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Abstract: This scoping review aimed to explore the nature and structure of Student Counselling and Development
Units (SCDUs) in Africa towards a better understanding of the role they play in African Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs). A comprehensive literature search of ten years (2015–2025) on five electronic databases was conducted. Titles and
abstracts were screened, and full articles examined, resulting in 23 studies meeting the inclusion criteria. Using thematic
analysis, five main overarching themes were identified: (i) the scope and focus of services in SCDUs, (ii) multidisciplinary
teams, (iii) approaches to service provision, (iv) challenges in providing effective support, and (v) adaptability of SCDUs.
These themes highlighted that SCDUs offer a multidimensional range of support services and adopt systems-based
frameworks. Moreover, they face significant challenges, including limited resources, poor service utilization, and the need
for culturally sensitive practices. Conversely, a major strength is their adaptability of implementing online and blended
service delivery models.
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Introduction
Student counselling and development units (SCDUs) are
student-centred structures in higher education institutions
(HEIs) that specialise in offering psychological, devel-
opmental, and support services (van Staden & Naidoo,
2022). The term SCDU is synonymous with student coun-
selling unit or student counselling centre/services, as may
be used variably among HEIs (Cilliers, 2016; Adamec
& Janderková, 2021; Ocansey & Sefotho, 2022). These
dedicated resources are standard practice in many HEIs
worldwide because higher education (HE) presents as a
time when university students’ levels of distress are higher
than those reported by the general population (Franzoi
et al., 2022; Granieri et al., 2021; James et al., 2017).

SCDUs are primarily aimed at the psychological and
career developmental needs of HE students (Adamec &
Janderková, 2021; Amos et al., 2020; Franzoi et al.,
2022; Kivlighan et al., 2021). The other needs of students
documented include addiction interventions, life skills
development, cross-cultural training, and stress manage-
ment (Cholewa & Ramaswami, 2015; Sessoms, 2020).
Furthermore, these resources have been found to promote
mental health, improve planning and study skills, and
facilitate academic retention and throughput among HE
students (Musso et al., 2022). SCDUs play a pivotal role
in students’ holistic development, extending beyond their
academic pursuits (Sessoms, 2020). While there appears
to be a wealth of knowledge on SCDUs elsewhere in the
world, we identified two distinct, yet related, knowledge
gaps. Firstly, there is a limited understanding of the nature
and structure of SCDUs in Africa. Secondly, the landscape
of research on SCDUs in Botswana reflects a neglected
interest and limited documentation in this area. A specific
mention is made of the country because this study is part of

a larger project to develop an integrated model of practice
for SCDUs in Botswana.

SCDU in other contexts
SCDUs in other continents are context-specific, reflecting
their socio-political environments. For instance, in Europe,
universities in comparison with different types of HEIs are
more likely to have SCDUs (Franzoi et al., 2022). Con-
siderably, this may be due to universities being bigger and
having greater resources in finances and funding. Primary
interventions, such as counselling and career counselling
services, are offered more than psychotherapy and psychi-
atric treatments (secondary-to-tertiary level interventions),
which are often provided outside HEIs (Conley et al.,
2015; Franzoi et al., 2022). Another noticeable practice
is seen in the approaches used in counselling; mainly
models such as psychodynamic, cognitive–behavioural,
and humanistic, all of which are culturally informed
and congruent to the European context (Hofmann et al.,
2015; Rückert, 2015).

In Asia, particularly in China, the development of
counselling in universities was first triggered by students’
expressed needs, further evolving to be shaped by the
government policies promoting the support of these ser-
vices across universities (Yang et al., 2015). A noticeable
difference in the approach taken by Chinese universi-
ties is that they predominantly provide students with
mental health education courses and lectures (Tianwei,
2019; Wang, 2020; Wang & Du, 2020: Yang et al., 2019).
It is assumed that, if the students have received enough
mental health education, they would not present with
any psychological issues (Yang et al., 2015). The 2018
Amendment of the Mental Health Law of the People’s
Republic of China influenced this approach, stipulating
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that counselling units should only address developmen-
tal problems (academics, relationships, and career) while
psychiatric hospitals address mental health concerns (Li
et al., 2022). Again, this approach prioritised the context
of China, wherein community mental health services are
limited; psychologists and social workers are dispropor-
tionally understaffed; and psychiatrists and registrars are
significantly higher numbers of mental health providers
(Xia et al., 2021).

