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Overview 

• Context 

• The study 

• Findings 
– Transition 

– Staff-student relationships 

– The challenge of navigating HE with a mental health 
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– Stigma 
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“at increased risk of a range of negative life outcomes” (Gibb, Fergusson & Horwood, 2010, p.127) 

Lifetime rate of any mental disorder among 19-24 year olds  
(Cannon et al., 2013) 



‘fully understand the overall experience of these students’ (Gibson, 2012, p.354) 



The Study 

• Phenomenology 

• Small sample size (depth rather 

than breadth) 

• Understanding - a description 
which reawakens or ‘re-
presents’ the nature of an 
experience in a fuller and 
deeper manner 

 

 

 

 



The Study 

Name Sex Field of study Disclosed? 

Gillian Female Art & Design No 

Áine Female Humanities No 

Alan Male Psychology No 

Lucy Female Humanities No 

Bobby Male Business Yes 

6 Major themes: 
• Transition 
• Staff-student relationships 
• The challenge of navigating HE with a mental health 

problem 
• Stigma 
• Disclosure 
• Shame 



Transition 

 
In May you’re a school student and over the summer you’re expected to grow up 
and get with the programme and suddenly figure it all out and start off in 
September and know how to do all these things (Alan) 
 
It can be very hard…you can be left behind so easily in university. You 
definitely…you just need that stepping stone so you do. Like learning to swim 
you’re not chucked into the deep end and told ‘swim!’ (Alan) 
 

You get your results and then all of a 
sudden you’re away to college and that’s 
very quick, whereas in my mind I hadn’t 
prepared myself for that…it’s scary and I 
just wasn’t ready for it (Áine) 



Staff-Student Relationships 

[I felt] very much anonymous…you were just another email in their [staff] inbox or just 

like another student…they didn’t know you by name or…or…I suppose if you were to 

disappear no-one would have known…you would just be another name, you wouldn’t 

be a person or anything like that so I suppose that made it difficult [to ask for help] 

(Áine) 

 



Staff-Student Relationships 

If they are more approachable, they don’t have to be your best friend, they 
don’t have to have lunch with you, but if you feel you could actually, even 
email them, or talk to them and say I’m having difficulties with this…I think 
that makes a huge difference (Gillian) 

 

 

 



The challenge of navigating HE with a mental 
health problem 

I slept A LOT [student emphasis] during my college years (laugh). Um, 
like if I spent a day in college I would have to go straight to bed when I 
came back because I was exhausted and….I really beat myself up about 
that because I thought I was being lazy cos everyone else could go out 
and have this amazing social life whereas it really drained me even just 
to do normal things (Áine) 

 

One of the biggest challenges I found with the assessments was being 
consistent in my work, in doing something every day… my moods didn’t 
help that… I mean from the outside you could just assume then that I 
was lazy but in a lot of ways I was just trying to do the best I could do 
given the circumstances (Bobby) 

 

 



Stigma 

‘any attribute, trait or disorder that marks 
an individual as being unacceptably 
different from the ‘normal’ people with 
whom he or she routinely interacts, and 
that elicits some form of community 
sanction’  

(Thornicroft, 2006, p.10) 

 

admitting to having a problem or being a bit 
down or depressed, there is a stigma with 
that because you’re meant to be having the 
time of your life (Áine) 

 

 



Stigma (2) 

it doesn’t matter what university or 
where you go you always know where 
the counselling section of the university 
is. And it’s always down a small 
corridor and, like, you never want to 
walk down that corridor because 
people are going to see you going 
down there. People do notice and look 
at you twice. Like, even in this day and 
age where, you know, the whole 
mental health idea is supposed to be 
more open, it isn’t really (Alan) 

 



Disclosure 

I didn’t feel I could let anyone else in on ‘the secret’ (Áine) 

 

I would just be…I would be very afraid of it [disclosing]. If a job ever comes up and they 
[potential employers] ask them about me, does there come a point where they 
[lecturers] can turn around and say ‘well actually he struggled at times because of 
such and such an issue’ (Alan) 

 

I stubbornly didn’t take a lot of what [the disability support service] offered because... I 
wanted to be more normal. I kept thinking ‘the others don’t need this, why are they 
giving me this special help?’ (Bobby) 

 



Shame 

I didn’t want to be the weak person for asking for that 
[support] and in my opinion it would have been that I was 
being weak…it would have been…like I’d given in (Áine) 

 

it was the shame that kept me in check, you know, cos I 
kept thinking ‘you’re being weak, this is weakness’ 
(Bobby) 

 

I would feel that [shame] still…I rarely tell people what 
happened to me, it’s definitely like an elephant in the 
room (Bobby) 

 



Shame (2) 

• ‘shame, perhaps more than any other emotion, stops us from 
seeking help’ (Gilbert, 2009, p.373) 

 

• Shame (Skam) – to hide 

 

• Many components: 
– External shame 

– Internal shame 

– Emotions 

– Behaviours 

 

 



Managing shame 

• Compensation 
– A lot of times when you are shameful of yourself it’s because you have underlying, I 

don’t know, self-hatred or an underlying sense of defectiveness and you’re trying to 
compensate, you feel the pressure compensates, you know (Bobby) 

– I suppose in my experience a lot of people who have had similar experiences to 
myself are high achievers so I don’t know…a lot of the pressure comes from within, 
it’s not always external pressure (Áine) 

– I think that university is probably one of the hardest times that you ever experience 
because there’s so much expectation upon you, there is an awful lot of pressure put 
on you…like…you are always judged in university (Alan) 

– I was under serious pressure and stress, all self-imposed. It was like this private hell 
that I created (Bobby) 



Managing Shame (2) 

• Concealment 
– I didn’t feel I could let anyone else in on ‘the secret’ (Áine) 

– I would feel that [shame] still…I rarely tell people about what happened to me, it’s 
definitely like an elephant in the room (Bobby) 

 

 



Managing Shame - Compassion 

• Compassion  
– ‘being sensitive to the suffering of self and others with a deep 

commitment to try to prevent and relieve it’ (HH Dalai Lama, 1995) 

– Empathy + action 

 

 

 

‘The ability to understand the feelings of another’  
 



Understanding is perhaps one of the most important gifts one human can give to 

another. If we learn not only with our minds but with our spirits, the meanings of 

experience, we might better be able to say ‘I understand’. [...] Isn’t that what we 

all wish for – to be understood?  
(Munhall, 1994, p.170) 



Thank you! 
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