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ABSTRACT

Mental health is a critical determinant of student success in higher education. University students
continue to face significant psychological challenges, including anxiety, stress, and trauma,
issues further intensified by the Covid-19 pandemic. These realities underscore the need for
accessible, scalable, and technology-driven mental-health interventions. This study investigates the
implementation of Wysa, an Al-powered mental-health chatbot, at a South African higher education
institution (HEI). Through a mixed-methods design, the research draws on secondary dashboard
analytics and primary user survey data to evaluate adoption rates, engagement patterns, and the
nature of interventions accessed. Results reveal that Al-driven mental-health tools can offer cost-
effective, confidential, and scalable support to students, with evidence of meaningful usage across
diverse student groups. However, amongst some student cohorts, adoption is uneven, influenced
by the students’ academic disciplines, help-seeking behaviours, and concerns related to data privacy
and trust. The study concluded with practical recommendations for integrating Al chatbots into
institutional support services, advocating for a blended care model and student-centred digital
mental-health strategies suited to the African higher education context.
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KAKARETSO

Maphelo a monagano ke sehlodi se bohlokwa sa katlego ya moithuti thutong ya godimo. Baithuti ba
yunibesithi ba tSwela pele go lebeletsana le ditlhohlo tSe dikgolo tSa monagano, go akaretsa tlabego,
kgatelelo ya monagano, le letShogo, mathata ao a okeditSwego ke leuba la Covid-19. Dinnete tse di

1 Dr Faeza Khan, Centre Director: Council for International Education Exchange, Cape Town, South Africa.
Email: fkhan@ciee.org. ORCID: 0000-0003-4736-7638

2 Naythan Kayser, Coordinator: Centre for Student Support Services, University of the Western Cape, South
Africa. Email: nkayser@uwc.ac.za. ORCID: 0000-0003-4736-7638

3 Prof. Matete Madiba, Associate Professor; Deputy Vice-Chancellor: Student Development & Support,
University of the Western Cape, South Africa. Email: mmadiba@uwc.ac.za. ORCID: 0000-0002-6127-8087

% bpread o Srebgw d Haen m bras m ,!, OPEN aAccsss www.jsaa.ac.za



http://www.jsaa.ac.za

Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 13(2), 125-140
126 DOI: 10.24085/jsaa.v13i2.5983 | ISSN 2307-6267 | www.jsaa.ac.za

gatelela tlhokego ya ditsenogare tSeo di ka fihlelelwago, tSeo di ka katoloSwago, gape tSa maphelo
a monagano ao a sepetSwago ke theknolotsi. NyakisiSo ye e nyakiSisa go tsenya tiriSong ga Wysa,
Lenaneo la khomphutha la poledisano ya tsa maphelo a monagano la bokgoni bja khomphutha bja
go dira ditiro la go matlafatswa ke (Al), go sehlongwa sa thuto ya godimo (HEI) sa Afrika Borwa. Ka
moakanyetso wa mekgwa wya go hlakahlakana, nyakisiso e Somisa diphetleko tsa tesepoto tsa bobedi
tSa datha ya phatisiso ya modirisi ya mathomo go lekanyetsa dikelo tSeo di amogelwago, dipaterone
tSa dipoledisano, le mokgwa wa ditsenogare tSeo di fihleletSwego. Dipoelo di utulla gore didiriswa tsa
maphelo a monagano di ka fana ka thekgo go baithuti yeo e sa bitSego, ya sephiri, gape ya katoloso, ka
bohlatse bja tiriSo ya kwagalo go seleganya dihlopha tSa baithuti ba go fapafapana, Le ge go le bjalo,
magareng ga dihlopha tse dingwe tSa baithuti, kamogelo ga e lekalekane, moo go tutuetswago ke
dithupiso tsa thuto tsa baithuti, mekgwa ya go tsoma thuso, gammogo le matshwenyego a go amana
le datha ya sephiri le tshepo. Nyakisiso e feleletsa ka ditshiSinyo tsa go tlwaelega tsa go tswalanya
lenaneo la khomphutha la poledisano la Al le ditirelo t3a tSa thekgo tsa sehlongwa, go SiSinya mottlolo
wa tlhokomelo yeo e kopantSwego le maano a tSa maphelo a monagano a titsithale ao a lebisitsSwego
go moithuti ao a swanelago kamano ya thuto ya godimo ya seAfrika.

