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Introduction 

 

In March 2018, the Cambridge Union held a debate entitled This House is Finally Talking Mental 

Health. That evening unknowingly kick-started what was to become Feeling Blue?, with the first 

interviews scheduled and the first team members assembled soon after.  

 

Such was the desire to talk about and investigate mental health from students at Cambridge, that the 

documentary process was self-perpetuating.  Every person we spoke to led to debate amongst the 

documentary team, changing opinions, and, above all, every interview led to another interview. The 

project rapidly snowballed into contributions from high-ranking administrative staff, scores of 

Freedom of Information Requests, analysis of all available student articles and surveys and hundreds 

of pages of University committee minutes, and conversations with anonymous sources, alongside 

interviews with dozens of students from all walks of life. For those to whom we could not get a camera, 

we asked them to send in their own clips and have their say. 

 

The culmination was a collection of interview transcripts exceeding 120,000 words, as well as several 

statistical analyses. Balancing both the very real stories of student interviewees and a nuanced and in-

depth discussion of the administrative system was an incredibly difficult task - one which took months 

of writing and almost a dozen redrafts. The finished product, this document, along with a 54 minute 

documentary film (free to watch at www.feelingbluedoc.com), aims to present this information with 

depth and breadth. The film positions itself as a more emotive, experiential understanding of the 

issues. This document takes a more methodical and open-ended approach, with a series of key 

findings, each accompanied by relevant questions.  

 

Just as we are aware of our creative shortcomings in the film, we are conscious that this document is 

far from a scientific analysis. Our qualitative research was informal, statistically limited and partially 

self-selected. Despite our best efforts, we have not been able to explore certain issues as thoroughly 

as we would like: the unique mental health experiences of BME students being one such example, 

graduate students being another.  

 

These shortcomings are why we have deliberately refrained from making conclusions, why we are not 

claiming to be a definitive journalistic endeavour, and why we have not framed our research as the 

end of the discussion - far from it, we implore the University to recognise our findings in their context, 

and to answer our questions in whatever form its members should deem appropriate. We appreciate 

the time and effort it will take the University to do this formally, and so we would be happy to return 

to Cambridge to record a further interview in which these unanswered questions are responded to. 

We will, of course, publish a University response, in any form, as an addendum to our film.  

 

We believe that the Feeling Blue? project provides a genuine snapshot into the way mental health is 

experienced at Cambridge, and we hope that it will be engaged with as such. 

https://www.feelingbluedoc.com/
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List of Sources 

Qualitative evidence: interviews 

These were a series in-depth, face-to-face interviews conducted by the Feeling Blue? documentary 

team over the course of 9 months. Some were self-selected contributors who contacted the team, 

others were approached by the team, to ensure a range of viewpoints. All descriptions are correct to 

the date of interview.  

 

Cambridge University staff: 

- Prof. Simon Baron-Cohen, Professor of Developmental Psychopathology; Director, 

Autism Research Centre  

- J. Brighting, College Nurse 

- J. Caisley, PhD candidate and undergraduate supervisor 

- Dr Lucy Delap, Lecturer, Modern British History; Director of Studies, Murray Edwards 

College  

- K. Holland, University Counsellor 

- M. Laud, College Porter   

- Dr Richard Partington, Senior Tutor, Churchill College; Director of Studies, History; 

Chair of the Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance 

- Prof. Graham Virgo, Senior Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Education; Senior Tutor, Downing 

College 2003-13 

- Dr Mark Wormald, Secretary of the Senior Tutor’s Committee; Senior Tutor, 

Pembroke College 2000-16  

 

- Anonymous Director of Studies (DoS) 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor  

 

Cambridge University students: 

- Adam, Finalist, Medicine 

- Ben, Finalist, Science Subject, Choral Scholar, Trinity College Choir, 2016-19   

- Christopher, Finalist, Humanities Subject  

- Connor, Finalist, Humanities Subject, College Welfare Officer 

- Emrys, Finalist, Humanities Subject; CUSU Disabled Students’ Officer 2018-19 

- Evie, Finalist, Humanities Subject, CUSU President 2018-19 

- Georgia, Second Year, Humanities Subject 

- Jonah, Graduate, Humanities Subject, President Cambridge Union 2017-18 

- Kate, Second Year, Humanities Subject, Captain CU Women’s Rugby Club 2018-19   

- Keir, Graduate, Science Subject; College Welfare Officer; President, Student Minds, 

Cambridge; Founding President, Open Minds, Cambridge; President, Conscious, the 

Oxbridge Mental Health Charity  

- Leah, Second Year, Humanities Subject 

- Lily, Finalist, Humanities Subject, Co-Producer, Feeling Blue? 

- Matt, PhD, Development Studies  
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- Micha, Graduate, Humanities Subject, CUSU Welfare and Rights Officer 2017-18 

- Michael, Finalist, Medicine  

- Peter, Fresher, Humanities Subject   

- Sam, Finalist, Engineering, Rower CU Boat Club, 2015-17 

- Sarra, Cambridge Matriculant 2011, refused permission to resume studies after an 

examination immediately following intermission   

 

Qualitative evidence: submitted statement contributions 

These were video contributions submitted in response to social media requests by the Feeling Blue? 

team for students to explain what they think about the way mental health is experienced in 

Cambridge. These were self-selecting. The total number received was 39. They are referred to 

throughout this document as Contributor [number] to preserve their anonymity. 

 

Freedom of Information requests (FOI) 

Submitted by the Feeling Blue? team between August and October 2018.  

 

Quantitative evidence: survey reports 

- The Big Cambridge Survey Report, 2016-17 (BCSR 16-17) 

- 3427 respondents, representing each college and tripos, 67% of whom were 

undergraduates 

- The Big Robinson Survey, 2018-19 (BRS 18-19) 

- Survey of undergraduate and graduate students at Robinson College, 44% of 

undergraduates within the college responded 

- The Times Higher Education Student Experience Survey, 2018 

- Based on the responses of 20,251 undergraduates;  116 universities included 

- The Tab, UK University Mental Health Rankings 

- Assessed UK universities’ ability to care for students with mental health issues, using 

student surveys (satisfaction) and Freedom of Information requests (finances); 47 UK 

universities included 

- Murray Edwards Student Collective Rent Survey, 2018, 148 respondents  

 

University documents 

- Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy, 2018-21 (SMHWS 18-21) 

- Minutes from University committees: Senior Tutors’ Committee, Senior Tutors’ Standing 

Committee on Welfare and Finance 

- University of Cambridge Reports and Financial Statements, 2018 

- ‘When to Refer’, A Faculty and Department Guide to helping undergraduate and postgraduate 

students access the right pastoral support at the right time, 2018 

- University Counselling Service Annual Report 2016-17 

 

Newspapers 

- The Guardian  

- The Tab 

- Varsity 
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1. Cambridge University Culture 

a) Frustrations and desire for change 

 

Finding: Among many of the students we interviewed, there is a general feeling that the 

collegiate University has, to date, significantly underperformed against the levels of both 

preventative and curative care which could, with a comparatively small degree of effort and 

funding, be attained. 

 

One of the primary reasons for this document, and the film that accompanies it, is that a number of 

students believe that the collegiate University is in a position to improve the wellbeing of students, 

and consequently the consistent quality of their study and research, by seriously re-examining 

priorities. A large proportion of students interviewed, and many more of those who sent in their 

statements, made it clear that with regards to mental health awareness and attitudes, they felt as 

though Cambridge could do much more. 

 

Evidence: 
- Times Higher Education Student Experience Survey, 2018: Cambridge ranked 4th for academic 

experience, yet 41st for quality of welfare support. 

 

- Evie - ‘Mental health in Cambridge is a massive issue and not enough is being done - the Senior 

Tutors just don’t care enough, finance is running out, and it’s just not good enough.’ 

- Kate - ‘I think Cambridge needs to hold itself to higher standards and do more to destigmatize 

mental health issues.’ 

- Matt - ‘I suffer from PTSD, and I have found that at Cambridge there aren't necessarily the 

right avenues to address the kind of baggage that comes with having mental health issues - 

whether you have found that you acquired them here at Cambridge or from outside, I think 

there’s a responsibility from a top institution like this to address this issue amongst their 

students.’ 

- Micha - ‘I wish that there was more awareness of services like the Students Unions Advice 

Service in Cambridge because it's such a useful service that's available to any student at the 

University and I feel like not enough students know about it.’ 

- Contributor 55 - ‘I would like the University to get its act together with regards to mental 

health issues. Because a university that asks so much of its students and puts them under so 

much stress, should at least be there when sh*t hits the fan for them.’  

- Contributor 43 - ‘I believe that currently the culture of this University exacerbates mental 

health problems.’   

- Contributor 53 - ‘I think that mental health at Cambridge is a really serious issue. I think that 

the University need to do more to actively advertise the help that’s available and provide help 

in a way such that every student can have the best possible experience at university.’  
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- Contributor 3 - ‘It’s high time for Cambridge University to take a step forwards and dare to 

bring mental health onto the agenda. The University holds a position of great influence over 

many young lives, and rather than contributing to making mental health a taboo, the 

University should openly address the challenges faced by so many of its students.’  

- Contributor 48 - ‘The world of mental health problems is one... only made worse by how 

difficult it can be to get help, especially here at university. It’s a big issue and it needs to be 

taken seriously.’  

- Contributor 24 - ‘I believe that it’s vital we change the way we talk about mental health at 

Cambridge - students these days are under so much social, academic and financial pressure, 

and I’ve seen first hand how difficult it is to live with mental illness, alongside your studies.’  

- Contributor 19 - ‘I think mental health at Cambridge is an important issue because I feel it’s 

the elephant in the room. Everyone knows about the issues, but it’s often ignored at the 

University and the College levels, unfortunately.’  

