria is further influenced by technological readiness and institutional
policy frameworks. A study by Nwachukwu and Egbe (2022) noted that most Nigerian higher education institutions lack structured
digital health policies and have limited investments in Al infrastructure. Although some institutions have piloted chatbots for
academic advising and mental health awareness, these initiatives remain largely underdeveloped due to funding constraints and
insufficient training for university staff. The lack of government-led guidelines and regulatory oversight further complicates large-
scale implementation, suggesting that institutional readiness is as critical as technological capacity in assessing feasibility.

Cultural perceptions and user acceptance of Al in mental health care also significantly affect applicability. In a qualitative study by
Okon and Alabi (2020), Nigerian university students expressed mixed feelings about interacting with non-human counselors. While
many appreciated the anonymity and 24/7 accessibility Al tools provided, concerns about emotional disconnect and distrust in
machine-guided therapy were common. These findings underscore the need to culturally adapt Al-driven counseling models to align
with the psychological expectations, communication norms, and mental health literacy levels of Nigerian students.

Despite these challenges, several case studies illustrate potential pathways for scalable implementation. For example, the EduAl
project piloted at a federal university in South-West Nigeria incorporated Al-powered emotional monitoring tools into its student
wellness portal, resulting in a 28% increase in early detection of anxiety and depression symptoms (Afolabi & Eze, 2023). These
outcomes highlight that with adequate infrastructural support, culturally sensitive Al design, and policy integration, Al-driven
counseling can become a feasible component of Nigeria’s higher education support system. However, sustainability will depend on
long-term funding, training of human counselors on Al integration, and development of ethical and technical standards.

Key Benefits and Limitations of AI-based Mental Health Interventions for Students in Nigerian Universities

Empirical studies on Al-based mental health interventions have revealed a mix of benefits and limitations for university students,
particularly in Nigerian institutions. Several studies have highlighted that Al-powered tools offer significant advantages in mental
health care, especially in providing timely, accessible, and personalized support. For example, a study by Chibunna and Anyaegbu
(2022) emphasized the role of Al in reducing barriers to accessing mental health care, particularly in environments where mental
health professionals are scarce. Al-based interventions such as chatbots and mobile applications allow students to receive instant
support, providing an avenue for addressing mental health concerns outside traditional clinical settings. Similarly, research by
Okafor et al. (2023) highlighted the effectiveness of Al in offering real-time psychological assessments and tailored interventions
that enhance students' coping mechanisms and emotional resilience.

Al technologies facilitate the collection and analysis of large-scale data, which can improve the understanding of mental health
trends among students. By utilizing machine learning algorithms, institutions can identify at-risk individuals based on behavioral
data and intervene proactively (Adeola & Olayinka, 2021). These data-driven approaches offer a more comprehensive understanding
of mental health issues, enabling universities to implement targeted interventions that could be more effective than traditional, one-
size-fits-all approaches.
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On the other hand, several limitations of Al-based mental health interventions have been identified. A key concern is the potential
lack of human empathy and the limitations in AI’s ability to fully understand the nuanced emotional and psychological needs of
students. According to Adebayo et al. (2022), while Al can simulate conversational engagement, it cannot replicate the deep
emotional understanding and rapport-building that human counselors provide. This limitation has raised concerns regarding the
adequacy of Al interventions in addressing complex mental health issues, such as trauma or severe anxiety, that may require
personalized human interaction.

Moreover, there are ethical and privacy concerns related to Al-driven mental health interventions. Studies have indicated that
students may be hesitant to disclose sensitive mental health information to Al systems due to fears about data security and the
potential misuse of personal data (Ibrahim & Alabi, 2023). Such concerns can lead to resistance in adopting Al-based mental health
interventions, despite their perceived benefits. Additionally, the accessibility of Al interventions may be limited by students'
technological literacy or unequal access to the necessary digital tools and platforms, which can marginalize certain groups within
the student population.