MANTSU A BOHLOKWA
Bophelo bjo bobotse bja baithuti, bophelo bjo bobotse bja monagano, di-chatbot tsa Al, thuto e phahameng
ya Afrika, ditsenogare tsa thibelo, katlego ya baithuti

Introduction

Mental health is a foundational component of student success across global higher
education contexts. In many regions, including African universities, the demand for
mental health services increasingly outpaces the availability of qualified professionals
and support structures (Browne et al., 2017; Kaminer & Shabalala, 2019). Despite
continued institutional efforts to expand services, universities face growing challenges
in responding to the evolving mental health needs of diverse student populations. The
prevalence of psychological distress among university students is well documented, with
anxiety, depression, and trauma ranking among the most commonly reported mental-
health conditions (Bantjes et al., 2023). Within the South African context, students must
navigate a complex matrix of academic pressure, financial hardship, and interpersonal
struggles, contributing to heightened vulnerability (Pillay et al., 2024). These challenges
are compounded by the lingering effects of systemic inequality and historical injustices
embedded within the South African education system, further constraining access to
adequate care (Musakuro & Gie, 2024).

The shift to digital mental-health solutions

The Covid-19 pandemic intensified mental-health challenges and spotlighted the
need for scalable, tech-based interventions (Becker & Torous, 2019). While in-person
counselling remains essential, it is often insufficient. This has accelerated interest in
Al-based solutions that offer timely, accessible, and cost-effective support (van der
Schyff et al., 2023). Al mental-health technologies include predictive tools, automated
screening, and chatbots (Marsch & Gustafson, 2013). These systems rely on machine
learning, natural language processing (NLP), and cognitive computing to simulate
human-like interaction and deliver targeted support (Sinchana B U et al., 2024). They
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help reduce stigma, overcome geographic limitations, and provide real-time assistance
(Inkster et al., 2018).

Al chatbots and cognitive behavioural therapy

Al-driven mental health chatbots, many based on cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT),
provide 24/7 emotional support in private, judgement-free settings (Inkster et al.,
2018). Cognitive behavioural therapy is a widely used, evidence-based psychotherapy
that focuses on identifying and modifying maladaptive thought and behaviour patterns
(Radhu et al.,, 2012). It is grounded in the principle that thoughts, emotions, and
behaviours are interconnected and that altering negative or distorted cognitions can
improve emotional well-being (Boucher et al., 2021). CBT employs techniques such as
cognitive restructuring, helping individuals identify and challenge harmful thoughts,
and exposure therapy, where individuals gradually face anxiety-inducing stimuli in a
controlled way to reduce avoidance behaviours. Although Al lacks the depth and cultural
sensitivity of human therapists (Bracha, 2004; Persons, 2008), its immediate accessibility
may foster student engagement and self-efficacy (Farzan et al., 2024).

One example of such a chatbot is Wysa, a therapist-informed, neurosymbolic
Al-powered platform designed to deliver scalable and evidence-based mental-health
support (Marsch & Gustafson, 2013). Neurosymbolic Al combines the pattern recognition
capacity of neural networks with the logic-based reasoning of symbolic systems, allowing
for more contextually relevant and interpretable responses (d’Avila Garcez et al., 2019).
At a South African university, Wysa was implemented as part of a larger institutional
response to mental-health needs through the development of the Integrated Mental
Health and Wellness Policy (IMHWP) (University of the Western Cape, 2021). This policy
emerged from a comprehensive research process that mapped existing mental health
service gaps and included consultative engagements with students and staff.