- Contributor 20 - ‘I am aware of the various services that the University of Cambridge already 

offers, however, I do believe that there’s still a considerable amount that could be done.’ 

- Contributor 35 - ‘I am aware providing adequate support for people with mental health 

concerns in Cambridge is not forthcoming and in fact it's often the exception, and putting 

mental health first should never be the exception, it should always be the rule. Mental health 

assistance should always take precedence over any kind of academic pressure.’ 

 

These frustrations seem to clash with the high level of resources Cambridge spends on mental health 

per student, and seems to suggest the issue is more to do with the general atmosphere created by 

University culture. 
 

Evidence: 
- The Tab, UK University Mental Health Survey 2017 - Cambridge ranked 3rd highest on welfare 

spending per student (Cambridge spent £38.96 per student on mental health in 2017, 

significantly higher than the national average of £21.80), yet it came 27th in student mental 

health satisfaction. 

 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor -  ‘The University gets very combative and throws up the 

shields when students start questioning this because it feels like it's being attacked or colleges 

feel like they're being attacked or blamed for something on a personal level. But they're not. 

Students just want it explained to us why it's difficult.’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘Whether we’re spending the money in exactly the right way in the University 

in terms of student welfare is an open question… with finite resources, because realistically 

university incomes are not growing significantly, and with greater and greater pull in terms of 

need around student mental ill-health and disability and other things, we may need to take 

new strategic approaches to get the best value out of what we’re doing. I think we can’t simply 

keep paying out more and more money in the same way, we’re going to have to think about 

things a little more radically, and some of that could involve some serious thinking about the 

wider dimensions and what the University does. We spend a huge amount of money on the 

admissions process, the undergraduate admissions process, and upon undergraduate 

widening participation, and I think it would be appropriate for us to say: are we spending these 

millions of pounds in the most effective way?’ 
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Questions: 
- The Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018-21 (SMHWS 18-21) commits to 

improving communication between the constituent parts of the University’s numerous 

wellbeing services and to engage with external stakeholders. It also commits to “a deep-

dive ‘system analysis’, with a focus on the student perspective.” Does the University plan 

to take the above student perspectives into account when redesigning communications 

infrastructure?  

- Does the University plan to examine the efficacy with which its wellbeing policies and 

service availability are communicated to students?  

 

b) Workload 

 

Finding: Workload requirements and expectations are often unclear to students. Some 

students feel as though an increase in clarity could reduce levels of work-related stress.  

 

In our interviews, students and staff alike discussed workload in uncertain terms, with expectations 

of amount, frequency and quality of work not always made clear by supervisors or Directors of 

Studies. For example, students reported overlapping essay deadlines and reading lists that were 

deliberately impossible to complete in full. Views differed on whether or not it was acceptable to 

ask for deadline extensions or to complete only part of a reading list, as did outcomes once 

extensions were requested.   

 

Evidence: 
- BCSR 16-17 - 44% undergrads thought that their workload was manageable and healthy, 

falling to 34% of mature undergrads (mature students often face financial barriers: they are 

more likely to fund their studies with paid work, or to have families to support alongside 

study), falling further to 28% of self-defined disabled students.  

- Workload Working Group 2016 - It is understood that a Working Group report on 

undergraduate workload was completed in Easter Term 2016, but the Feeling Blue? team has 

been unable to gain access to this report. 

 

- Dr Partington - ‘I think there are some problems with excess workload in some subjects.’ 

- Lily - ‘When I got to Cambridge, in my first term I had 16 essays in 8 weeks […] it’s a bit of a 

joke amongst my friends that there are always people crying in the library.’ 

- Jonah - ‘One that probably everyone says: I think the workload is immense.’ 

- Keir - ‘After my first term I’d basically done an entire first-year chemistry, biochemistry and 

physiology course.’ 

- M. Laud - ‘I didn’t realise until I came here just how hard the students worked.’ 
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- Anonymous DoS - ‘I used to get students sending me essays at like 4 or 5 in the morning—or 

getting emails at 6 saying “oh I’m not finished” […] it really worries me, but obviously I’ve done 

it myself, staying up all night to finish an essay.’ 

- Jonah - ‘[during a period of mental health concerns] I had [a supervisor] who basically let me 

off all my essays, but there were others who felt still compelled to give me the full whammy 

of work.’ 

- Contributor 56 - ‘In Lent of second year vets [at my college] had 9ams every day of the week, 

with our Sunday slot being an incredibly intense supervision; it sounds petty but when there 

isn't a single day where you have the option to only work when you want to, it's horribly 

draining.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘I’ve never been given any guidance on how to set 

holiday work.’ 

- Anonymous DoS - ‘Something isn’t quite right - [it feels like] the weak shall fall and the strong 

shall prosper - here’s too much work you’ll never be able to do, just a generalized sense of 

stress and anxiety, [...] I have so many friends who are normally fairly well adjusted people - 

who haven't had mental health problems in the way that I have in the past, and after 

Cambridge who have kind of seemed a bit off during terms or during revision.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘People who have a tendency towards perfectionism, 

obsession [...] personality traits which could very easily tip into being a problem—that can 

often be very beneficial to the work. Because it’s that obsessive trait that leads to the 

dedication which gives very good results.’ 

- Adam - ‘There were certainly periods of time where I was spending insane amounts of time in 

the library, revising and just pushing yourself through sheer force of will… if the foundations 

aren’t strong, if there are cracks, then putting that amount of pressure onto it is going to make 

the whole thing collapse, and unfortunately I’ve had experience of people collapsing [...] I 

don’t think it’s that infrequent an occurrence - it’s frequent enough that people are aware 

that it’s a background thing and for people to claim otherwise I think is... I don’t want to say 

ignorant because that’s unfair, maybe they don’t want to accept that there is this issue.’ 

 

 

Questions: 
- Who is responsible for setting workload and ensuring that it does not become 

unmanageable? 

- Are Faculty course coordinators, supervisors, lecturers, tutors and DoSs expected to make 

sure that students do not end up with an unmanageable workload or is it up to the student 

to "accept" and "reject" work according to their health and abilities? 

- Is there any quantity of work that is generally deemed too high for the health of a student 

to be maintained?  

- Cambridge has recently clarified in the undergraduate prospectus that the workload is 

expected to be 46 hours per week. However, as far as can be confirmed by the Feeling 

Blue? team, this is not repeated elsewhere, and it was not mentioned to us in any of our 

interviews. How does the collegiate University ensure that all staff and students are aware 

of this 46-hour guideline?  
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c) ‘Background’ stress, pressure, and ‘feeling blue’ 

 

Finding: A large number of students reported experiencing feelings of anxiety or depression 

which were not sufficiently severe to be diagnosed as a mental health issue, but which are 

better described as issues with wellbeing, as a result of academic pressure.  

 

We were informed by staff members that clinical levels of mental health problems at Cambridge are 

no different to other universities. However, a number of students raised concerns about culturally 

endemic, yet potentially unsustainable ‘background’, ‘situational’ and ‘non clinical’ levels of stress 

and depression, with one suggestion of ‘adjustment disorder’. Some students were concerned that 

their feelings of depression or anxiety would be taken seriously only on the point of becoming 

debilitating. 

 

Evidence: 
 

On ‘clinical’ levels being similar to other universities 

- Dr Partington - ‘Students at Cambridge at a clinical level are not more mentally ill than 

students at other universities.’ 

- Prof. Virgo - I think there’s an issue of mental health concerns and mental health issues at all 

universities around the country. Cambridge most certainly is no exception to that. 

- Prof. Baron-Cohen - ‘Decades ago, the suicide rate was very high in Oxbridge, and I think that’s 

come down.’ 

 

On high ‘background’ levels 

- BCSR 16-17 - 52% of undergraduates found dealing with stress and anxiety a problem in 

student life, increasing to 87% for those with a mental health condition.  

- BCSR 16-17 - In 2016-7 just 36% of students surveyed thought the University was a healthy 

and positive place to study. That number falls to 24% for students with mental health 

conditions.  

- BRS 18-19 - 60% of students believe that attending Cambridge University has had a negative 

effect on their mental health (41% slightly negative / 19% very negative). 20% of students 

believe that it has had a positive effect (15% slightly positive / 5% very positive).  

 

- Keir - ‘My friend [...] who actually did experimental psychology this year - the lecturers would 

literally be lecturing about stress and she’d be thinking, “are you listening to this?”  Is the 

University actually listening to its own research?  Because at the moment it just seems to be 

blind and not understanding at all that stress actually is not good, and stress does not get the 

best out of people in the levels that Cambridge puts it on.’ 

- J. Brighting - ‘I probably didn’t realise just how stressful the Cambridge environment is. 

Students are under a lot of pressure, because of the intensity of the terms - the intensity of 

the competition.’ 
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- Evie - ‘I remember in first year having one supervisor who relentlessly bashed me no matter 

what I did, and then came out with my supervision report, he predicted me a really high grade 

and I was like, “you’ve put me through so much trauma all year and I really didn’t think it had 

been worth it” and actually he thought he had been doing a great thing, “I’ll push her and 

she’ll do really well.” But actually that has such a massive effect on my confidence that it 

wasn’t good at all.’ 

- Connor - ‘...the constant stress of the Cambridge workload, and that always strikes me as 

where the stress really comes from.  Or at least, on the surface that’s where it comes from.  I 

think though that what we often forget is that while these things don’t help, I’ve never really 

been convinced that the workload itself is the cause of many of these issues—I often think it’s 

the trigger.’ 

- Christopher -  ‘...pressure cooker of a university.’ 

- J. Caisley - ‘On the subject of stress, I think it depends - you’ve got to differentiate between 

short and long term stress - in my experience short term stress (e.g. before exams or a 

deadline) can be beneficial for the vast majority of students - not all but most. Whether that 

helps notch performance up slightly or encourages people to work quicker. Long term stress 

is actively not beneficial for the vast majority of students - very few people can cope well with 

stress over a long period of time.’ 