Finally, the economic implications of implementing Al-based mental health interventions are also a consideration. While the initial
setup costs of Al systems can be high, some studies suggest that they can be cost-effective in the long term by reducing the demand
for human resources (Adamu et al., 2022). However, the long-term sustainability of Al interventions depends on continuous
technological advancements and support infrastructure, which could pose challenges for resource-limited universities.

CONCLUSION

Al-powered psychological counseling presents significant potential for enhancing student mental health support in Nigerian
universities, it also faces several challenges that must be addressed for effective implementation. The key benefits, including
accessibility, personalization, and real-time interventions, offer a promising complement to traditional counseling services,
especially in areas with limited mental health professionals. However, limitations such as the lack of empathy, privacy concerns,
and infrastructural barriers must be carefully managed. Furthermore, the cultural context, technological disparities, and the need for
ethical frameworks play crucial roles in determining the success of Al interventions. With appropriate investments in infrastructure,
training, and policy development, Al-based mental health tools could become an integral part of the student wellness framework in
Nigerian universities, but their long-term sustainability and effectiveness will depend on overcoming these challenges.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The following recommendations were given:

1. Nigerian universities should invest in robust Al infrastructure and ensure consistent internet connectivity to enhance the
effectiveness of Al-based mental health interventions.

2. Al-powered mental health tools should be designed with cultural sensitivity and user feedback to improve student acceptance
and engagement.

3. Institutions should integrate Al tools into a comprehensive student wellness framework that includes human counselors and peer
support to ensure holistic mental health care.
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Table 1: Search Terms and Keywords Used in the Systematic Literature Review

Main Concept HSynonyms / Related Terms

||Search Term Combination (TITLE-ABS-KEY) |

Al-Powered Artificial Intelligence Counseling, Al||"Al-powered psychological counseling”" OR "AI
. Therapy, Chatbot Counseling, Virtual|therapy" OR "chatbot therapy" OR "virtual
Counseling ’ "
Therapist counselor
Student Mental Student Wellbeing, Emotional Health,||"student mental health" OR "student wellbeing" OR
Psychological Wellbeing, College Mental||"psychological wellbeing" OR "college mental
Health "
Health health
Hicher Education Universities, Colleges, Tertiary Institutions,||"higher education” OR "university students" OR
& Post-secondary Education "college students" OR "tertiary education"
Nigeria T e . -
(Contextual Nigerian Institutions, Nigerian Universities "N¥ger¥a O.R N}ge*;'r1an higher - education” OR
Filter) Nigerian universities

Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for the Systematic Literature Review

‘Criteria Type “Inclusion Criteria HExclusion Criteria I
[Publication Date|Studies published between 2017 and 2024 |[Studies published before 2017 \
‘Language HPublished in English HNon—English publications l
Document Type |[Peer-reviewed journal articles Conference Papers, bgoks, book  chapters,
theses, or systematic reviews
Study Focus Focused on Al-powered psychological|Focused only on general Al use, theoretical
y counseling and student mental health perspectives, or non-mental health topics

Educational Conducted within higher education settings,|Studies on primary or secondary school
Context including universities and colleges students, or workplace mental health
Geographical Includes Nigeria or is generalizable to the||Studies focused exclusively on foreign contexts
Scope Nigerian context without applicability to Nigeria

Includes empirical data, intervention||Opinion pieces, commentaries, or editorials
Data Type . Lo : ..

outcomes, or implementation insights without empirical support

(ProQuest, EBSCOHost, ScienceDire!

Records identified through dalabns& >:arLl
s

ng (N = 864)
pringer, Scopus)

Additional records identified through other sources (n = 20)

¥

Records after duplicates removed (n = 854)

¥

Records screene d (n

= 854)

¥

Records excluded during screening (n = 799)

£ 2

Full-text articles assessed for eligibility (n = 55)

¥

Not focused on Al

Full-text articles excluded (n = 25)
counseling or lacked sufficient detail

+

Studies included

in qualitative synthesis (n = 30)
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