The finalised policy included tailored implementation strategies at the faculty
level, ensuring that mental health interventions were responsive to the unique needs
of various academic communities. Within this framework, Wysa offers students
confidential, stigma-free access to guided self-help tools and conversational support. It
functions as an accessible first line of support, offering CBT-informed and mindfulness-
based activities while complementing, rather than replacing, counselling services.
Through its escalation protocols, cases flagged as high risk are referred to institutional
counsellors or external crisis services, ensuring human oversight. Student Support
Services staff have been trained to guide students in using Wysa and integrate it as a
supplementary referral resource, particularly for students hesitant to engage in formal
therapy. Operating alongside peer support programs, campus-based clinical services,
and community referral pathways, Wysa forms part of a layered care framework that
addresses resource constraints, lowers barriers to early help-seeking, and promotes
student well-being within the broader institutional ecosystem.
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Ethical and cultural considerations
Despite these advancements, the use of Al in mental-health support also introduces a
set of complex ethical and practical challenges. While chatbots provide enhanced access
to care, concerns remain about the quality and appropriateness of their responses
in sensitive mental-health contexts (Khawaja & Bélisle-Pipon, 2023). Central to these
concerns are issues of data privacy, informed consent, and the ethical use of sensitive
personal information (Balcombe, 2023). Furthermore, the inability of Al systems to
fully replicate the empathy, intuition, and cultural sensitivity of human therapists raises
questions about their effectiveness in addressing complex, individualized experiences
(Khawaja & Bélisle-Pipon, 2023). Even when Al tools incorporate evidence-based
modalities like CBT, the absence of real-time contextual awareness can limit their
therapeutic value (Boucher et al., 2021). Mollick (2024) warns against the use of
unconsented data, Al-generated misinformation, and the imitation of human responses,
emphasising the need for transparent, ethical, and culturally attuned implementation.
In light of these benefits and risks, the integration of Al-driven chatbots into South
African university support systems presents a dual narrative. While they offer scalable,
low-cost, and accessible mental-health interventions, they also raise critical ethical
and cultural considerations. This article explores the potential of Al-powered mental
health technologies, specifically chatbots like Wysa, to enhance student well-being
and academic success. It contributes to the growing body of scholarship on the use of
Al in higher education mental-health contexts and offers insights for developing more
culturally attuned, ethically responsible, and contextually relevant digital mental health
interventions.

Theoretical perspective

This study draws on the technology acceptance model (TAM) to explore factors
influencing student adoption of the Al-powered mental-health chatbot. TAM posits that
perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use shape an individual’s intention to adopt
a technology (Nadal et al., 2020). In this context, TAM provides a lens to examine how
students perceive the chatbot’s effectiveness in addressing mental-health concerns and
its accessibility across platforms.

TAM also acknowledges that external factors such as social influence, organisational
support, and individual differences may shape users’ perceptions and, by extension,
influence technology uptake (Na et al., 2022). For instance, students’ awareness of the
chatbot’s ability to deliver personalised support, reduce stress and anxiety, and align
with their needs may enhance perceived usefulness (Nelekar et al., 2021). Similarly,
interface design, device compatibility, and required technical skills may affect ease of
use (Nadal et al., 2020). However, while TAM helps explain adoption behaviour, it does
not fully capture the broader impact on mental-health outcomes.

To bridge this gap, the theory of change (ToC) was integrated not only as a
conceptual mapping tool but also as an evaluative framework to connect adoption
behaviours with broader well-being outcomes. Conceptually, ToC enabled the mapping
of expected pathways from chatbot adoption to improvements in student well-being,
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by identifying preconditions (e.g. digital access, student readiness), interventions (e.g.
engagement with CBT-informed chatbot activities), and outcomes (e.g. reduced anxiety,
better coping, academic engagement) (De Silva et al., 2014; Grové, 2021). Operationally,
these pathways informed both survey design and analysis: survey questions were
structured around ToC elements (e.g. digital readiness, coping, academic engagement),
while thematic analysis of open-ended responses examined whether students’ reported
experiences aligned with the assumed pathways. Dashboard data, presented only in
aggregate, was used to describe general engagement patterns (e.g. session frequency,
time-of-use trends) that supported or challenged the plausibility of the ToC pathways at
a collective level, without linking to individual student responses.

This operationalisation means ToC served a dual role: as a framework for articulating
assumptions about how Wysa could create impact, and as a structure against which both
aggregated usage trends and reported student experiences were compared. For example,
where the ToC assumed that sustained engagement with chatbot-based CBT activities
could foster improved coping skills, this was assessed indirectly by examining whether
frequent engagement patterns (seen at an aggregate level) coincided with student
narratives that described improved stress management and emotional regulation.