- Anonymous Director of Studies - ‘I think that’s been the major thing - the extent to which the 

pressure and the onus on the student is solely to be doing work 24/7 I guess. Once you're in 

Cambridge, that’s all you do. That must be a common answer.’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘I’m willing to believe ... that there may be higher levels of perception of 

depression anxiety and mental ill health among Cambridge students [...] there are two ways 

of defining it essentially and you tend to see this in student surveys - people who are 

experiencing feelings of depression and anxiety, and people who are clinically depressed. And 

there’s quite a gulf between those two. Around about 10% of the age 18-25 population are 

likely to be suffering from mental ill-health at some clinical level and that’s about the level 

here at Cambridge [...] if you look at students defining themselves… somewhere between ½ 

and ⅔ of students at Cambridge say they’ve experienced depression.’ 

- Adam - ‘Suicide attempts are a very extreme end of mental health and obviously the vast 

majority of people don’t get there. [...] So yes you may be doing better in terms of suicide 

prevention - obviously that’s a fantastic thing. But what are the levels of people who are 

thinking about self harming? Or people who have made plans? Or people who have self-

harmed but aren’t necessarily committing suicide? It’s much more nuanced and giving a single 

statistic particularly helps. If you are diagnosing more people with mental health problems, it 

doesn’t mean you are doing something wrong. It means you’re identifying something that is 

inherent in your population that you’re looking at and it means that you’re correctly 

identifying things that need to be recognised and acting on them and putting them in play. So 

if Cambridge has higher rates of mental health disorders than other universities, that doesn’t 

mean that Cambridge is failing, it means they’re succeeding and noticing and identifying and 

acting on these things early to prevent people from going down those final steps and stage of 

attempting suicide. And there’s a lot more that can be done before that. Again I’m not 

dissuading saying that the fact that we have lower rates is a bad thing - but what about 

everything between? [...] So obviously a lot of factors are independent when it comes to 
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Cambridge, but I would say with one of the risk factors being chronic levels of stress/trauma, 

that can be a large influencer because people at the University have 8 week periods of chronic 

stress and anxiety and worries - that extends outside of term and certainly that would be a 

risk factor for developing depression or anxiety or adjustment disorder or other more 

nebulous mental health terms.’ 

- Anonymous DoS   

- ‘If the question is ‘is there anything unique about Cambridge culture and mental 

health, I think it’s massively exacerbating of anxiety and if [...] you feel like you’re 

unable to deal with that stress that’s imposed upon you then there’s that depression 

and you see people falling by the wayside and that, and if you do do that you’re 

viewed as weak or you’re not able to meet that sort of ideal.’ 

‘[on the fact that student mental health is a national issue across universities] ...but 

that doesn’t mean to say that Cambridge doesn’t have a distinct culture that probably 

does fuel mental health problems and it would be foolish to just brandish this idea 

and use it as kind of truth that we don’t need to do anything about how Cambridge is 

run because that’s manifestly untrue.’ 

 

- The Tab, ‘Mental health and glamour: new forms of romanticisation in Cambridge’ 14/03/19 

- ‘One person says how stressed they are about work, another says they’re also ridiculously 

stressed, and it turns into this kind of sick competition over how difficult they’re finding 

Cambridge life. [...] It becomes a kind of badge of honour and coolness- how depressed and 

anxious you’re feeling at the moment.’ 

 

Student surveys and our interviewees have raised concerns over a reactionary, rather than 

proactive, approach to mental health from the University. Many students feel that proactive steps 

can be made to mitigate the above mental health stressors. 

 

Evidence: 
- The Tab, ‘The Tab Mental Health Survey: A Response’, 14/06/2013 - According to a Tab survey 

with 1,749 responses, 46% of Cambridge students believed they were suffering from 

depression (diagnosed and undiagnosed).  

- The Tab, ‘Mental Health Survey: University Response’, 14/06/2013 - The University 

disregarded the survey as ‘informal, unscientific and statistically suspect’. 

- Since then, however, we have found no evidence that the University has made a public effort 

to investigate for themselves. In the Reports and Financial Statements 2018, one of the 

conclusions of the Council was to conduct a ‘research study to collect qualitative and 

quantitative data to highlight the problem areas to be addressed’. However, the ‘problem 

area’ in this scenario is ‘increasing number of students accessing the UCS and a rapid growth 

in disclosures to the DRC by students with mental health issues’, which our research suggests 

is the final stage in a wider atmosphere of poor mental health and excess pressure.  

 

- Contributor 27 - ‘I suffer from anxiety at Cambridge - I think the University needs to do more 

to investigate the underlying root causes of mental health problems at Cambridge.’  

- Keir  
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- ‘I also think that the University tends to fall back on whether or not it’s funding these 

services and it doesn’t actually look at the preventative measures that they put in.  

And this also kind of is a national issue because it rings true to what the Universities 

Minister has set out.  He’s set out a mental health charter, but it’s all about care, 

nothing seems to be about prevention, and I have not seen a single preventative 

strategy ever talked about, discussed, been in place, pointed to or thought about.  Of 

how you actually stop people developing mental health issues.  All they seem to care 

about is pointing and saying right, we’re spending a lot of money on students, that’s 

fine.  That’s all we need to do.’ 

- ‘I think the kinda range of support that’s available, it’s not proactive it’s reactive so 

actually what happens if you’ve got mental health problems, you have to push for that 

support for yourself, it has to be after you’ve had the problem rather than preventing 

the problem. If we can prevent the problem and actually set people up with those 

networks before they’re really struggling with their work, and actually trying to help 

them and show them what needs to be done, before it’s been done and not gone 

quite right and actually made it into a problem, like at the very start then there 

wouldn’t be the problem that we’d have to deal with at the end.’ 

 

 

Questions: 
- The SMHWS 18-21 commits to “a research study to help inform and give clarity regarding 

the extent to which, and in what ways, the current Cambridge culture and ways of working 

affect student mental health and wellbeing.”  Can the University clarify which indicators of 

“student mental health and wellbeing” will be called upon to inform this study? 

- SMHWS 18-21 additionally commits to “discussion groups with staff and student members 

drawn from diverse backgrounds across the collegiate University”.  Does the University 

intend for the conclusions of these discussion groups to be incorporated into institution-

wide changes of policy?  If so, can the facilitators of such discussion groups give assurances 

to that effect? 

 

d) ‘Success’ 

 

Finding: The definition of success at Cambridge is not consistent, and this can lead to 

inconsistent expectations between staff and students 

 

A common feeling amongst our interviewees is that success at Cambridge is primarily based on 

academic achievement, and that other manifestations of success (participation in societies, 

achieving a high level at university sports, maintaining positive wellbeing, etc.) are not recognised 

by supervisors or wider university culture. 
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Evidence: 
- BCSR 16-17 - 95% of undergraduates engage in club or society activity at some point in their 

university life.  

 

- Emrys - ‘I want the University of Cambridge to take seriously the fact that its assumptions of 

what's normal, what's the average student, normative definitions of success, need to be 

rethought - and the fact that disabled students are not a tiny minority but are actually a huge 

community fo all different kinds of needs and abilities.’ 

- Jonah - ‘Everyone's kinda in the same boat, some people work really hard, some people don’t 

but you know what it doesn't matter they're just exams and I think really enjoy as much as 

you can while you're here, because there are so many great things you can get involved in that 

aren’t work - Cambridge is not all about work - please try and do other things if you can.’ 

- Sam - ‘I would like to see Cambridge University work with students to achieve their goals in 

all areas not just academics and support us in what ways we deem best.’ 

- Kate - ‘I think in my personal experience [...] I’d say [sport] makes it so much better. So much 

easier to deal with maybe, because you’ve got an escape from work, so like during exam term 

we’re training we’re still doing some socials and stuff. Obviously less intense but it kinda gives 

you an escape. It kinda gives you something that you have to go to, because the team is 

expecting you to be there. But it’s actually something that’s really fun, it becomes your social 

circle as well. So actually for me personally, I think it’s a really great thing, it’s my outlet, it’s 

where I have my fun, where I see my friends, and I think there’s quite a lot of research into 

the fact that sport helps your mental health, so actually, by having a run around as well as 

being with your friends, you’re kinda getting a double benefit.’ 

- Contributor 49 - ‘Mental health is an important issue - I've seen the effects through my friends 

and myself - for me, powerlifting has really helped my mental state - the friends I’ve made 

through powerlifting have been a great support system and without them I’m not sure where 

I would have found this. Prioritising mental health is a priority.’  

- Contributor 50 - ‘Mental health is usually talked about as a negative thing but I think we should 

all be trying to maintain positive mental health rather than only tackling the problem when it 

gets to a more extreme stage. I struggled with my mental health at Cambridge but powerlifting 

has really helped me find a better work-life balance - and also a really supportive friendship 

group. I know that not everybody has been as lucky as me though - Cambridge should stop 

normalising mental health issues and start to tackle them properly.’   

- Contributor 46 - ‘I believe that Cambridge should focus more on mental health because for an 

institution that develops our minds it should care about their health and wellbeing as well - 

I’d love to be able to see more of my friends be able to enjoy all the opportunities at 

Cambridge without having to worry about their own mental health and the demands of their 

degree.  
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Although we were told on multiple occasions by some University staff that success at Cambridge is 

not solely based on academic achievement, other staff members commented  that it was. This seems 

to suggest that more inclusive definitions of success are either not fully supported by, or have not 

been conveyed across, all faculties, colleges and individual supervisors. 

 

 

Evidence: 

- Senior staff statements on success 

- Dr Wormald - ‘success at Cambridge should mean being the best that you can be in 

the life that you bring with you to Cambridge and the life you lead at Cambridge.’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘I often say to students in Churchill, I wouldn’t trade 10% of student 

happiness for a higher level of academic performance, that’s not acceptable and that’s 

not where we want to be.’ 

