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STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH – WHAT ARE THE 
CHALLENGES? 

• There has been a fivefold increase in the number of students disclosing a mental health 

condition over the past decade.   

• The number of students dropping out of university with mental health problems has more 

than trebled in recent years (Universities UK, 2018, ‘Minding Our Future’).  

• Statutory health services have been unable to meet demand for mental health services leading 

to pressure on universities. 

• The Office of National Statistics figures show 95 recorded university student suicides for the 

12 months to July 2017 in England and Wales. This is lower than for the general population of 

similar ages, but does not include suicides among students at further education colleges.  

Suicide rates have fluctuated since 2001 although there are issues with data. 

 

 

 

 

 



WHY ARE WE SEEING THESE CHALLENGES? 

? Changing demographics.  Half of young adults will access higher education by the time they are thirty years old.  

75% of mental health problems are established by the age of 24. 

? The number of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds in HE has increased over the last five years.   

? Increasing numbers of children are reporting mental health problems.  NHS figures in 2017 showed that one in 

eight people under the age of 19 in England had a mental health problem. 

? Financial problems. 

? Anxiety about finding work after graduation. 

? Social media has been blamed for increased feelings of inadequacy and the pressure to be seen as successful.   

? Reduced stigma.  



WHAT IMPACT IS IT HAVING? 

• A Unite report in 2016 found that nearly a third of students with a mental health problem had 

considered leaving university (compared to 35% of those without a MHP). 

• There are concerns about suicide and there has been a media frenzy that has damaged the reputation of 

some universities and led to beliefs that HE study increases suicide risk. 

• Some HE staff experience a negative effect on their own wellbeing as a result of responding to the 

mental health needs of students (Hughes et al., 2018, Student Mental Health: The Role and Experiences of 

Academics). 

• The need for a ‘whole university’ approach to mental health and the prospect of a Mental Health 

Charter. 

• Traditional student counselling services are no longer able to meet demand both in terms of numbers 

and complexity. 

 

 





WHAT DO WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT 
‘MENTAL HEALTH’? 

• “A person’s condition with regard to their psychological and emotional well-being.” 

• Mental health problems range from the worries we all experience as part of everyday life to serious 

long-term conditions.  

• The majority of people who experience mental health problems can get over them or learn to live with 

them, especially if they get help early on. 

• Mental health problems are usually defined and classified to enable professionals to refer people for 

appropriate care and treatment. But some diagnoses are controversial and there is much concern in the 

mental health field that people are too often treated according to or described by their label. This can 

have a profound effect on their quality of life. Nevertheless, diagnoses remain the most usual way of 

dividing and classifying symptoms into groups. 

     (Mental Health Foundation) 

 



STRESS-VULNERABILITY MODEL  
(ZUBIN & SPRING, 1977) 



BRABBAN’S STRESS BUCKET 



WHAT DIFFICULTIES CAN INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS EXPERIENCE 
THAT COULD HAVE AN IMPACT ON THEIR MENTAL HEALTH? 

• Culture shock. 

• Language barriers. 

• Difficulties making friends, isolation and loneliness. 

• Feeling unsafe. 

• Limited or no access to healthcare. 

• Financial problems. 

• Homesickness. 

• Expectations not met. 

• Along with many other difficulties common to HE students such as relationship breakups, academic pressure, peer pressure, future career 

stress, lack of sleep, body image concerns, substance misuse, poor diet, lack of exercise, sexual or gender identity, bullying, bereavement, 

imposter syndrome, perfectionism, lack of routine, etc. etc. etc.   

 



EARLY INDICATORS THAT A STUDENT MAY BE 
EXPERIENCING MENTAL HEALTH DIFFICULTIES? 

• Different mental health problems affect people in different ways and it’s important to understand an 

individual’s experience.  See Mind for a useful A-Z of mental health problems and common symptoms 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/. 

• Students often report stress, panic attacks, excessive worrying, tearfulness, low mood or inability to 

concentrate. 

• Barriers to spotting early indicators in international students – many concerning signs are visible such as 

poor personal hygiene, disheveled appearance, substance misuse, lack of interaction with others, visible 

signs of anxiety, self harm, spending excessive time in the library, etc etc.   

• Indicators that you can pick up on at a distance – disengagement, concern expressed by others, speech 

(content, tone, rate), comments expressing hopelessness or helplessness, irritability, comments in emails, 

social media posts.  

• You may be the first point of contact for a student and need to feel confident in asking them about their 

mental health and in liaising with others.  Free online training is available at http://learning.cwmt.org.uk/  
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         WHAT NEXT?                                     

• It can be very stressful when faced with a student demonstrating signs of mental ill health or distress. 

• University staff are often very good at offering pastoral support but very few are experts in mental 

health issues.  It is important not to offer help that is beyond your role and to be clear about your 

boundaries. 

• When to signpost  -  how do you know when things have gone beyond a temporary upset? 

• This will be influenced by how well you know a student but changes in behaviour lasting more than a few 

days or a couple of weeks could indicate that they may need support and advice from a mental health or 

counselling professional.   

• If you don't know the student well, ask them how long they have been feeling or behaving like this and 

whether they have experienced this before.  This may help you to gauge how entrenched their current 

symptoms might be. 

 

 



HOW CAN YOU HELP?  WHAT CAN YOU DO?  

• If you have any concerns at all, always ask the student.  (MHFA:  ALGEE Acronym – Attend the one day HE course) 

• Work within your boundaries. 

• Understand confidentiality/Safeguarding (Who are your leads in your institution?)  

• Seek support and guidance. Better to ask and share concerns. 

• Find out about the support available so that you can signpost easily and efficiently. Know your institutions policies 

and procedures (Our examples: Leeds Beckett Crisis Protocols, Student Wellbeing Consultancy and Advice,  Student 

Support Network, SEMS, Fitness to Study) https://leedsbeckett.ac.uk/studentwellbeing/ 

• Build a directory of support options including apps https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/  

• (https://www.leeds.gov.uk/docs/CrisisCard.pdf / https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/ 

• Complete the Zero Suicide Alliance online training. 

• See the Charlie Waller Memorial Trust eLearning package at http://learning.cwmt.org.uk/ 

 

https://leedsbeckett.ac.uk/studentwellbeing/
https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/apps-library/category/mental-health/
https://www.leeds.gov.uk/docs/CrisisCard.pdf
https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/
https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/
https://www.mindwell-leeds.org.uk/
https://www.zerosuicidealliance.com/training/
http://learning.cwmt.org.uk/


WHAT CAN YOU DO TO REDUCE THE CHANCES OF 
STUDENTS DEVELOPING MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS? 

? Opportunity for the group to share good practice ideas.   

? ‘Pre-arrival’ info.  See Student Minds ‘Transitions’ document. 

? Support plans/RAPS (Disability Advice) 

? Regular check ins 

? Support available remotely – in house / external i.e kooth 

? Self help materials – easily accessible to signpost to 

? Institutional crisis protocols 

? Peer support, culture cafes.  

https://www.studentminds.org.uk/transitions.html


SOME SOURCES OF SUPPORT & INFORMATION 



LEEDS BECKETT STUDENT SUPPORT NETWORK 





ANY QUESTIONS? 