Conversely, in the United States of America (USA),
SCDUs were introduced because the youth returning from
World War II and those entering universities needed edu-
cational and career guidance (Prince, 2015). McCarthy
(2014) stated that two decades after their introduction,
counselling centres were nearly everywhere across Amer-
ican HEIs, driven by the belief that they would foster
happier, more productive, and civically engaged grad-
uates. Currently, the practice of student counselling is
shaped by diverse functions and services (e.g., multicul-
tural and crisis interventions) and targets to meet students’
emotional and behavioural health needs (Brunner et al.,
2024; Mitchell, 2023). This expansion of services given to
students underscores the importance of SCDUs.

The present study
The current scoping review aimed to bridge the knowledge
gap regarding the nature and structure of SCDUs in Africa
and to develop a synthesized knowledge base for SCDUs
in Botswana. The study addressed the question:

• What is the nature and structure of SCDUs in Africa?

Method

Research design
Scoping reviews systematically gather and synthesise
literature on a specific topic (Arksey & O’Malley,
2005; Colquhoun et al., 2014; Peters et al., 2020).
Like systematic reviews, they adhere to a structured
methodology (Munn et al., 2018). Along with using
the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) guidance for scoping
reviews (Khalil et al., 2020), the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for
Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) (Lingard & Colquhoun,
2022; Peters et al., 2020; Tricco et al., 2018) was utilised
to report this review. Msomi and Rzyankina (2024) argued
that the PRISMA methodology helped them to establish
transparency and replicability of their study process by
framing each phase of their research.

The JBI protocol delineated by Peters et al. (2020) out-
lines the following steps: developing the title and review
questions; developing and aligning the inclusion criteria
with the objectives and questions; describing the search
strategy; providing evidence for screening and selection of
the evidence; data extraction; data analysis the evidence;
presenting results.

Search strategy
Searches were carried out across EBSCOhost (inclusive
of ERIC, APA PsycINFO, and APA Psych Articles), Pro-
Quest Central, Taylor & Francis, SCOPUS, and Sabinet
African Journals. The Boolean search was performed
through the use of a combination of terms, which were:

“student counselling services” or “student counselling cen-
tre” or “student counselling unit” or “student development
and support” and Africa or a specific African country.
Using the filter functions, the following were applied:
Africa, peer-reviewed, English, and a 10-year date limit,
i.e., 2015 to 2025. This date limit was applied across all
databases to ensure that the included literature considered
contemporary issues faced by SCDUs.

In addition, the review would include primary research
and reflective papers on the nature and structure of
SCDUs, conducted in any African HEI, and studies util-
ising either qualitative or quantitative research designs.
Studies utilising knowledge synthesis methods (i.e., sys-
tematic reviews, narrative reviews, rapid reviews, and
other scoping reviews) as well as editorials were excluded
because the current study was looking to synthesis pri-
mary research.

Selection and data extraction
The study selection was conducted in two phases: (i) title
and abstract selection; and (ii) full-text article screening.
For the first phase, both authors screened the articles
independently, noting those that would be included and
those that were excluded. Any differences between the
two authors such as unclear titles or abstracts were dis-
cussed and resolved through consensus. The resulting list
of articles was then reviewed by the first author, and
then the relevant articles were extracted. To ensure the
accuracy of the extracted data, the second author also
reviewed and approved the extracted data. A standard data
extraction form from JBI was used to complete the steps
of this process (Peters et al., 2024). As guided by the
research question and objectives, information relating to
the following was extracted and written on the form:

• Inclusion criteria (e.g., type of evidence source)
• Citation details
• Key findings related to the scoping review question

(and implications for practice)

Findings and Discussion
Initially, 613 [Ebscohost: 70 (duplicates removed = 5);
ProQuest Central: 146; Taylor and Francis: 246 (dupli-
cates removed = 534); Sabinet African Journals: 64
(duplicates removed = 216); SCOPUS: 87)] titles were
found after searching in all databases. Duplicates within
each database were first removed then after combining
together the remaining titles from each database, 104
duplicates were removed. Through data mining, an addi-
tional six were identified. The resulting titles across all
databases were 515 in number. The initial steps of screen-
ing the titles and the abstracts for relevance were carried
out, articles were excluded on; not being about SCDUs;
not on the university student population; were outside of
Africa; were editorial papers; and could not answer the
scoping review question. In the end, 23 were eligible for
inclusion in the qualitative analysis. This selection process
is presented in Figure 1.