- Wider University staff and student opinion 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor - ‘Without a doubt, tripos results…. Tripos results, 

that’s the only metric of success - supervision reports are milestones along the way - 

tripos results is the only way you can measure success’. 

- M. Laud - ‘My personal view on that is success at Cambridge would be to get the best 

grade you could possibly get.  If you’ve come in and you’ve got a poor or average 2:I 

for instance, but you know you could have got a first, I wouldn’t call that success.  

You’ve let yourself down.  That’s the thing, you’ve got to do the best that you can do 

because you’re all capable of it, you know, all the students are capable of it, so just 

do—if you give your best, what more can you do?  . . . if someone came in to me and 

said ‘I’ve tried my hardest and really struggled this year and I’ve only got a 2:ii’, I’d be 

like ‘well done!’  But if someone walks in and says ‘yeah I got a 2:I this year, didn’t do 

any bloody work but I got a 2:i’, I’ll go ‘well done’ but in the back of my mind I’m 

thinking ‘you lazy sod.  You’ve let yourself down.’’ 

- Sam - ‘In my experience, amongst the academic community in Cambridge, there’s 

been two very distinct groups of people - there’s one group who are incredibly 

supportive, and they think it’s fantastic what you’re doing and love hearing about the 

rowing . . . on the other hand there’s just sort of group who are the complete 

antithesis of that. before my cubc days I remember being told by an academic that if 

you want to get a first or do well in your exams then you can’t row. And one of my 

friends, his Supervisor deliberately arranges supervisions on Saturdays to stop people 

doing extracurricular activities. . . I think it’s a little sad that despite rowing being such 

a big part of my life at Cambridge and I feel that if I’m talking to an academic or a 

supervisor about it then I’m taking a risk about which way are they gonna go - are they 

gonna support me with this or are they gonna deliberately make my life difficult [...] 

my DoS of three years here as far as I’m aware still doesn't know that I row.’ 

- Keir - ‘I would point to examples that a lot of the time, when people are struggling 

with their workload, they’ll instantly say “how much sport are you doing?” and that’s 

their instant go-to, is “what else are you doing”, right? “cut that out.” And I do 

remember supporting somebody who was basically just having an issue with their 

supervisor and was very worried about challenging it. And they happened to turn up 
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in sports kit because they were having a kickabout at 5pm... And this person latched 

right onto it and said “I see you’ve come here in sports kit, you’ve clearly been doing 

this. And it’s really weird that you’ve come to me and you’ve said you’re struggling 

with supervisions but you’ve just been playing football.” And it was just like, it’s 5pm! 

And he’s been playing football for an hour! That’s literally just downtime... You clearly 

think that’s something that’s something that’s abhorrent.’ 

- Micha - ‘Saying it’s okay to kind of go out with your friends or go for a run or read a 

book - for fun rather than academics - is really important and ... it doesn't hurt to have 

that message that a healthy work life balance is a healthy thing.’ 

 

 

Questions: 

- Can the collegiate University give assurance or clarification that it encourages 

extracurricular activities, recognises achievements outside academia, and supports a 

healthy work-life balance?  

- How can the collegiate University ensure that its assurance of a wide-ranging definition of 

success is shared amongst and conveyed by all supervisors? 

 

 

 

e) Finals 

 

Finding: Many students find the pressure of an ‘all-or-nothing’ final year overwhelming. This 

is especially pronounced in exam term, where most subjects base degree results entirely on 

final year grades, and do not offer flexible exam options (eg. the option to postpone or retake 

if a student cannot take exams due to mental or physical health difficulties). 

 

 

Evidence: 

- Senior Tutors’ Committee minutes, October 2016 - ‘The Secretary reported that the Head of 

the Counselling Service had reported a spike in self-referrals and an associated waiting list at 

the start of Term. Analysis had shown that a significant number of cases were undergraduates 

who had experienced exam anxiety at the end of the last academic year, and who had 

registered with the UCS in August and September. This had resulted in a backlog of 

appointments.’  

 

- Keir - ‘I have had people in very dark places because it all matters on three hours.  And the 

fact that if I hadn’t done Part III, so my Part II rested on… a little under 20 hours in 5 days.  And 

that’s my degree in a nutshell.  It makes me laugh now because it’s over, but it’s so stupid.’ 
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- Lily - ‘When it came to doing my finals at Cambridge it came down to 4 exams in 5 days - 2 of 
which were on the same day... so that was 6 hours of exams and 6 essays in one day [...] it’s 
my finals and all that mattered were these 4 exams, um, was one of the worst weeks of my 
life - and it was a real shame because although I did fine in the end, I don’t think it represented 
the work that I’d done and the progress I’d made in my degree.’ 

- J. Brighting - ‘Here we are at the end of the final term and it’s one of the busiest times of my 

year because students get ill and illness is certainly not, you know it doesn’t sort of notice that 

there exams are going, so I’ve had students with glandular fever, and acute tonsillitis, 

gastroenteritis, various things like this, so, to have worked so hard for three or four years and 

get to the point where you’re not fit to do your exams, you’re not well enough to actually 

revise, and that’s talking about physical things never mind stress and anxiety, that is a huge 

pressure for a student, and really disappointing, I think, for everybody, everybody involved, if 

the student ends up having ‘Deemed to Deserve Honours’ when what they really want is to 

be graded for all of their hard work and effort to be reflected in their end result, so I do think 

that that pressure is immense.’ 

- Anonymous DoS - ‘personally as someone who’s struggled with like eating and issues around 

eating disorders - coming to Cambridge I've known a lot of people, most of them girls, who 

that stress and this idea of trying to you know - it’s about control and trying to get a handle 

on stuff about feeling constantly overworked - that kinda really exacerbated that in me - 

especially in first year, and second year that was kinda a big theme. [my girlfriend] was saying, 

she had friends who developed eating disorders or like bad kind of anxiety… One of my friends, 

I was just walking out of the library and they were like ‘have you seen [our child], and I was 

like no why, and they were like [they’ve] been messaging us all this dark stuff and we haven't 

spoken to [them] for a while, we can't find [them] [...] when you're revising for those exams 

let alone for finals - it’s just a toxic environment, and it got to him a bit.’ 

 

 

 

Questions: 

- Could the University please explain the rationale behind it being one of very few 

universities in the world to place all the weight on the final year - specifically on a few final 

exams? 

- Does the University have any evidence to categorically affirm that this method of 

assessment leads to the best student performance?  

- Could the University please outline the options offered to a student who cannot complete 

their exams, and clarify the DDH procedure?    
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e) Freshers’ Week 

 

Finding: At present, many students feel as though Freshers’ Week provides inadequate 

mental health guidance. 

 

A number of our interviewees, including anonymous supervisors, expressed concerns that Freshers’ 

Week inadequately prepared students for the pressures exerted on their mental health by 

Cambridge. This ranged from frustration that the ‘week’ was only a few days before attending 

lectures or being set work, to there being no study skills offered, and there being little to no 

instruction as to the mental health pathways or services available to students. 

 

Evidence: 

- J. Brighting - ‘We do try and signpost students at the beginning, but I think one of the 

problems we have is that in Freshers’ Week, students are starting already with their lectures, 

there’s so much on, there’s so much for them to learn (learn their way around college, learn 

their way around the University), that we probably overload them with information, and we 

need to be much clearer, I think. And I think we have taken that on board, about what is 

available with support. So, we can improve on that.’ 

- Contributor 36 - ‘I wish there’d been a compulsory talk on mental health during freshers week 

- I remember going to a talk on meningitis and thankfully after three years at Cambridge, no 

one I know has had their life put in danger by meningitis. But several people have had their 

lives put in danger by mental illness.’ 

- Lily - ‘If I’d spent the first 2 or 3 weeks at the start of Cambridge just focusing on the study 

skills and taking concise notes, and preparing a situation that would actually help me revise, 

and nobody really ever sat me down to do that and it would have made all the difference to 

my finals and my time at Cambridge. I’ve heard someone say that in their freshers week they 

had a mandatory meningitis talk… but no mandatory study skills or mental health talk… both 

of which affect everybody here.’ 

- Keir - ‘Make Freshers’ Week a full week [...] people don’t really want to talk to every single 

society that’s trying to get them at the Freshers’ Fair, but trying to get especially young men 

to engage a bit was really hard.’ 

- K. Holland (UCS) - ‘There are some basic ways that students can help themselves, you don’t 

necessarily need a therapeutic approach for that, I think there are certain things that can help 

students without needing CBT—there are things that cover all of them.  It’s just self-care 

really, so exercise, diet, looking at your schedule, creating a routine for yourself, it can be a 

really tricky time for students coming in as freshers.  The ways that you study will have to 

change perhaps, and old ways of studying need to be re-jigged or re-looked at.’ 

- Contributor 39 - ‘When you come to university at a really young age and you’re faced with a 

lot of work, I think it’s really easy to compromise how you take care of yourself - so I think 

better education on how to take care of yourself would go a long way.’ 

- Contributor 44 - ‘I think freshers should have mandatory training in mental health awareness 

where students learn about different types of medication and counselling.’ 
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Questions: 

- How does the University ensure that all Freshers receive complete and consistent 

information about welfare support services, regardless of a student’s College, personal 

Tutor or academic programme? 

- Sexual consent workshops (run by the CUSU Women’s Campaign) are a successful example 

of consistent advice and information being disseminated to new students. Can the 

University envisage a similar mental health workshop for freshers?  

 

f) Historical exclusion and disadvantage 

 

Finding: It is widely known and lamented, across the University, that studying at Cambridge 

has been either pragmatically impossible or explicitly prohibited for vast proportions of the 

population throughout most of the institution's history. Nevertheless, the Cambridge 

admissions process has become significantly more inclusive over the last half-century. This 

change is a cause for pride and congratulation.  