Together, TAM and ToC offer a structured and holistic theoretical approach, with
TAM explaining initial uptake, and ToC mapping and evaluating how that uptake
contributes to improved psychological and educational outcomes. This dual framework
allows for a deeper understanding of the drivers, barriers, and impact of integrating
Al-driven mental-health tools within existing university support systems (Oghenekaro &
Okoro, 2024).

Goal of the study

Given the growing role of digital solutions in higher education, this study explores the
implementation and usage of Wysa, an Al-driven mental-health chatbot, at a South
African university. While global evidence supports the effectiveness of such tools, limited
research exists on their adoption and impact in local contexts. This study investigates
student engagement with Wysa, focusing on adoption patterns, perceived usefulness,
and barriers to sustained use. It asks: How do students engage with and perceive the
usefulness of Wysa in supporting their well-being, and what influences its adoption in
South African higher education? The findings aim to inform Al-based mental-health
strategies in resource-constrained university settings.

Research design and methodology

This study used a mixed-methods approach to analyse Wysa’s adoption and impact at
a South African higher education institution. Quantitative data from Wysa’s dashboard
and user surveys were analysed using SPSS to assess usage patterns across student
demographics, including adoption rates, session frequency, and engagement trends.
Qualitative data from open-ended survey responses were examined through thematic
analysis to capture student perceptions, perceived benefits, and challenges with
the chatbot. By triangulating both data sources, the study offers a comprehensive
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understanding of how students engage with Al-driven mental-health tools in this
context.

Data collection and sample
Data collection was conducted in two phases:

1. Dashboard data extraction: Engagement analytics were retrieved from the
Woysa platform, capturing user trends since adoption in September 2023.
Dashboard reports are generated monthly, and the latest report (April 2025)
has been used for this article.

2. User surveys: A structured online survey was disseminated and open for
responses for 3 months during the last few months of the 2024 academic
year (September to November 2024) to students, targeting those who had
interacted with Wysa. A total of 325 users completed the survey, which included
undergraduate and postgraduate students with a diverse demographic profile,
reflecting diverse perspectives on Al mental-health interventions.

Context and ethics

The student population at this South African HEI largely comprises historically
disadvantaged and first-generation students from lower to middle-income households,
with varying levels of digital and mental-health literacy (Makgahlela et al., 2021).
Most Wysa users are female (approximately 70%), aged between 17 and 25, and span
a wide range of academic faculties. While a majority live in university residences or
nearby private accommodation, the student body reflects significant linguistic and
cultural diversity, with isiXhosa, English, and isiZulu as common home languages.
Wysa is integrated into the institution’s mental-health support system as outlined in
the Integrated Mental Health and Wellness Policy, offering students accessible digital
support. The study considers how socio-economic status, digital access, and cultural
attitudes influence chatbot engagement.

Ethical approval was obtained from the institutional Humanities and Social Sciences
Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC Ref: HS24/3/19), with strict adherence to informed
consent, confidentiality, and POPIA (Act 4 of 2013) compliance. For survey participants,
an information sheet and consent form were embedded at the start of the online
survey, outlining the voluntary nature of participation, confidentiality assurances, and
data storage protocols. For dashboard data, no personally identifiable information was
collected or accessed. The Wysa platform only generates aggregated analytics that
reflect collective usage trends across the student cohort, such as session frequency,
time-of-use, and user trends. These datasets do not allow the identification of individual
students.

Given the sensitivity of student mental-health data, particular attention was given
to issues of vulnerability and algorithmic governance. The chatbot’s automated triage
function designed to flag potential risk cases and escalate referrals to human counsellors
raises ethical dilemmas around accuracy, accountability, and the reliance on Al for
high-stakes decisions. While Wysa complies with international data privacy standards,
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qguestions of algorithmic transparency and governance remain critical in higher
education contexts, where students are both digitally literate and potentially vulnerable.
Institutional oversight, transparent communication with students, and adherence to
national data protection law were central safeguards, though the study recognises the
need for ongoing dialogue around Al ethics in mental-health support.