Article characteristics
The key characteristics of the included studies, such as
authors and year of publication, study title, country, type of
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Figure 1. PRlSMA-ScR flow chart of the selection criteria process of the included studies. Adapted: Page et al. (2021)

evidence source and key findings that relate to the scoping
review question are presented in Table 1.

Identified themes
This scoping review aimed to identify the themes on the
nature and structure of SCDUs in Africa. The thematic
analysis of the reviewed studies yielded five main themes:
(i) the scope and focus of services in SCDUs, (ii) multidis-
ciplinary teams (iii) approaches to service provision, (iv)
challenges in providing effective support, (v) adaptability
of SCDUs.

The scope and focus of services in SCDUs
A consistent finding across the literature was the multidi-
mensional nature of these services, which were categorised
into distinct, yet interrelated, areas of support for stu-
dents. Firstly, several authors reported that SCDUs offer
services addressing mental health and providing psycho-
logical support, including psychotherapy and counselling;
individual and group interventions; social work services;
and trauma and crisis interventions (Blokland & Kirk-
caldy, 2022; Dunn-Coetzee et al., 2021; Fandie & Naudé,
2019; Gathoni et al., 2019; Getachew, 2019; Joana Kyei
and Nyarko, 2023; Nagile-Setlhare et al., 2016; Naidoo &
Cartwright, 2018; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2022; Rushahu,
2022; Shange, 2024; Wells, 2023).

Secondly, an aspect that appears to perhaps highlight
the challenges faced by students in African HEIs, com-
pared to their counterparts in other contexts, is the focus
on providing academic and learning support services, such
as educational and remedial interventions; consultations,
and workshops focused on academic skills; and student

mentorship (Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Dunn-Coet-
zee et al., 2021). This is reflective of the major gap
between basic education and HE, with many more stu-
dents entering HEIs without the required academic skills
(Shange, 2024). Thirdly, career development and guidance
services emerged as another focus, often encompassing
career assessments; curriculum vitae writing, exposure
to networking opportunities, and job-searching prepara-
tion sessions; internships and career fairs; and career
counselling intervention programmes (Blokland & Kirk-
caldy, 2022; Dunn-Coetzee et al., 2021; Muswede &
Roelofse, 2018; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018; Newa et al.,
2021). Disability support was also documented, particu-
larly through services catering to students with disabilities
or special learning needs, including concession assess-
ments (Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Dunn-Coetzee et al.,
2021; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018; Shange, 2024).

Other authors identified social and welfare support
services such as life skills, advocacy interventions, and
disciplinary and transformation committees (Blokland &
Kirkcaldy, 2022; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018; Shange,
2024). These included faculty consultation and advisory
roles; conducting research about their service delivery;
training and developing staff and interns; community
outreach; psychoeducation; and personal development
workshops (Gathoni et al., 2019; Getachew, 2019; Nag-
ile-Setlhare et al., 2016; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018).

Furthermore, the reviewed articles emphasised the
growing emphasis of SCDUs on promoting wellness and
addressing the holistic needs of students (Fandie & Naudé,
2019; Mason & Fourie, 2022; Naidoo & Cartwright,
2018). Student counselling and development services aim
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Table 1. Article characteristics

Author
(Year)

Title of source Country of
study

Type of
evidence
source

Key findings that relate to the scoping
review question

Dunn-Coet-
zee et al.
(2021)

Adaptation of student
support services

considering COVID-19:
Adjustments, impact, and

future Implications

South Africa Reflective
paper

- The CSCD provides psychological,
developmental and support services,
with the focus on critical
engagement, advocacy, personal
growth, and optimising
graduate potential.

- It is staffed by specialists like
psychologists and social workers.

Blokland and
Kirkcaldy
(2022)

Campus Mental Health
Revisited

South Africa Reflective
article

- University student counselling and
development services provide
psychotherapeutic support and a
variety of other services, including
academic interventions, career
guidance, and emergency
psychological management.

- A hybrid approach, blending online
and face-to-face services, and a
tiered service model can create more
effective and equitable mental health
services for students.

Mitchell et al.
(2024)

Counsellors’ experiences of
integrating virtual

interventions to provide
mental health support for

students

South Africa Primary
research

- Adopted a blended model that
combines in-person and virtual
services, making it the new standard
for their practice.