 

It must be recognised that for over seven centuries, wealthy,  white, non-disabled men were the 

target admissions demographic, and much of the Cambridge academic system was designed 

around this group. Such a system is likely to contain blind spots around the needs of historically 

excluded communities, and can create feelings of not belonging. Confidence, both social and 

academic, amongst such groups may be lower than that of historically included groups. Cultural 

alienation has the potential to lead to distrust, and when a large proportion of student pastoral 

care relies upon trusting academics and the institution, this can be a significant block to efficient 

mental health care. 

 

For various reasons, the Feeling Blue? team was not able to prioritise the specific mental health 

experiences of some historically excluded groups, nor explore the nuance of intersectional 

stressors. Largely, this is due to the genesis of the project, which lay in questions arising from the 

personal experiences of the team: the topics which we chose to investigate reflect this 

unintended bias. Above all, the experiences of historically excluded groups are of such 

complexity and social importance that they merit full investigations in their own right, and 

crucially led by those who have experienced such marginalisation. Nevertheless, we have 

gathered a small amount of evidence which we hope might serve as a jumping-off point for 

further investigation. 
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Evidence: 

 

General evidence 

- BCSR 16-17 - 52% of undergraduates found dealing with stress and anxiety a problem in 

student life, but the figure was significantly higher for students in historically excluded and 

disadvantaged groups, rising to 83% of those who self-defined as disabled, 62% of LGBT+ 

respondents, 78% of non-binary people, and 59% of women.  

- Anonymous DoS - ‘this idea that you work so hard but its all worth it because you're at 

cambridge and it’s like the best thing that can ever happened to you and you're kinda made 

as long as you go there… it's just kinda accepted that it’s this great thing [...] and I think not 

just with mental health but with things like tripos reform and, you know, with things like 

‘decolonise’ or getting change around gender and gender achievement, there is a lot of 

residual backlash especially from the senior or older members of staff because they will feel 

like it will somehow damage the prestige of the University - so it's quite hard to institutie 

progressive change curriculum wise as well, and it kinda fuels unhelpful behaviours and ways 

of being I guess amongst students.’ 

- Micha - ‘I think considering the nuances and how mental health problems can play out so 

differently for different people is crucial for addressing it as an issue and that can definitely 

be applied to marginalisation as well. I think intersectionality can often be thrown around as 

a buzzword, but if you don’t acknowledge how race, class, gender, age, disability can factor 

into mental health problems, I think you’re in danger of addressing it as a blanket umbrella 

thing with initiatives that don’t necessarily speak to anyone individually.’  

 

Black and Minority Ethnic stressors 

- Micha - ‘I think one thing I definitely found from my research this year, specifically with BME 

students, is that students would talk about cultural isolation and alienation [...]  we see that 

in profiling through porters with BME students, things like not necessarily having a 

representative curriculum, not seeing yourself reflected in the portraiture or in the images we 

see around us in Cambridge, can definitely impact on mental health problems.’ 

- Contributor 44 - ‘I think that so much more can be done to tackle mental health at Cambridge. 

I think we need more counsellors at both the College and University level, and I think we need 

a greater diversity of counsellors to reflect both the different backgrounds of students at 

Cambridge, and their different counselling needs.’ 

- Matt - ‘The number of dimensions that are added to one’s experience of everyday life whether 

that’s sexuality, whether that’s race, you know whether that’s socioeconomic background, 

these all play a fundamental role in how we experience Cambridge… I know there have been 

certain measures taking place recently from campaigners from within academic staff, to 

address not just this issue but for example providing mental health counselling for BME 

students who feel as though they don’t have an avenue to speak about the lived experience 

of being in Cambridge as a BME student.’ 

- Contributor 23 - ‘I support changes to the way mental health is handled in Cambridge. Whilst 

it’s incredible that Micha managed to get a BME counsellor at the UCS for students of colour, 

we need to build on that work and make sure that there is racial bias… training, so that 

students and staff can support everyone in their mental health at Cambridge.’ 
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- Harassment: BCSR 16-17 - 12% of students felt that crimes committed against them had been 

motivated by hate and prejudice. 15% of BME students had observed others being affected 

by prejudice based on race or ethnicity and 7% reported being directly affected.  

- Intermission: Varsity, ‘Investigating Intermission’, 01/02/2019 - ‘The length of process is also 

dependant on the understanding of the student’s tutor, which, as Hannah highlights, can be 

impacted by the background of many academic staff. Speaking from personal experience, she 

said that the University’s staff are usually “middle or upper class” and “they’re normally 

white”, thus students who “come from any kind of marginalised or disadvantaged 

background” can often have increased difficulties relating to their tutors.’  

- Racial profiling: The Guardian, ‘I want to see Cambridge University breaking the silence on 

race’, 23/06/2018 - Priyamvada Gopal has recently raised the issue of racial profiling, with 

King’s College students corroborating issues of BME University members not always feeling 

welcome.  

- BME researchers’ experience: BCSR 16-17 - 33% of BME researchers had taken on teaching 

responsibility in the past academic year, significantly less than the average for all research 

students, which was 42%. 85% of BME researchers found their teaching workload to be 

manageable and healthy, however only 45% of BME researchers were happy with the amount 

of teaching which was available to them, in comparison to 52% of researchers across the 

board. Only 45% felt that they had adequate say over how much teaching they were required 

to do. 67% felt adequately supported in their teaching, slightly higher than researchers across 

the board (64%) and 61% felt their training was adequate. 

 

LGBT+ stressors 

- BCSR 16-17 - Only 36% of LGBT+ students agreed that Cambridge was a healthy and positive 

place to study, in contrast to 47% of straight students. LGBT+ students felt more supported by 

their College Welfare officers than their Senior Tutors, with 58% of students who had sought 

support for things related to mental health agreeing that it was good quality and caring from 

their Senior Tutors, and 73% agreed this regarding student Welfare Officers.  

- Keir - ‘I think the mental health of people who are dealing with trans issues or other LGBTQ+ 

issues, they are going to have some very specific things that they’re going through that 

obviously not everybody else is going to go through, as well as micro-aggressions in the BME 

community, that kind of stuff.  So I think there is a very diverse population of Cambridge 

students and that brings a very diverse range of issues.’ 

 

Gender stressors 

- Dr Delap - ‘Gender is really important and until quite recently I think there’s been a situation 

where women have been more able to come forward with mental health concerns than men 

have, and we’re seeing a rising number of men able to talk now about stress and anxiety and 

depression and so on.  Which is great.  I think that women tend to come forward with those 

typically gendered responses such as eating disorders or self-harm, although men also 

experience those conditions, and so it might be that we respond differently to the kinds of 

things that they are presenting. [...] So there are some very specific predominantly female-

gendered mental health issues which, you need to have that sense of this might be something 
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which is profoundly gendered.  [...] Male suicide is a complex problem.  It’s a tragedy.  And I 

can’t help but think that it’s about men who haven’t been able to access the sources of help. 

And in that sense I’d like to think that we’re able to improve on how men come to the 

conversation about mental wellbeing. [...] Because of the suicide rates nationally, we’re more 

aware that men may not feel like they can come to a supervision and say “and by the way I’ve 

had a really bad week, things have gone really badly for me this week.”  So maybe what we 

need to do is be looking out for other kinds of warning signs and get a better understanding 

of the different kinds of cries for help that male students might be sending out.’ 

- Confidence: BCSR 16-17 - ‘When discussing future plans, there was consistently a significant 

gap between the confidence of men and women in finding employment. This was most 

pertinent in answer to the question “How confident are you that you will find paid 

employment upon leaving university?” where 84% of male respondents expressed confidence 

in comparison to 71% of women respondents. The gap widened further in when respondents 

answered whether they would be confident in finding employment in a job of their choice, 

with 68% of male respondents and 53% of female respondents expressing confidence in this. 

When asked about their confidence in finding paid employment with a salary at an 

appropriate level, 64% of men were confident, in comparison to 46% of women respondents. 

Relatedly, women students were more debt-averse than men, with with 35% of female 

students reporting a significant level of worry around repaying debts, in comparison to 26% 

of male students. Similarly, when students were asked if they felt well-supported by the 

University in their search for employment, 50% of men agreed in comparison to 44% of 

women.’ 

- High rent: Varsity, ‘Why Cambridge rents are a feminist issue’, 24/02/2019 - ‘We need to see 

the high rents at women’s colleges as part of the broader structures at play within the 

University. [...] If the integration of women into the University was slow on paper, I would 

argue that it has been even slower in practice. As Murray Edwards themselves recognise, 

many women ‘still experience environments where their achievements are not recognised or 

their voice is not heard.’ The only recent report of its kind, Mind the Gap: student experiences 

of sexism within teaching and learning at Cambridge University (CUSU Women’s Campaign 

2015), found that one in three women do not feel that Cambridge provides a learning 

environment that allows them to work to the best of their ability. The report also found that 

the situation was significantly worse for BME women and disabled women. Only 36% of BME 

women felt that Cambridge allowed them to work to the best of their ability, compared to 

44% of white women, while only 30% of disabled women agreed, compared to 46% of non-

disabled women.’  

- Intermission: Varsity, ‘Women and older students more likely to intermit’, 04/11/2016 - 

‘Rates of intermission are considerably higher among women and mature students, data 

obtained by Varsity under the Freedom of Information Act have revealed. Between 2010 and 

2016, female students represented over 53 per cent of intermissions, despite comprising only 

47 per cent of the student body during the same period, a six per cent disparity. The gap was 

consistent, with women as the major group in intermissions numbers across all of the six years 

examined.’ 
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Disabled students stressors 

- Christopher - ‘My supervisor, I mean, he started calling me out on it… and just saying, you 

know, “you clearly haven’t read enough for this week” and as someone who had come in with 

a specific learning disability I was sort of saying “I’m reading as much as I physically can in a 

week…” 

- Emrys - ‘Everything is so disparate and you hear these incredibly unjust experiences of 

disabled students in colleges that just never really get anywhere because they don’t know 

where to come to report them and get help with them… One of the main things that I want to 

do this year is to continue pushing the understanding of disability as a broader church than 

what people have as their knee-jerk image, which is a person in a wheelchair or something.  

