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Promoting Positive Mental Health and Wellbeing for UCL PhD students 

Introduction- 

UCLU is very interested in supporting the wellbeing of UCL students and is currently undertaking 

research to asses the mental health needs of students by way of the ‘Student Psychological 

Wellbeing Questionnaire’. This widespread survey forms part of a review of Peer Support groups and 

the results should be available by June 2016.  

In the meantime, as the Postgraduate Students’ Officer, I have felt the need to make UCL staff more 

aware of the mental health needs of PhD students. While many students may suffer from stress and 

anxiety I am particularly interested in support for PhD students as their circumstances are unique. 

As rewarding as getting a PhD can be, a research degree programme is a large, self-motivated 4 year 

long process in isolation and it is known for consuming research students completely. Constant 

academic pressure may lead to lack of personal life, poor diet, sleep deprivation and exhaustion. 

PhD students may be more susceptible to stress, anxiety and depression. Research students may 

encounter unexpected issues surrounding data collection, financial setbacks and personal loses over 

the course of their degree as they tend to be older. Apart from academic stress, research students 

have bigger responsibilities, financial pressure, stress related to career choices and long term 

commitments. Mature research students also may have families, wherein they are extremely careful 

about what issues they can take home. 

Encouraging and facilitating peer support, sense of belonging and organising wellbeing events can 

help research students a great deal in coping with this overwhelming and isolated journey called 

‘ getting a PhD’. 

A closer look at the issues- 

1. Isolation: This emerges from the lack of regular and organised course and class structure. 

Undergraduates and Taught postgraduates benefit from lectures, seminars and placements. 

However, research students do not tend to meet in the same groups consistently, and social and 

personal interactions are thus limited.  

According to the 2015 PRES results, only 64% of respondents agreed that they had frequent 

opportunities to discuss research with other research students. Likewise, only 62% of respondents 

had opportunities to become involved in the wider research community, beyond their department. 

In a recent survey of UCL PhD students on space, one respondent noted “UCL is a great place to feel 

like an anonymous student who nobody cares about.” Several comments noted how difficult it was 

to meet other researchers and how isolated they felt.  

2. Unhealthy academic culture: Research students come to UCL with the feeling that a PhD is not be 

taken lightly. There is a common understanding that one must lose sleep to get papers published 

and present at conferences while working towards completing their research at all costs.  
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An anonymous academic explains in The Guardian, “We have all joked about seeing the sleeping bag 

tucked under the lab bench. These issues are common. Shockingly, they are also commonly accepted. 

 

Many PhD students take the view that if you're not doing overnight experiments, missing meals, or 

binge drinking, you're not doing it right.” 

At a research intensive university such as UCL this attitude is prevalent and PhD students often see 

post-docs and research colleagues under stress, not prioritising their mental health. Additionally, the 

stigma attached to mental illnesses restricts many students from reaching out for help or even 

admitting or sharing their problems with peers or family members. 

3. Support from supervisors: During the entire course of the programme one person with whom a 

research student has a constant and regular interaction and relation is the supervisor. The synergy 

with the supervisor makes a whole world of difference to the student and hence criticism or 

encouragement from the supervisor can have a deep mental impact on the student. While there has 

been an improvement over the years with student satisfaction of supervisors, there is a still 

insufficient training in pastoral care for a supervisory team.  

Research into the supervisory arrangements and the effect of Graduate mental health at the 

University of California Berkeley revealed, that for supervisors, there is “tremendous pressure to 

produce publications—both the university’s reputation and their own research funding and job 

security depend on their scholarly productivity. This pressure creates a strong incentive for faculty to 

prioritize research results above all else, sometimes at the cost of their students’ wellbeing.”  

Supervisors are not adequately trained to be empathetic listeners and supportive of PhD mental 

health problems.   

4. Imposter syndrome:  UCL PhD students are clearly very bright and successful to have gained entry 

onto a research degree programme. However, students can often feel inferior or incompetent. 

Imposter syndrome is when people feel like frauds as they attribute their success so far to luck 

rather than their hard work. This can be more common female students and in minority groups.  

GradPSYCH magazine’s November 2013 cover story was devoted to this issue, stating that “differing 

in any way from the majority of your peers — whether by race, gender, sexual orientation or some 

other characteristic — can fuel the sense of being a fraud.” The article also explained the links 

between imposter syndrome and perfectionism: “The impostor phenomenon and perfectionism 

often go hand in hand. So-called impostors think every task they tackle has to be done perfectly, and 

they rarely ask for help.” 

5. Communication:  Support services from around UCL are disjointed and can be confusing to 

navigate. The student mediator, Right and Advice, Doctoral School, Student Psychological Services all 

offer some form of support to PhD students. There is a lack of comprehensive website which 

discusses some of the issues PhD students might be experiencing with the appropriate service 

suggested.  
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6. Space:  For UCL PhD students, space is a huge issue. This is compounded in terms of mental health, 

because they often do not feel valued if they are not allocated a desk. Sometimes, as well, they are 

asked to work from home from their cramped London accommodation. A number of students 

expressed dissatisfaction in our recent space survey:  

“[There] is not enough space. Consequently, I spend most of my time working from home which is 

not ideal. Having an allocated desk and space would help me regulate my working hours, and create 

more of an environment of rest in my small flat which would greatly benefit my mental health.” 