Muswede and
Roelofse
(2018)

Drug use and postgraduate
students’ career prospects:

Implications for career
counselling intervention

strategies

South Africa Primary
research

- The Centre for Student Counselling
and Development (CSCD) provides
campus counselling services with a
staff of professional psychologists
and trained peer counsellors.

Bantjes
(2024)

Global knowledge-power
asymmetries and student

mental health in
sub-Saharan Africa: A case

study from South Africa

South Africa Commentary
article

- Campus-based student counselling
services are isolated from the public
mental health system placing
universities under immense pressure
to provide a comprehensive range of
mental health services.

- The services include everything
from on-demand counselling for
daily issues to 24-h crisis support
and care for severe mental illnesses.

Gbollie et al.
(2023)

Intention to use digital
mental health solutions: A
cross-sectional survey of

university students attitudes
and perceptions toward
online therapy, mental

health apps, and chatbots

South Africa Primary
research

- Students expressed an openness to
using various digital mental health
solutions, including online
resources, therapy, apps, and
chatbots if they face a psychological
or emotional problem.

- Students were most likely to use
online therapy with a real person via
video conferencing.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Author
(Year)

Title of source Country of
study

Type of
evidence
source

Key findings that relate to the scoping
review question

Mason (2015) Nursing students’ lived
experiences of attending a
psychoeducational stress
management programme

South Africa Primary
research

- Psychologists working in a
university context, such as student
counsellors, can play a significant
role in assisting nursing students in
managing secondary stress through
the development and evaluation of
psycho-educational stress
management programmes.

Naidoo and
Cartwright
(2018)

Reflections on the History
of South African Student

Counseling Services:
Achievements, Challenges,

and a Way Forward

South Africa Discussion
paper

Services include:
- Individual and Group Counselling
- Career and Academic Support
- Disability Support and Advocacy
- Faculty and Research Roles
- Professional Training and Outreach

Shange
(2024)

Reimagining Students’ and
Student Development and

Support Practitioners’
Experiences in a

Computer-Assisted
Language Learning (CALL)
Programme at a University

in South Africa

South Africa Primary
research

- The Student Development and
Support (SDS) unit offers a wide
range of services, including personal
and career counselling, support for
students with disabilities, and life
skills training.

Wells (2023) The Impact and Efficacy of
E-Counselling in an Open

Distance Learning
Environment: A Mixed

Method Exploratory Study

South Africa Primary
research

Student counselling units, staffed by
qualified career counsellors and
registered psychologists, provide a wide
range of services to address students’
academic, career, and personal
challenges.
- There’s been a growing emphasis on

using e-counselling to make services
more accessible.

- Many universities, like Unisa, have
adopted a blended approach,
combining traditional in-person
“walk-ins” with digital support.

Mason and
Fourie (2022)

The role of career wellness
in living and studying for
South African first-year

university students

South Africa Primary
research

- Student Development and Support
(SDS) units provide services that
specifically enhance career wellness.

- Help students develop competence
in making informed career and
study choices.

Joana Kyei
and Nyarko
(2023)

Towards improving the
utilization of counselling

centre services by Ghanaian
university students: An

exploratory study

Ghana Primary
research

- Students need campus counselling
centres to offer a variety of services,
with career counselling being the
most frequently requested.

- They also want psychotherapy for
common mental health issues and
more frequent wellness outreach
initiatives, such as distressing
activities and physical check-ups.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Author
(Year)

Title of source Country of
study

Type of
evidence
source

Key findings that relate to the scoping
review question

Mokwena
et al. (2021)

Towards an Evidence-Based
Multimodal Mental Health
Intervention Framework for

Rural South African
University Students

South Africa Primary
research

- The Mental Health Model (MHM) is
a framework for psychological
interventions that addresses risk
factors at three levels: primary,
secondary, and tertiary.

- Proposed a multimodal intervention
framework for delivering online
psychological services to students in
rural areas.

Bantjes et al.
(2023)

Treatment rates and barriers
to mental health service

utilisation among university
students in South Africa

South Africa Primary
research

- With a large student population
needing mental health support, the
traditional one-on-one therapy
model is not a sustainable or
feasible solution.

- Innovative, sustainable solutions
(such as technology-assisted
intervention, peer-to-peer and group
support, and psycho-educational
interventions) are necessary to
address this challenge.

