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A global challenge
Loneliness, mental health, and a need to belong

LONELINESS

52%
High levels of loneliness

U.S. college students
Healthy Minds Study, 2024–2025

MENTAL HEALTH

37% 32%
Depression Anxiety

Moderate to severe symptoms
U.S. college students

SCHOOL BELONGING

About

25%
Do not feel they
belong at school
15-year-olds · OECD average
PISA 2022

Selected populations, not worldwide prevalence. Measures differ; anxiety and depression overlap.

Source: Healthy Minds Study (2024–2025)   |   OECD PISA 2022, Table 5.1

https://sph.umich.edu/news/2025posts/college-student-mental-health-third-consecutive-year-improvement.html
https://www.gov.scot/publications/programme-international-student-assessment-pisa-2022-highlights-scotlands-results/pages/6/


Faculty and advisors can promote belonging and success.

Belonging
Working-class first-generation students
with staff mentors report greater belonging.
Soria et al. (2024)  |  Matched comparison

Persistence
Assigned college mentors were linked
to staying in college.
Hu & Ma (2010)  |  Observational study

Graduation

Mentored program (n = 490)

Comparison (n = 490)

59.0%
50.2%

Faculty-mentored research 
Nerio et al. (2019), graduation

https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2022.2147012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2022.2147012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2022.2147012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2022.2147012
https://doi.org/10.1080/19496591.2022.2147012
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-9147-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-9147-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-9147-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-9147-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-010-9147-7
https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.19-02-0042


5

Peer mentoring and technology can affordably scale this
support

Peer
mentoring

Belonging and confidence
Female mentors protected both in women in engineering
Dennehy & Dasgupta (2017)  |  Randomized trial

Graduation
Higher completion rates among first-year participants
Boutakidis et al. (2024)  |  Matched comparison

Emotional well-being
Less negative affect in a mentored cohort
Collings et al. (2014)  |  Nonrandomized comparison

Belonging, GPA and well-being
Technology-enhanced mentoring linked to better outcomes
Werntz et al. (2026)  |  Observational study

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1613117114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1613117114
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https://doi.org/10.1108/IJMCE-03-2025-0027
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Natasha Singer, The New York Times, June 7, 2025

UK UNDERGRADUATES · 2026 REPORT

95%
used AI in at least one way

15%
used AI for friendship, company,
advice or tackling loneliness

1,054 full-time UK undergraduates
Survey conducted December 2025

8

Enter Chatbots....

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/07/technology/chatgpt-openai-colleges.html


Student-Facing Chatbots

Source: Common Sense Media (2025), Talk, Trust, and Trade-Offs, Q9
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1 in 3
teen AI-companion users chose AI
instead of a person to discuss
something important or serious

n = 758 AI users · U.S. ages 13–17 · 2025
At least once, not necessarily regularly

MIT / OpenAI
Heavier voluntary use was linked to
more loneliness and dependence,
and less human social interaction.

n = 981 · four weeks · 2025 preprint
Usage-intensity association, not a causal effect

Different samples and designs; these findings do not establish that AI causes loneliness.

Source: Fang et al. (2025), How AI and Human Behaviors Shape Psychosocial Effects of Extended Chatbot Use

https://www.commonsensemedia.org/sites/default/files/research/talk-trust-and-trade-offs_2025_toplines.pdf
https://arxiv.org/abs/2503.17473


Human-in-the-Loop

AI-generated response

Retrospective
Infrequent

Generative AI Mentor Student
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Lost Opportunities for Connection

Source: A-State (2025)   |   WGU Labs (2026)   |   Rhodes (2026), Vouching towards Bethlehem
12

22%
Skipped an advisor meeting
because AI had answered their question

N = 412 U.S. college students who used AI
Exploratory, nonrepresentative survey · 2025

33%
Turned to chatbots
instead of staff or faculty
N = 545 WGU students · mean age 35.8
One online university · 2026 report

Self-reported substitution, not evidence of a national decline in advisor meetings.

https://degree.astate.edu/online-programs/education/master-of-science/ed-leadership/ai-academic-guidance-reliability/
https://wgulabs.org/posts/trust-technology-and-the-human-touch-how-wgu-students-navigate-ai-in-their-education
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1855989
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Student struggle to find support
Students navigate complex systems with limited guidance

Student

→ Office of Global Programs
→ Center for Academic Excellence
→ Subject Tutoring Program
→ Career Services & Internships
→ Student Success Fellowships
→ University Health Services
→ Counseling Center
→ Office of National and International Fellowships
→ Student Equity, Access, and Success (SEAS)
→ Asian American Resource Office
→ Student Employment
→ University Advising Center
→ Student Success Center
→ Financial Counseling Staff
→ Career Resource Library
→ Office of Research & Sponsored Programs (ORSP)
→ Office of Student Activities
→ Fitness & Wellness
→ Office of Urban and Off-Campus Support Services

48% of students used
no campus supports <40%

reported having a mentor
who encouraged
their goals and dreams

>300 students per 
primary-role advisor

Source: Hope Center (2025) Gallup–Lumina (2026), p. 5 Tyton Partners (2024), p. 20

https://hope.temple.edu/sites/hope/files/media/document/TheHopeCenter_SurveyReport_2025-3.pdf
https://www.luminafoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/alumni-perspectives-on-higher-education-experiences-outcomes-and-value-2026-1.pdf
https://4213961.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/4213961/Publications/Driving%20Toward%20a%20Degree/2024%20Driving%20Toward%20a%20Degree.pdf




Course completion is linked to student success

Adjusted odds ratios

3.42×
the adjusted odds of
four-year graduation

Students who passed
Connected Scholars

Compared with other students
UMass Boston

1.86

1-year
retention
N = 11,284

1.96

2-year
retention
N = 10,979

3.42

4-year
graduation

N = 13,392

2.84

6-year
graduation
N = 13,392

Adjusted observational associations, not causal effects. Ns are total analytic samples.

Source: Hersch et al. (2026), American Journal of Community Psychology
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https://doi.org/10.1002/ajcp.70027


Human-in-the-Loop

AI-generated response

Retrospective
Infrequent

Generative AI Mentor Student
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Human-at-the-Helm

Synthesized insights
Mentor review only

Prompts and
feedback

Personalized
mentor response

Data sources

Research and
expert guidance

Mentor–student
conversations

Mentor notes

Institutional
data

Reduce cognitive load. Scale human support.

Generative AI Mentor Student

Source: Rhodes (2026), Human-at-the-Helm
12

https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2026.2683481


Thank you

“We each have the power to create belonging
out there in the world.”

Geoffrey L. Cohen
Belonging (2022)

Source: Cohen, Next Big Idea Club (2022)

Continue the conversation

Vouching towards Bethlehem:
what colleges and universities
owe students in the age of AI

Rhodes, J. E. (2026)
Frontiers in Education, 11, 1855989

https://nextbigideaclub.com/magazine/belonging-science-creating-connection-bridging-divides-bookbite/37060/
https://nextbigideaclub.com/magazine/belonging-science-creating-connection-bridging-divides-bookbite/37060/
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1855989
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