“I think my main complaint has been the absence of a personal desk with a desktop computer where 

I can leave my stuff, develop a sense of belonging and study quietly for long hours. PhD research is 

already a very isolating process and you definitely need such space to keep feeling motivated 

without being overwhelmed. More importantly, the absence of an office make you question the 

value that is given to you as a research student.” 

“The desk issue is really starting to upset me… the department is trying to release some of the 

pressure by having as many PhD students as possible working from home. I did it for the first 6 

months of my PhD and I don't think it is too problematic when it is temporary (it has obvious 

disadvantages such as being isolated and less productive, but sometimes it is also convenient to be 

at home). But mostly I wouldn't find it problematic if accommodation wasn't such a serious issue in 

London. My ‘home’ currently consist of a 12m2 single room in a UCL student accommodation that I 

pay 800£ a month.”  

Hotdesking is a common practice amongst UCL departments for PhD students. Not having an 

allocated space added additional stress. Student comments included:  

“Having to ‘fight’ for a desk every day is exhausting and quite stressful, especially if you need 

computers with certain programmes.” 

“I don't think it is acceptable to have to ‘fight’ for a place to work everyday. Personally, I try to arrive 

everyday very early to have my space to work comfortable but this situation just makes my PhD time 

more stressful.” 

Students were also concerned about the lack of social space allocated to them, particularly from 

those based away from the main campus.  

Suggested solutions- 

1. Promote wellbeing for academics- If, as we believe, postgraduate research students tend to mirror 

academic staff lifestyle, then promotion of wellbeing for academics is necessary. We are especially 

interested in supporting early career researchers and post-docs who may be missing out on the 

support that students receive.  

2. Create  research groups and promote social events- Encouraging peer support groups among 

graduate students to meet often and promote a sense of community can prove very useful. The 

reasons to meet could revolve around various themes such as- presentations on different research 

topics, watching a documentary together followed by a discussion, sharing new advancements in the 

field and more. 
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We have heard of several successful research networks based in departments and faculties. For 

example, there is an active group in the Bartlett. However, we have also heard from students who 

have requested funding and support to create research groups and networks in their faculties and 

departments and not had much support. We would like all faculties to be proactive in establishing 

research networks for PhD students to participate in.  

Supervisors and Graduate Tutors can also promote the social calendar of the Postgraduate 

Association. Events such as ‘share your story’, ‘shut up and write’, our monthly pub quiz and the 3 

Minute Thesis Competition are all appealing to PhD students, however, require more publicity.  

3. Peer Support or Mentoring- Training student volunteers in peer monitoring and support, who act 

as first point of support and human sign posts for various services available internally and externally 

could be extremely beneficial. The UCLU Peer support project aims to asses the needs and wants of 

students for peer support and therefore this could be a resource for PGR students.  

Similarly, we’d like to recommend a mentoring or coaching scheme, possibly involving staff. The staff 

or student members could have adequate training in active listening and empathy. This could ease 

the pressure off supervisors; through requiring them to complete this training would also be 

advisable.  

4. Realistic expectations:  PhD students should have realistic expectation about what to expect when 

they start their PhD. We should consider revamping the induction which could help them identify 

problems or changes within themselves and seek help proactively. This should also include 

information regarding the available help and support and could take several forms.   Clear and 

accessible information is important.  

5. Keep calm and keep researching- Organising specific wellbeing events by the Doctoral School, 

within faculties and within UCLU such as meditation/ mindfulness and yoga workshops will promote 

self-care. 

6. Space- It is imperative that UCL PhD students feel valued and that we combat isolation by 

allocating PhD students appropriate space. Where hotdesks are necessary, we must have a fair 

system in place and lockers available. We should also prioritise social space for PhD students, 

especially those away from the main Bloomsbury campus.  

We should give further consideration to redecorating some of our existing spaces for postgraduates. 

One student from our space survey commented: “The only room [my department] does have, apart 

from the common room, which is not required to be silent, is a horrible, dark basement room (I call 

it the ‘slit your throat room’), which is very depressing. I am unable to study in that room. The first 

term of my PhD (last term), was quite frankly wrecked by this inadequate provision of spaces.”  

Our spaces should have natural light where possible and/or consider the use of SAD lamps. We 

should also aim to have comfortable seating, circulation and plants where possible.  

Conclusion- 

UCL PhD students are suffering. However, there are several recommendations which could help 

increase their wellbeing and positively impact their mental health. We hope to further engage in this 
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topic with the Doctoral School’s Mental Health Working Group and with UCLU’s Peer Support project 

board. In the meantime, we hope you will consider these recommendations. As a result, more UCL 

students may feel that UCL is, “a great place to feel like a valued student who is cared about.” 

References- 

1. Stanley, Nick., and Manthrope, Jill. Students’ Mental Health Needs: Problems and 

Responses. London and New York: Jessica Kinglsey Publishers, 2002. 

2. Mental Health of Students in Higher Education. College report CR166. London.  Royal 

College of Psychiatrists, September, 2011. 

3. Walker, Jennifer. “There is an awful cost to getting a PhD that no talks about!”. 

QUARTZ. November 12, 2015. 

4. Djokic, Denia., Liounis, Sebastien. “This is your mind on Grad school”. Berkley Science 

Review. April 27, 2014. 

5. Arnold, Carrie. “Paying Graduate School’s Mental Toll”. Science. February 4, 2014. 

6. Anonymous academic. “There is a culture of acceptance around mental health issues 

in academia”. The Guardian. March 1, 2014. 

7. Weir, Kristin. “Feel like a Fraud,” GradPSYCH magazine.  November 2013 

 