Rushahu
(2022)

Availability and Challenges
of Guidance and

Counselling Services for
Female Postgraduate

Students at the University
of Dar es Salaam

Tanzania Primary
research

- Guidance and counselling services
at universities are underutilized,
largely due to students’ lack of
awareness and negative perceptions
of these services.

- Recommendations for improving the
utilisation of services include:
increasing awareness, regular
campaigns, training, and workshops
are needed, and a gender-sensitive
approach needed.

Fandie and
Naudé (2019)

‘Being Flawed or Being
Courageous’: South African
Students’ Attitudes towards

Counselling

South Africa Primary
research

- Counselling and Development
Services offer a wide range of
services, including counselling,
career guidance, and
developmental support.

- Training culturally sensitive
counsellors; effectively marketing
services; and promoting a sense of
safety and security by using peer
counsellors and multicultural
counselling approaches helps to
better serve the diverse students.

Gathoni et al.
(2019)

Effectiveness of counselling
services on retention rate of
undergraduate students in

selected universities in
Kenya

Kenya Primary
research

- University counselling services offer
support for a range of issues—from
stress and substance abuse to
academic and financial challenge.

- A psycho-education program, for
example, has been shown to reduce
dropout rates and foster a sense of
institutional belonging.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Author
(Year)

Title of source Country of
study

Type of
evidence
source

Key findings that relate to the scoping
review question

Naidoo and
Cartwright
(2022)

Where to from Here?
Contemplating the Impact

of COVID-19 on South
African Students and
Student Counselling
Services in Higher

Education

South Africa Reflective
paper

- The COVID-19 pandemic
accelerated the move toward
Telemental Health, or
technology-based mental
health services.

- Counselling services should also use
a client-centred approach, basing
therapeutic decisions on the
student’s unique mental health
profile, needs, and preferences.

Getachew and
Daniel (2016)

Career Development among
Undergraduate Students of
Madda Walabu University,

South East Ethiopia

Ethiopia Primary
research

- Focus on creating career
self-awareness and improving
students’ career information and
planning skills.

- Provide comprehensive information
on specific courses of study, the
labour market, and the skills needed
for various qualifications.

Getachew
(2019)

Assessment of
Psychological Counselling

Service for Higher
Education Institution

Students

Ethiopia Primary
research

- Guidance and counselling services
are crucial for helping students with
their academic, career, and
personal development.

- In Ethiopian universities they are
often provided by paraprofessionals.

Nagile-Setl-
hare et al.
(2016).

Utilisation of Counselling
Unit Services Offered at the
University of Botswana: A

Follow-Up Study

Botswana Primary
research

- The Department of Careers and
Counselling Centre offers a
comprehensive range of services
that integrate psychosocial,
development, and career support, as
well as job placement opportunities.

- The centre employs a diverse team
of professionals, including clinical
psychologists, social workers, and
pastoral counsellors, who use a
variety of therapeutic approaches.

- The centre provides a multifaceted
approach to service delivery.

Newa et al.
(2021)

Factors influencing uptake
of career counselling

services among university
students in Nairobi City

County, Kenya

Kenya Primary
research

- Universities worldwide offer career
counselling services to provide
students with information on courses
and job opportunities.

- Services are delivered through a
variety of methods, including
workshops, consultations, mock
interviews, and career fairs.

van Staden
and Naidoo
(2022)

Future-proofing imperatives
for remote online teaching,

learning and student support
in the context of pandemic
change and beyond: A case

for South African higher
education transformation

South Africa Reflective
Paper

- The shift towards a more integrated
or “blended” approach to student
counselling and support is necessary.

- In addition, networking and
partnerships with external NPOs,
community-embedded counselling
and support service providers, as
well as possible peer support
initiatives, are also necessary.
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to enhance learning skills and provide counselling for
various personal, vocational, and psychological challenges
(Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022). These services also play
a role in facilitating academic retention and optimising
graduate potential (Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Gathoni
et al., 2019; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018). Some university
counselling units further integrate career services and
job placement support into their offerings (Dunn-Coetzee
et al., 2021; Getachew & Daniel, 2016; Nagile-Setlhare
et al., 2016). The overarching goal of SCDUs is often
to foster students’ self-direction and provide a supportive
environment for their diverse needs (Fandie & Naudé,
2019).