At the same time, a reflexive stance was maintained regarding the study’s
limitations. Generalisability is constrained as findings are drawn from a single institution
with a specific socio-economic and cultural profile that may not represent other South
African or international contexts. The voluntary nature of the user survey introduces
the possibility of self-selection bias, as students with particularly positive or negative
experiences may have been more inclined to participate, while non-users or passive
users are underrepresented. Reliance on self-reported data also carries interpretive
limitations, given the influence of recall accuracy, subjective perception, and social
desirability bias. Dashboard analytics, while more objective, reflect only surface-level
engagement patterns and cannot fully capture the motivations or lived experiences
behind usage trends. These limitations highlight the interpretive boundaries of the study
while also underscoring the value of triangulating quantitative and qualitative data to
generate a more holistic picture of student engagement with Al-driven mental-health
tools.

Discussion and analysis

Adoption and engagement trends

Since its introduction in September 2023 until April 2025, Wysa has been adopted
by 4,871 users, reflecting an overall adoption rate of 18.73%. Usage data showed an
average of 7.1 sessions per user, with each session lasting approximately 25.86 minutes.
Engagement levels were particularly high during periods of heightened academic stress,
such as examination seasons, as evidenced by survey responses indicating that students
found Wysa most beneficial during these critical times. The Al-driven application
facilitated access to tools that effectively addressed the mental-health challenges
encountered by students and staff, especially during periods of high stress, leading to
improvements in emotional regulation and adaptive thinking (Zhang, 2025).

Students highlighted the importance of Wysa in managing stress, with one
participant noting, “During exam time, | felt overwhelmed, but Wysa helped me break
things down and feel more in control.” Another student emphasised its accessibility,
stating, “It was reassuring to have something available 24/7 when | needed to vent
or get support.” These responses align with the literature on digital mental-health
interventions, which demonstrate their effectiveness in promoting emotional resilience
(Becker & Torous, 2019).
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Figure 1: Wysa user frequency

Survey data indicated that weekly usage was the most common frequency, with 35.4%
of respondents using Wysa weekly, followed by monthly and rarely (26.5%), daily
(8.9%), and never (2.8%). This suggests that while a significant proportion of students
engage regularly with Wysa, a notable segment underutilises the resource, necessitating
increased awareness and engagement efforts. According to TAM, perceived usefulness
and ease of use are critical determinants of technology adoption (Nadal et al., 2020).
Low engagement may indicate gaps in students’ perceptions of the chatbot’s value or
usability, highlighting the need for targeted awareness campaigns and user-centred
design enhancements to improve uptake and sustained use.
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Figure 2: Weekly Wysa usage by year of study (students only, in %)
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The widespread adoption of Wysa, particularly among undergraduate students,
underscores its potential as an accessible and flexible tool for mental health management.
However, variations in engagement across student cohorts and academic disciplines
emphasise the importance of targeted strategies to ensure equitable access and
impact (Becker & Torous, 2019). Al-based mental health interventions can significantly
reduce symptoms related to various mental health issues (Alhuwaydi, 2024). One
study comparing a text-based chatbot using cognitive behavioural therapy techniques
against a control group receiving a psychoeducational e-book demonstrated measurable
enhancements in participants’ mental health outcomes (Boucher et al., 2021).

User patterns

First-year students reported the highest well-being improvements, likely due to their
heightened need for stress adaptation during the transition to university (Wada et
al., 2019). One first-year student reflected, “Starting university was overwhelming,
and Wysa really helped me deal with my anxiety, especially in the first few months.”
This suggests that Al-powered mental-health interventions can play a crucial role in
supporting students during this critical period of adjustment.

Conversely, the lower engagement among postgraduate students suggests a
possible preference for traditional face-to-face counselling or alternative support
mechanisms (Cooper, 2024). One postgraduate respondent explained, “/ prefer speaking
to a real person rather than an app, but | can see how it might help undergraduates
who are still adjusting.” This indicates that future interventions may need to explore
hybrid models that integrate Al-based support with human-led counselling to better
serve this demographic. According to TAM, perceived usefulness significantly influences
technology adoption, meaning that if students perceive a digital tool as less effective
than traditional support, their likelihood of using it decreases (Nadal et al., 2020). This
highlights the need to address students’ perceptions of Al’s therapeutic value to improve
engagement, particularly among those with a strong preference for in-person support.
It further demonstrates the importance of shifting the narrative around non-traditional
mental-health offerings to foster broader acceptance (Lattie et al., 2019).

