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Wellbeing of postgraduate researchers

n Exploring the wellbeing and mental health and associated support 
services for postgraduate researchers, 2018

n Universities UK ‘Step Change’  framework for mental health

n Evaluation of the postgraduate researcher wellbeing and mental 
health Catalyst Fund programme   

https://re.ukri.org/news-events-publications/publications/postgraduate-
researchers-mental-health-and-wellbeing-report/

https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/stepchange

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/student-wellbeing-and-
protection/student-safety-and-wellbeing/what-are-we-doing/
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n Imposter syndrome / perfectionism
nSupervision issues

nFinances and visas
n Isolation

nWorkload and expectations
n Identity and role
nPersonal circumstances

Understanding the mental health and wellbeing 
in the UK PGR population: risk factors

https://re.ukri.org/news-events-publications/publications/postgraduate-
researchers-mental-health-and-wellbeing-report/
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Challenges in supporting PGR wellbeing

nLow disclosure rates to institution
n Sharing information with supervisors and other stakeholders

n Identifying potential problems early
n Knowing when to seek advice  / help (PGR and supervisors)

n Not wanting to put pressure on services with high UG demand

n Presenting with specific practical issues

nKnowing what is available

nNot relating to Student Services
n Falling between student and staff

nNot engaging with wider institutional culture and communities
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Step Change: Mental Health framework

n Whole institutional approach
n ‘Strong and strategic leadership, engagement of multiple constituencies and 

partners, and sustained prioritisation’
n Framework elements

n Leadership

n Data

n Staff

n Prevention

n Early intervention

n Support

n Transitions

n Partnership

nWithin the context of the researcher experience

6 https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/stepchange
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Institutional interventions

n Strategy for whole institutional approach (Universities UK framework)
n Culture of wellbeing from top down
n Senior leadership
n Workload models and staff performance
n Committing resources
n Evaluating progress

n Health literacy - prevention
n All staff and students 
n Particular attention to supervisors

n Help seeking – early intervention
n Creating a safe environment to raise concerns
n Knowing when to ask for help

n Appraisal and intervention 
n Knowing when help is needed
n Services targeted particularly for PGRs
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Catalyst Projects

n Funded through the Research England and Office for 
Students Catalyst Fund 

n 17 projects on the wellbeing and mental health of PhD 
researchers

nActivities include: 
- identifying needs
- peer support and mentoring
- training courses and other interventions
- supervisory relationships
- and links to NHS (National Health Service) support

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/student-wellbeing-and-
protection/student-safety-and-wellbeing/what-are-we-doing/



Catalyst outputs mapped to StepChange
Leadership Data Staff Prevention Early 

Intervention
Support 
Services

Transitions Partnership
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Emerging learning from Catalyst projects

• Importance	of	commitment	from	senior	management
• Challenges	of	PGR	engagement
• Attracting	a	diverse	PGR	population
• Wellbeing	by	stealth
• Importance	of	co-creation
• Engagement	with	supervisors	and	staff
• Flexible	and	organic	approaches	to	community	and	peer	
mentoring
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