This structure of SCDUs in Africa is not necessarily
different from other contexts such as Europe and Asia
(Wang, 2020). In large part, the lack of differences in
particular to Europe indicates its influence on HE in
African countries, which was formulated in mirroring
ways to the colonising powers on the continent (Dlamini,
2019). It is, however, noteworthy that African SCDUs
do not, in the same way as Asia, focus on the ‘psycho-
educational’ aspect, but rather have a stronger emphasis on
career development—perhaps as an attempt to plug the gap
between HE and high (secondary) schooling where these
services are lacking (Maree & Magere, 2023).

Multidisciplinary teams
Largely influenced by the differentiating needs of stu-
dents in African HEIs, the SCDUs have needed to
have multidisciplinary teams. The findings revealed that
student counselling and support services are provided
by multidisciplinary teams—who are expected to offer
services within their scope of practice—comprising psy-
chologists, counsellors, peer helpers, social workers,
psychology interns and Master’s level students, marriage
and family therapists, and administrative staff (Blokland
& Kirkcaldy, 2022; Dunn-Coetzee et al., 2021; Fandie
& Naudé, 2019; Joana Kyei & Nyarko, 2023; Mason,
2015; Muswede & Roelofse, 2018; Nagile-Setlhare et al.,
2016; Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018; Rushahu, 2022; Wells,
2023).

These services are often delivered through appoint-
ments at on-campus walk-in clinics (centres) (Blokland
& Kirkcaldy, 2022). However, recognising the need for
diverse and accessible approaches, it appears SCDUs
have created alternative methods of support such as
peer-to-peer support and task-sharing initiatives (Bantjes,
2024). Bantjes (2024) highlighted successful, culturally
adapted mental health interventions from sub-Saharan
Africa (e.g., Zimbabwe’s Friendship Bench, Ghana’s posi-
tive psychology interventions, and Ubuntu philosophy) as
valuable models for expanding HE mental health services.

Approaches to service provision
Blokland and Kirkcaldy (2022) noted the influence of sys-
tems theory frameworks like Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, as crucial in SCDUs. The focus on systems
theory is perhaps different from the more individualistic
focus in Europe (Hofmann et al., 2015), motivated by the
understanding that the larger socio-political environment
of students plays a significant role in their experiences of

HE. As such Mason and Fourie (2022) emphasised the
growing importance of a wellness perspective in providing
services to support students effectively, moving beyond
the ameliorative focus on the individualistic approaches.
It is worth noting however, that there are some authors
such as Joana Kyei and Nyarko (2023) who highlighted
the need for adopting a biopsychosocial perspective, as
well as Mokwena et al. (2021) who proposed a multimodal
intervention framework for online psychological services,
citing the Mental Health Model (MHM) as an exam-
ple of a conceptual framework for guiding psychological
interventions. To provide comprehensive care, Getachew
(2019) advocated integrating biophysical, psychological,
and pharmacological treatment modalities within univer-
sity counselling centres. Overall, services are offered
through a multi-faceted approach (Nagile-Setlhare et al.,
2016), drawing upon diverse theoretical underpinnings to
meet students’ needs.

Challenges in providing effective support
Limited resources, low uptake of services, the need
for culturally sensitive practices, and the importance of
addressing barriers to service utilisation are key chal-
lenges. Both Rushahu (2022) and Bantjes et al. (2023)
explored the underutilisation of student counselling and
mental health services. Rushahu (2022) attributed this to
a combination of students’ lack of awareness, negative
perceptions, and systemic issues within service provision,
such as insufficient and paraprofessional counsellors, inad-
equate facilities, and demographic factors (i.e., gender
and age of counsellor, religious or cultural beliefs of
students). Bantjes et al. (2023) highlighted stigma and
the impracticality of solely relying on individual psy-
chotherapy for large student populations. They proposed
innovative, sustainable solutions like peer support and
group interventions, emphasizing the need for student-
centred, acceptable, and accessible approaches developed
in consultation with students. Bantjes et al. (2023) also
stressed the importance of improving mental health lit-
eracy to encourage help-seeking behaviour by increasing
awareness of mental health conditions and the benefits of
treatment. Bantjes (2024) highlighted a key problem of
campus counselling services often operating in isolation
from the public health system, thus, forcing universities to
provide extensive wrap-around services.