So spreading the word, the good news [laughs] that mental health issues, mental illness does 

count under disability... stuff that’s kind of common, I guess depression and anxiety, especially 

in Cambridge… this does count, you are disabled enough to be involved in this community… if 

we only have people who feel like they are disabled “enough” then it ends up being a really 

small community.’ 

- University experience: BCSR 16-17 - ‘55% of those undergraduates who self-defined as 

disabled felt there was enough structure in their courses to allow them to work effectively, in 

contrast to 70% of those with no known disability. College teaching staff were perceived as 

significantly more supportive to disabled students than staff within the Faculties, with 74% of 

disabled undergraduates agreeing that they felt fully supported by their College teaching staff, 

in comparison to 51% agreeing that they felt fully supported by teaching staff in their Faculty. 

More worryingly, however, is that disabled students were significantly less likely to agree that 

they knew where to go if they had problems with their courses, with 69% agreeing to this in 

comparison to 81% of those with no known disability. Only 47% of disabled students felt that 

reasonable adjustments had always been made for them if needed.’ 

- Harassment: BCSR 16-17 - ‘46% of students have been verbally harassed while in Cambridge 

- this rises to 64% of disabled students.’  

 

Students from lower income backgrounds face additional stresses: 

- BCSR 16-17 - 24% of undergraduates felt their educational background had had a negative 

impact on their time at Cambridge.  

 

- Sarra - ‘I had so few resources, I was extremely poor during the intermission period because 

of you’re not allowed to claim benefits (students on a break from their courses are not allowed 

to do that unless they have a specific qualification, unless you're very disabled and you have 

got the correct benefit which is a fight to get in the first place) - so that was an issue. I told my 

college about it, they did not help.’ 

- Anonymous DoS - ‘the majority of people [at Cambridge] are solidly middle class, and having 

done interviews for two colleges it's quite difficult really if you do go to a really bad school - 

you're basically not going to have, unless you are absolutely amazing, you're not going to have 

good enough A levels or it's going to be really difficult for you. So for [my subject] they've 

introduced a test before the interviews, you have to do an essay, and you can totally tell the 

kids who have gone to a good school and maybe they'd got help with the essay so they'd be 

getting 10, 9, 8 out of 10, and kids from not-so-good schools getting like 2, 3 and you might as 
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well not come to interview because you really are sort of dead in the water before you get 

here because you've not had that coaching - which was quite sad, and you know especially in 

the first college I did interviews at, all of us were quite keen to try and get a diverse range of 

students and to an extent we did but there was a block where there were some 

insurmountable class boundaries.’ 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor - ‘It’s like climbing mount everest... some people aren’t 

prepared for that experience they’re going to have [...] 100% the working class and people 

from ‘worse schools’, in inverted commas, it’s from non-traditional Cambridge backgrounds 

are the people it effects the most, especially because there's a lack of confidence in a lot of 

students. When I originally applied there was no chance I was going to get in, that’s what I 

thought to myself. And when you're already grateful to be there, and then all of a sudden it's 

so difficult, right, there's this idea that oh sh*t they've made a mistake, y'know they messed 

up letting me in, and that lack of confidence, that little doubt in your mind makes it harder to 

achieve on the course... halfway through a marathon you don't want to be like oh I'm tired I 

can't do this I never could do this, it stops you pushing on, it stops you achieving that goal.’ 

- Micha - ‘the short and intense terms, the high workload, the fact that students are put under 

pressure from college staff and also from their families - that’s often what you hear students 

from widening participation backgrounds talking about - about coming to Cambridge and that 

being seen as a huge achievement from families, but then there being a huge pressure to 

perform amazingly all the time and never struggle.’ 

 

 

Questions: 
- Can the University outline the proactive measures it has in place to aid historically excluded 

groups, especially with regards to mental health?  

- Can the University assure us that supervisors are made aware of these added stressors, and 

have been instructed to act empathetic towards such concerns? 

- Can the University open up a dialogue, perhaps through a survey or forums, to understand 

and answer student concerns about microaggressions, profiling and other claims against 

BME groups? 
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2. Staff: Training and Safeguarding 

a) Staff responsibilities  

 

Finding: Tutor and Supervisor Roles and responsibilities are more overlapping in practice 

than in principle.  

 

The University considers Supervisor and Tutor roles to be vastly segregated, the former being purely 

academic, the latter being purely pastoral. However, our interviews with students, alongside the Big 

Robinson Survey 2018-19, suggest that this is a false dichotomy: students are often more likely to 

approach their Supervisor or DoS with personal issues than their Tutor. A number of students 

instinctively group supervisors or DoSs with tutors when discussing pastoral issues, demonstrating 

that pastoral care is not easily ‘allocated’ to tutors. 

 

Evidence: 
- According to documents seen by the Feeling Blue? team, the Senior Tutors’ Committee official 

guidance on the role of supervisors pertains entirely to academic work, course deadlines and 

examinations.  

- In the 44-page When to Refer: A Faculty and Department Guide to helping undergraduate and 

postgraduate students access the right pastoral support at the right time, September 2018 

document, the term ‘supervisor’ does not appear once. ‘Supervision’ only appears twice, with 

one of those describing Director of Studies’ responsibilities. However, this document seeking 

to outline ‘pastoral support’ is found on the ‘Educational Policy’ section of the Cambridge 

University website, as is the Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018-21. The 

Feeling Blue? cannot find reference to either document on either the ‘Wellbeing’ or ‘Student 

Wellbeing’ sections of the website. 

- BRS 18-19 - Students are more likely to feel comfortable approaching their DoS or College 

Nurse with ‘a personal issue [or] medical advice’ than their personal Tutor. 46% were 

uncomfortable going to their Tutor for personal problems, and only 34% of students were 

confident that their Tutor would be able to help them with their issues.  

 

- Prof. Virgo - ‘Certainly Supervisors are meeting their students and are in a position to get to 

know the students, and certainly to see if they are facing mental health concerns, and certainly 

should be in a position to provide them with appropriate support and guidance.’ 

- Dr Delap - ‘I would say pastoral care always has to be a concern of ours.  It’s not something 

we can ever hive off and say, “I’m just here for your intellectual needs”, because it’s a creative, 

reciprocal process, and if you don’t recognise somebody’s wider humanity and the needs that 

might come with that, then I don’t think you can educate them.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘I firmly believe that everybody who interacts with a 

student here, whether you are a tutor, porter, supervisor, bedder, anybody, you have a duty 

of care - it doesn’t matter if they’re over 18, there’s a power dynamic and you’re obliged to 
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respect that. [...] Because at the end of the day, who is your Tutor?  Unless your College is very 

active in fostering links between tutors and tutees, your Tutor is a name on a piece of paper 

that you see once a term at most.  Whereas your supervisor, you see them week in week out.  

Also as a student, you have no idea that one is responsible for one thing and not the other.’ 

- Anonymous DoS - ‘People have come to me while I've been their Supervisor because they 

haven't had that good a relationship with their Director of Studies.’ 

- Adam - ‘You don’t know who the first person someone is going to turn to. [...] People in trusted 

positions, people in positions of responsibility are often turned to - it’s friends or family first, 

but these people aren’t far behind and someone you see every week like a supervisor who 

will actually be able to see you more than a family at university probably has a better idea of 

what sort of levels of stress you have at that time based on what’s going on in the curriculum 

- is the perfect person to spot these things or be the person to talk to. [...] The arbitrary 

definitions of who exactly has pastoral training and who doesn’t is difficult because sure there 

could be pastoral leads and College nurses and tutors are the first port of call for a lot of things 

- but people may have had a bad experience with some of these people and may turn to their 

supervisor who get on well with instead [...] but people aren’t going to recognise that they 

need urgent help immediately as soon as possible because they haven’t had the training able 

to do that.’ 

- Chris - ‘I know a supervisor might not think they’re in a pastoral role, but at the end of the day 

they’re the one having the most contact with the student, and if the student is clearly 

struggling and is struggling to get information from other places, it would be really helpful if 

they could at least give them something.’ 

- Keir - [On Tutors and DoSs’ ability to make students feel comfortable to open up if they are 

not ok] ‘Some Tutors do this very well, some Tutors are awful at it.  And some DoSs are awful 

at it and if Tutors are meant to be your head of pastoral care…’ 

- Contributor 43 - ‘Supervisors and tutors need to work on unifying their responses to health 

concerns.’ 

 

 

Questions: 

- By what means does the collegiate University ensure that produced, or even circulated, 

documents (such as the When to Refer Guide 2018) are actually read, understood and used 

by academic and pastoral staff? 

- How does the University respond to the suggestion that ‘non-pastoral’ staff in student-

facing roles may be in a position of trust and confidentiality with a student, or be 

confronted with student mental health concerns?  

- In light of evidence that confusion and miscommunication amongst both staff and students 

is common, would the University consider it important to re-evaluate or re-clarify the 

pastoral triage roles of supervisors?  
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b) Academic staff training 

 

Finding: Training for staff is variable and many students feel it is inadequate in dealing with 

mental health struggles, and could benefit from being expanded. 

 

Interviews with anonymous Supervisors and Directors of Studies suggest that College-based and 

subject-based training varies widely. Some staff suggested that they had no training beyond their 

supervisor teaching sessions. 