The nature of engagement with Wysa varied across academic disciplines. Students
in economic and management sciences, education, and community and health
sciences reported greater well-being improvements, aligning with higher engagement
in mindfulness-based interventions offered by the app. One student in education
commented, “The breathing exercises and self-reflection tools really helped me with
stress and classroom anxiety.” Conversely, students in law and dentistry reported
lower well-being improvements, potentially due to the perceived lack of mental-health
support related to legal or ethical concerns within Wysa’s framework. A law student
noted, “Sometimes, the advice felt too general. It didn’t really apply to the pressures of
law school.”

These faculty-specific differences in usage patterns reveal crucial considerations
for enhancing the effectiveness of Wysa. Tailoring the content to incorporate industry-
specific stress management techniques, such as addressing ethical dilemmas for law
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students or managing high-performance anxiety for dental students, could improve
engagement and relevance (Basudan et al., 2017). Incorporating Al and machine
learning can enable the personalisation of these interventions to improve outcomes
(Nepal et al., 2024).

Mental-health impact and well-being contribution

An analysis of mental-health screening data from 2,087 users who completed the Patient
Health Questionnaire (PHQ-9) and General Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) assessments
revealed that a significant proportion, 50.79% (PHQ-9) and 59.93% (GAD-7), respectively,
screened positive for symptoms of depression and anxiety. Overall, user satisfaction with
the Wysa application was high, with 91.24% of respondents rating the app as beneficial
in managing stress and emotional well-being.

One respondent shared, “I used Wysa when | was feeling down, and even though
it’s not a substitute for therapy, it really helped me get through tough days.” Another
student mentioned, “I appreciated that Wysa gave me practical tools to deal with my
anxiety without having to book an appointment or wait for a session.”

120 — 116
100 —
80 —
60 —

51

40 38 37

Number of responses

25 25

09 43 13

1
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Response scale (1 = least likely, 10 = most likely)

Figure 3: Likelihood scale of continuing to use Wysa in the future

Analysis of user ratings on a likelihood scale provides valuable insights into overall
satisfaction and potential for continued engagement with the Wysa mental-health
platform. The data reveal a strong inclination among users to keep using Wysa, reflecting
its perceived effectiveness and value. This aligns with findings that Al chatbots can offer
accessible, scalable support, enhancing emotional well-being and resilience (Manole et
al., 2024). Importantly, this aligns with the theory of change (ToC), which emphasises
that effective interventions must address key preconditions, such as user trust and
perceived usefulness, to achieve long-term impact (Silva et al., 2014). Understanding
these user perceptions is critical for refining chatbot features and ensuring ongoing



Khan, F., Kayser, N., & Madiba, M. (2025).
Enhancing student well-being and success through Al-driven mental-health support 135

relevance, which in turn supports the sustained behaviour change needed for improved
mental-health outcomes (Grové, 2021). This approach also highlights the importance
of continuous feedback mechanisms to adapt the platform based on evolving student
needs, thereby reinforcing the positive feedback loop essential for long-term adoption
and impact (van der Schyff et al., 2023).

Approximately 35.7% of respondents indicated that they were extremely likely to
continue using Wysa in the future, underscoring a strong level of user confidence and
satisfaction with the platform. The concentration of responses at the upper end of the
scale suggests a positive perception of Wysa’s capabilities and its potential to address
users’ mental-health needs. Cumulatively, the higher ratings reveal a generally positive
sentiment towards continued engagement, suggesting that a significant majority of
users find the platform valuable and intend to maintain their usage. This pronounced
positivity aligns with findings that Al-driven mental-health tools can foster therapeutic
bonds and engagement, which may lead to improved mental-health outcomes (Farzan et
al., 2024). The significant number of users who express strong positivity towards Wysa
highlights the platform’s potential as an accessible and effective tool for mental-health
support, especially in contexts where traditional resources are limited or difficult to
access (Sinha et al., 2022).