Mokwena et al. (2021) proposed a multimodal online
psychological service framework for rural student popula-
tions. This framework was a tiered approach encompassing
primary-level mental health promotion via traditional and
modern media, hard-copy materials with digital content,
and accessible support agents; secondary-level online ther-
apy and self-care webinars; and tertiary-level follow-up,
monitoring, and establishing referral links to specialist ser-
vices. They proposed that such a framework could address
the specific challenges of reaching and supporting stu-
dents with varied technology access. Moreover, Blokland
and Kirkcaldy (2022) proposed that student counselling
services triage mental health concerns, allocating severe
cases (e.g., major depression, suicidality) to senior psy-
chologists, less acute issues to supervised interns or
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self-help/peer groups, and lower-intensity support through
diverse media.

Adaptability of SCDUs
In the analysis of the literature, it was apparent that a
major strength of many of the SCDUs in Africa is their
increasing adaptability to online service delivery, blended
models, and the integration of technology to enhance
accessibility and meet the changing needs of students.
Many authors (Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Naidoo &
Cartwright, 2022; Dunn-Coetzee et al., 2021; van Staden
& Naidoo, 2022) highlighted that this shift was accelerated
by the COVID-19 pandemic, which also saw many stu-
dents rely on electronic devices for teaching and learning.
Telemental Health, which involves the increased use of
virtual platforms and digital mental health solutions like
online therapy, apps, webinars, podcasts, and chatbots,
was offered as a solution to meet the needs that resulted
(Bantjes et al., 2023; Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Naidoo
& Cartwright, 2022; Gbollie et al., 2023; Mokwena et al.,
2021; van Staden & Naidoo, 2022). Moreover, incorpo-
rating a hybrid or blended approach, combining online
and in-person services, emerged as a solution to enhance
flexibility, convenience, reach, and inclusivity in SCDUs
(Blokland & Kirkcaldy, 2022; Mitchell et al., 2024). Dun-
n-Coetzee et al. (2021) identified a growing emphasis on
optimising online career services and preparing students
for virtual recruitment spaces. It is clear that with more
students having access to internet-enabled devices, there is
comensurate rise in their use to access services.

According to Mitchell et al. (2024), there are chal-
lenges associated with online service delivery, including
difficulties establishing strong client rapport, technological
unfamiliarity, unreliable connectivity, and managing client
files without a dedicated system. Bantjes et al. (2023)
emphasised that given the uneven distribution of techno-
logical resources and internet availability in South Africa,
and perhaps on the continent as a whole, students who
may be facing financial hardship would increasingly have
no access to the services (see also Naidoo & Cartwright,
2022).

Implications for future research and practice
The results of the scoping review have important practical
and regulatory implications for HEIs that are looking
to strengthen and establish SCDUs. The current findings
showed that as SCDUs continue to change, HEIs should
be cognisant of the socio-political, cultural factors, and the
specific student needs that significantly influence service
delivery (Naidoo & Cartwright, 2018). Therefore, promot-
ing ongoing cultural competence training for staff seems
relevant (Fandie & Naudé, 2019).

At the level of regulation and policy, the results
reflect that it may be helpful if SCDUs adopt tiered and
differentiated approaches to service delivery to enhance
the reach and balance the burden of roles. Future stud-
ies can be conducted to explore the emerging blended
approach to service delivery. Other investigations into
the underutilisation of services must explore barriers to

access. The context-sensitive and culturally appropriate
mental interventions discussed in the scoping review
warrant adaptation and testing within various higher edu-
cation contexts, with some African HEIs often relying on
imported approaches. More specific suggestions for future
studies include conducting research to explore the barriers
and facilitators of providing services that ensure best
practices in SCDUs as well as to explore the perceptions of
students in HEIs about SCDUs to seek recommendations
for future strategies to strengthen the services.

In this scoping literature review, one of the concerning
trends was the overrepresentation of studies from South
Africa. This suggests that less research attention has been
given to SCDUs in most African countries; however, given
what the findings revealed, it may benefit other countries to
prioritise research on SCDUs in their HEIs to deepen the
understanding of these resources. Although most African
countries have unique challenges, the characteristics of
African higher education students are similar. Other lim-
itations such as the time frame (2015–2025), language
restriction (English-only studies), and the exclusion of
certain types of studies imply that insights that could
have enhanced or offered a different perspective were
not considered.

Conclusion
This scoping review highlighted the dynamic nature of
SCDUs in Africa and underscored the importance of ongo-
ing adaptation of its services. The review also uncovered
challenges and their proposed solutions in the delivery of
services in SCDUs. The insights gained from this review
offer valuable guidance for developing and enhancing
SCDUs in African HEIs, especially Botswana.
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