 

Evidence: 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘My supervisor training was I think 10 till 4. [...] 

Supervisor training is not repeated.  At all.  At least, the way I understand it is that you do your 

training, the box is ticked and then you’re let loose.  I presume if you were to leave the 

University and come back, as long as you’d done it once, I presume nobody would ask you to 

do it again.’ 

- Anonymous DoS 

- ‘I was a Director of Studies and I received no training for that… was there meant to be 

training? [...]’  

- ‘I did supervision training in the first year of my PhD [...] it was like a 2 hour session 

[...] so it was quite rudimentary to say the least. Its a 2 hour session you need to go 

through if you want to be a supervisor - they go through the basics and that's kind of 

it. [...] Obviously the training I had was when I was a PhD student not when I was a 

member of staff - when I was a member of staff they just kinda assumed I’d be fine. 

So again a good example of like how ad hoc it is [...] it allows bad things to perpetuate.’ 

 

Anonymous interviews suggest that Supervisor training is purely academic and does not cover 

mental health awareness. Moreover, University staff are often unsure of the range of help available 

to students, and the role of each type of welfare staff. This is in contrast to answers given to us by 

members of the University administration.  

 

Evidence: 
- Dr Wormald - ‘All academics with student facing roles know when to refer students who need 

support to the people who are best placed to provide it.’ 

- Prof. Virgo - ‘Certainly supervisors [...] should be in a position to provide them with 

appropriate support and guidance. [...] I think quite often that appropriate advice is to give 

them guidance as to who to go and see when they've identified a student with a particular 

mental health concern. [...] I think right at the heart of it supervisors need to be aware that 

any of their students could be facing a mental health issue and knowing what the appropriate 

advice and guidance is. [...] and actually in some cases it would be inappropriate to intervene 

as somebody who doesn't have extensive experience in providing mental health support.’  
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- Dr Partington - ‘Individuals whose role is fundamentally academic and who are not mental 

health professionals… I think they should receive a degree of training ... around the sorts of 

signs to look out for with respect to student mental ill-health and what to do.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor  

- [Interviewer: Do you know where the counselling service is physically located?] ‘Oh… 

yes… it’s I only know because I walk past it on the way to the station - it’s opposite the 

snug right?’ [Interviewer: Do you know where it’s going to be next year?] ‘It’s 

moving?!’ 

- [On the student mental health pathways]: ‘I didn’t realise that there was a stage-by-

stage track - you can go to your JCR/MCR welfare officer, GP, chaplain, friends, parents 

- that kind of thing, that’s about it… Cluster, cluster service, that’s how I’d see it… do 

the different parts talk to each other? No, I don’t think so. I think if you were to 

approach JCR welfare officer, I think they would pass that on up the chain to the tutor, 

if you spoke to your tutor I highly doubt they’d go to a GP or someone who was 

actually trained to deal with the issue.’ 

- [On referring students to the UCS] ‘So I didn’t know that was something we can do. I 

know the counselling service exists, I have no idea how I’d go about referring a 

student, I didn't know that I could.’ 

- [On supervisor training] ‘I can’t remember there being any discussion of words like 

“empathy”, “compassion”, “health”, “awareness”…’ 

- ‘I have absolutely no idea what I would look for to know somebody was struggling 

with their mental health. Unless there were visible physical markers: if they were 

crying, if they had visible scarring or something, then I would take that as a sign.  

Anything other than what I could see with my own eyes and that a general member 

of the public would be able to understand as indicative of a problem, no.  And I think 

even if the work started to suffer my first thought would not be that it was a mental 

health situation at all.  That would not cross my mind. ‘ 

- Anonymous DoS  

- [On referring students to the Counselling Service]: ‘I didn’t know I couldn't know I 

could formally refer… I didn’t have any training for that.’ 

- [On student mental health pathways] ‘I don’t know what the mental health pathways 

are. Um… so I went to the Counselling Service when I was a PhD student - presumably 

there is a pathway? [...] I’d describe it as opaque, I guess…. And that can get you down, 

especially if you’re feeling like that… having to restate your case, must be 

demoralising.’ 

- Michael - ‘If you have mixed anxiety and depression, or compulsive disorders or any other of 

the breadth, it can leave you - if you came into contact with someone who was “I’m really 

sorry I don’t know” - even if they say “go contact this person”, that feels like a wall.’ 
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There is a palpable desire among students for their supervisors and Directors of Studies to know 

where to refer them onto in the case of mental health struggles, as promised by University 

administration. Crucially, our anonymous sources feel as though this lack of pastoral training 

prevents them from knowing how to spot problems and ‘signpost’. There is significant hope for more 

comprehensive training and feedback, both to help students and to alleviate their own worries 

about malpractice.  

 

Evidence: 
- BCSR 16-17 - Only 50% of students with mental health conditions felt fully supported by staff. 

- BRS 18-19 - Only 36% of Robinson students thought college staff understood their 

experiences.  

 

- Christopher - ‘I suppose the one thing that I would want the University to do is to treat 

emotions as another form of knowledge and to not relegate them to the dustbin of human 

experience that is not worthy to be discussed in these hallowed halls. [...] I’d like to see—in 

terms of, I don’t know if it’s interpersonal training or whatever, but just perhaps practice for 

Directors of Studies and supervisors and tutors and the like for dealing with these tense 

scenarios, for dealing with these tense situations where a student might feel very attacked 

and the Director of Studies might feel backed into a corner.  Providing some sort of 

substantial mediation for that would be a really great thing… People say to me all the time, 

‘okay but we do receive training!’ and if people are receiving training it’s clearly not effective 

training, or it’s not training that is targeted at the actual issues that students are facing…’ 

- Sarra - ‘The University should be a place that is compassion - that is absolutely key - the way 

that it treats its students, the ways that its policies are written up and invented, it’s just… 

we’re treated like sh*t.’ 

- Prof. Baron-Cohen - ‘College lecturers and Graduate students who do supervisions, they get 

other kinds of training on how to be a good teacher, but not necessarily any on mental health. 

Just being trained on what the symptoms might be, how to recognise it and where to direct 

people. In some ways the College and lecturing staff are another level of scrutiny or 

monitoring to make sure people aren’t slipping downhill. If supervisors can go over to the 

student and say “are you okay” if they see the signs… It might be a good thing to build in.’ 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor - [Interviewer: Do you get any feedback?] ‘No.  No you don’t. 

[...] It means that you do exactly the same as you did last year.  So I spent the summer thinking 

of what I needed to change in my teaching methods [...] I do that because I like teaching but I 

don't get paid to do that, I don't get trained to do that, which would be very very helpful.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘So, mental health is very tricky because you can be the 

nicest supervisor in the world and not be beneficial to people with mental health problems. 

You can be very nice but make an offhand comment about students being ‘weak’ or needing 

to get hold of themselves; and be a very nice, charming, friendly person, but without the 

specific training that makes you extra alert to how to be - it’s the difference between being a 

nice supervisor - a nice person - and a professional.  And there’s no reason why those two 

things can’t be the same thing, but often one is confused for the other.  Or actually, almost 

ubiquitously, one is confused for the other.’ 
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- Micha - ‘I think it would always be a good thing if the student representative input into 

training could be increased. [...] Who better to reflect what students need, what they are 

asking for specifically within the tutorial system than students reps themselves.’  

 

 

Questions: 
- To what extent is Supervisor and DoS training mandatory, and what form does this training 

take? 

- Are supervisors expected to collect feedback on teaching from their students? If not, how 

are they expected to develop and enhance their teaching skills over time? 

- Through what pathways are supervisors trained to identify and respond to students welfare 

concerns and crises?   

- Does the University intend to investigate the frequency (via a forum or a survey) with which 

supervisors deal with students in crisis?  

- Is the University prepared to include discussions of empathy, compassion and pathways for 

mental health support in mandatory supervisor training? 

- How does the Collegiate University currently ensure that all supervisors are provided with 

clear, consistent, and readily accessible documentation on how students can access mental 

health and wellbeing support? For example, is the Student Mental Health Crisis Flowchart 

(Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance, July 2017) for tutorial staff 

also circulated to supervisors and/or students? 

 

 

 

c) Tutor training  

 

Finding: Concerns from students were raised about whether tutors, those who are expected 

to be pastoral officers, are trained effectively, or even at all. 

 

 

Evidence: 

- K.Holland (UCS) - ‘Training is one thing, but I think just being approachable, students feeling 

comfortable with their Tutor, tutors obviously do that role for a particular reason—I don’t 

think it’s forced upon them, I don’t know—but I think they do it because they care about the 

students and they want to support them.  So I think training is important, but also knowing 

the limitations of the role and when to refer students to the University Counselling Service or 

the other services that are available, or encouraging students to refer themselves to get the 

most appropriate support.’ 
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- Connor - ‘I think better Tutor training [is important]. I think one thing I know our Porters really 

benefited from is how to deal with someone in a self-harm situation. So, this all sounds quite 

mundane, but it’s really just ensuring that everyone who potentially has a duty of care towards 

students has the training they need and the resources they need to carry that out in a 

decentralised fashion at this University. I don’t see why that isn’t something that every college 

can get behind and every JCR can get behind.’ 

- Keir - ‘Tutors need much more training in terms of basically how to interact with students, 

because they’re not very good at it. And you can call that mollycoddling, but I feel bad for the 

Tutors nonetheless! They must go through hell every time they’ve got to do Tutor meetings! 

No wonder they don’t really chase people up, they must hate it!  So yeah, I think that is really 

really important. [...] Start training tutors properly on how to interact with students and make 

sure they say appropriate things and stop treating us like are naughty little kids that need to 

prove ourselves.’ 