Such positive engagement may foster not only improved mental health but also
greater resilience among students, equipping them with the emotional and psychological
resources to navigate academic and personal challenges (Edward & Warelow, 2005).
Resilience, often defined as the ability to bounce back from adversity (Srivastava,
2011), is crucial for students facing the pressures of academic life and broader societal
challenges. Furthermore, promoting mental-health literacy — the knowledge and
understanding of mental-health conditions — and help-seeking strategies can empower
students to proactively manage their well-being and build stronger support networks
(Grové, 2021). By increasing connections within the adaptive systems in a young person’s
life, mental-health literacy may promote resilience and positive well-being (Grové,
2021). This is particularly relevant in the context of a South African university, where
access to mental-health resources may be limited (Oghenekaro & Okoro, 2024). By
providing readily accessible and confidential support, Al chatbots can play a crucial role
in promoting student success and overall well-being. The results highlight the platform’s
potential as an accessible and effective tool for mental-health support, especially in
contexts where traditional resources are limited or difficult to access (Sinha et al., 2022).

Implications and future considerations

This study underscores the value of Al-powered mental-health tools as complementary
interventions to traditional support services in higher education. With growing evidence
supporting their impact on student well-being (Zhang, 2025), integrating digital tools
like Wysa into a hybrid support model offers a scalable way to meet diverse student
needs. The sustained engagement observed suggests that students benefit from Al tools
that foster emotional regulation and adaptive thinking, preparing them for complex
academic and social environments (Zhang, 2025).
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Future developments should focus on refining features using user data to address
specific mental-health concerns and gaps in mental-health literacy. According to TAM,
user engagement is closely linked to perceived usefulness and ease of use, suggesting
that personalised, context-specific content can significantly enhance adoption and
sustained usage (Nadal et al., 2020). Embedding educational modules within the app can
improve students’ understanding of mental health, making the platform more relevant
and valuable (Zhang, 2025). This approach aligns with the ToC framework, which
emphasises the importance of addressing foundational preconditions, such as digital
literacy and awareness, before achieving meaningful mental-health outcomes (Silva et
al., 2014). Personalised interventions that respond to students’ academic pressures,
emotional states, and help-seeking behaviours can further optimise outcomes,
promoting sustained behavioural change and improved well-being (Song & Hu, 2024;
Grové, 2021).

Additionally, specialised modules for vulnerable groups such as international
students, students with disabilities, and those with pre-existing mental-health conditions
are essential for improving perceived usefulness, a critical component of TAM (Ajibade,
2018). For these groups, interventions that foster a sense of personal alignment, such
as life-crafting approaches, may enhance motivation and resilience, supporting both
mental health and academic success (Studente et al., 2020). ToC further supports
this by highlighting the need for structured, goal-oriented interventions that address
specific user contexts to drive long-term impact (van der Schyff et al., 2023). Continuous
evaluation through feedback mechanisms, including in-app surveys or focus groups,
is also critical, as it allows for real-time assessment of user experiences and iterative
improvement, ensuring the platform remains responsive to changing student needs
(Manole et al., 2024).

Scalability and sustainability of Al interventions also depend on institutional
conditions. Adequate digital infrastructure, ongoing technical support, and training
for staff are necessary to maintain smooth integration with existing student support
services. Differences in digital literacy, resource availability, and policy environments
across universities must be considered when implementing similar platforms elsewhere
(Boucher et al., 2021). Embedding Al tools into broader mental-health policies and
support frameworks, as Wysa has been at this university, promotes institutional buy-in
and ensures long-term viability (Inkster et al., 2018). Ultimately, Al-driven solutions can
improve the accessibility, responsiveness, and contextual relevance of mental-health
support in South African higher education, contributing to an emerging global body of
knowledge on digital mental health in academic settings.

Conclusion and recommendations

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the Wysa Al chatbot has contributed
meaningfully to addressing student mental-health needs, especially during high-stress
periods. Its accessibility and user-friendly interface have supported a diverse student
population, although engagement varies across academic levels and faculties. While
adoption and satisfaction rates are generally positive, utilisation gaps, particularly among
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postgraduate students and those in high-pressure faculties, highlight areas requiring
further attention. To enhance effectiveness, institutions should invest in faculty-specific
awareness efforts, especially for first-year students, and improve communication about
data privacy to build trust among more cautious user groups. Adapting the chatbot’s
tools to align with the unique stress profiles of faculties such as law and dentistry,
and strengthening the integration between Al support and traditional counselling
services, will be essential. These measures can create a more responsive, trusted, and
comprehensive mental-health support system within South African higher education.
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