- Michael - ‘The thing I would change about mental health in Cambridge is to actually put people 

in the roles who want to be in the roles - stop giving people the job of DoS or Tutor or Head 

of Welfare as a point on their CV, when really they’re just researchers - either give it to people 

who want to help the students, or train the people so they can. [...] One of the biggest 

underlying problems that I have with how the University pastoral care is structured is that 

your role in the University isn’t necessarily dependent on your ability to fulfil that role. 

Everyone who works in a professional capacity in Cambridge University [...] got their because 

of their brilliant research. [...] And so my Director of Studies, your DoS, your Tutor, your Head 

of Admissions, everyone who is in your College - they are all actually researchers. [...] Get 

someone who loves teaching or loves welfare to take on the role of looking after the students 

[...] you won’t get someone who doesn’t want to waste their time not researching - doing a 

role they don’t want to do - and you won’t get students who feel frustrated because their dos 

doesn’t care about them.’ 

 

 

Questions: 
- To what extent is Tutor and Senior Tutor training mandatory, and what form does this 

training take? 

- If mandates exist, do they apply to just to new Tutors or do they apply to all? If the former, 

since when have mandates applied?   

- How would the Senior Tutors’ Committee describe training that might be considered so 

“onerous” that the magnitude of its requirements exceeds the magnitude of responsibility 

taken on by Tutors? (Senior Tutors’ Committee Minutes, March 2018.) 
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d) Safeguarding training 
 

Finding: There is a case for undergraduates, especially those with mental health issues, to be 

regarded as ‘vulnerable adults’. One-to-one, closed-door supervisions present a unique power-

dynamic, yet safeguarding training does not appear to be mandatory for many student-facing 

staff. 

 

Evidence: 
- Section 59 of the Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 (modified by the Miscellaneous 

Provisions Order 2009) defines a vulnerable adult as a person over the age of 18 who is - 

amongst other descriptors - in receipt of any form of health care (defined to include 

“treatment, therapy or palliative care of any description”), receives a welfare service of a 

prescribed description (defined in section 16 (5) as “services which provide support, 

assistance, advice or counselling to individuals with particular needs, [...] receives any service 

or participates in any activity provided specifically for persons who (amongst other 

descriptors) has particular needs “by reason of a physical or mental problem.” 

- The Senior Tutors’ Committee meeting minutes, October 2017 - ‘Colleges without such a 

[safeguarding] policy were strongly encouraged to adopt one as it was a requirement of their 

charitable status to have one in place’. As late as October 2017, it is unclear whether or not 

all colleges now have safeguarding policies. 

 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor  

- ‘I was not given safeguarding training.’  

- ‘I’ve never received any formal guidance in terms of what boundaries to draw.’ 

- ‘Any kind of training on how to safeguard your students, the sort of training you get 

when you become an access officer or access representative, would be really 

beneficial. Even things like where is appropriate to supervise or not - having a 

checklist, and not something that is mentioned offhand in a full afternoon of stuff, but 

something that is emailed round that says “an appropriate room for a supervision has 

a table not just a settee, is accessible by all parties at any time, is neutral territory.” 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor 

- ‘The main problem with learning to be a supervisor is that you're putting people in 

situations that they've never been in before - so safeguarding training. What do I do 

if a student breaks down and starts crying. What do I do if a student says I’ve done 

something inappropriate towards them or made an inappropriate joke, or been in a 

situation with them which has made them uncomfortable - what do I do in a situation 

when a student has made an accusation like that. What do I do as a supervisor to 

make my students feel  more comfortable in supervisions, do I need to modify my 

behaviour, what is the correct professional standing to be in? In every other element 

of employment, right, you have that training. Every time you interact with someone 

that’s underneath you - if you're in a position of power over them then you have 

safeguarding training. Supervisors don't get safeguarding training - they don't legally 

have to give us safeguarding training because we are essentially contractors - self 
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employed and we invoice the University for the work we do. I think the University do 

that so they don't have to provide training for us.’ 

- Anonymous DoS 

- ‘They just read out stuff like “don't attack the students, supervisions last an hour, you 

should read their essay, drink some coffee beforehand” [...] it was ridiculously ad hoc 

and was kinda like - as long as you don’t hurt the students it’s fine. So it’s pretty bad.’ 

- [Interviewer: ‘Are there any stories you have heard of “inappropriate” interaction?] 

‘I’ve heard a lot of stories. [...] One supervisor… has been kicked out of [a number of] 

colleges now... keeps his job at the University, and keeps getting jobs at different 

colleges because he's got friends in different colleges, he was sleeping with 

undergrads… exposing himself, sexual harassment, just generally being a creep. Now 

he’s still around... if there's a complaint against a supervisor, it just gets dealt with in 

the college, so one the college don’t want to attract negative publicity on themselves, 

and two they’ll be the guy’s friend so they kinda just hush it up. That’s a really 

pernicious part of work, it enables stuff to be swept under the carpet.’ 

 

Questions: 
- To what extent is safeguarding training mandated for members of college or University 

staff who interact with students? 

- Does the University consider students to be vulnerable adults?  

- Do all colleges now have a safeguarding policy? 

 

 

 

 

e) Remuneration 

 

Finding: Anonymously interviewed supervisors expressed the view that they were 

inadequately remunerated for crucial work done outside supervisions to support students, 

especially with regards to supervision marking, preparation and training. Neither mandatory 

Supervisor training nor optional supplementary training sessions appear to come with 

remuneration for attendees. This adds to student concern that good supervision is a result of 

the goodwill of individuals rather than a University guarantee. 

 

Evidence: 
- BCSR 16-17 - Research postgraduates were asked about their teaching workloads and, of those 

who had taken on teaching, only 37% felt their teaching workload was manageable and 

healthy and only 27% felt fully supported in their teaching responsibilities.  

 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor  

- [Interviewer: Would you be paid for that, if you were to spend an hour of your own 

time to have a meeting with a student on a welfare level?] ‘There’s no facility to be 
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paid for it - your payment is linked to the supervision reports that you submit on 

camcors.’ 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor  

- ‘It’s not possible to fully prioritise teaching because you don’t get paid enough to 

teach.’   

- ‘What they don’t tell you is that you don’t get paid to prep at all, you don’t get paid 

for marking at all, you don’t get paid for arranging supervisions [or] for any admin at 

all, you don’t get paid to write supervision reports at all.’ 

- ‘We don’t get paid for training.  [...] most supervisors would happily go to paid training 

because you want to get better as an academic [...] I can go on my computer and book 

an extra training session for something, but I don’t get paid to go to that which means 

you lose time for your own projects so most people don’t have time for that.’ 

- [On what they would like to see change] ‘Improved treatment of supervisors - make 

it not financially bad to help student’s mental health sometimes.’  

- ‘I emailed my boss telling them about a student who was struggling with my style of 

supervision and being predicted low grades. I asked them to find someone more 

appropriate. Since going to them, the student has been predicted 2:1s, and her mental 

health from all accounts is much better. I lost money because of that. Equally, I don’t 

particularly want my students to intermit, partly because I will lose money if they do. 

My life becomes more financial unstable if I make that sort of recommendation. If a 

student intermits, that is obviously in the best interests of that student to do that. But 

as a supervisor you’re thinking - ah, now I'm one student down. Which means I'm 

£17.50 a week down because I’ve lost a student. Which means that over the course 

of a term that’s £90-100, over a year that’s £300 down. That's a lot of money to lose, 

right, and so you obviously don't want your students to intermit. But I don't think a 

supervisor is less likely to then say you have problems you should talk to college - I 

think most supervisors will help the student do that.’ 

- Anonymous DoS 

- ‘Oh it was all unpaid training’ 

- ‘You don’t get paid for your first lecture if you do it as a PhD student.  So my first 

lecture, my payment for that was [an academic] sitting at the back and kind of saying 

“oh that was good”’. 

- ‘When you’re getting paid £28/hour to do a supervision - when I started I would 

spend absolutely ages preparing, like all week preparing to do whatever 3 or 4 

supervisions maybe less - so probably ended up being paid £2/hour. 

Questions: 
- How does the collegiate University respond concerns that many supervisors feel under too 

much financial and time pressure to attend training, adequately prepare for supervisions, 

and ensure their students’ welfare?  

- Will the ‘discussion groups’, as suggested in SMHWS 18-21 include investigation of 

supervision payment? 
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3. Consistency of Support Provisions 

a) College (in)consistency 

 

Finding: A recurring theme across student interviews is a perception of inconsistency of 

experience across Colleges. 

 

Many interviewees felt their experience of positive or negative support in their mental health 

struggles was partly left to chance, due to an absence of clear information around College welfare 

provision in the admissions process. Widespread pooling also adds to this chance element. The 

importance of having ‘good luck’ in this process is made clear by a number of interviewees, who 

directly link their experience to a figure in College who could/could not advocate for them. 

 

- Anonymous DoS - ‘It depends on who you’ve got, it’s all a bit of a free-for-all…’ 

- Michael - ‘I’ve been in a very fortunate situation where, within my College, my Director of 

Studies - I’ve had two - have both been medics themselves, with an interest in mental health. 

And so that has been incredibly useful for me to feel like I'm able to speak to someone about 

it and that I have someone who is senior - and I don’t want to say respected - but who has 

influence within the College and can vouch for me. I say that I am lucky because I know not 

very many people do. In my experience talking to other people, sometimes how good your 

mental health is isn’t necessarily how good your college is or how good your subject is but 

how good is the person who is willing to vouch for you is - if there is one.’ 

- Leah - ‘I think there are a lot of really good academics in this University who are all trying 

their best, and a lot of them really do want to help and are very keen on that, but I do really 

feel like when I've been lucky with what I've had that I've had good people on my side which 

really means a lot to me and is very moving in a lot of ways but also I feel like I shouldn't 

have to be lucky and I shouldn't have to rely on the system because I know that a lot of my 

friends aren't that lucky and so I feel like it is a case that the system should work for the 

people who use it rather than relying on people who are good - because I know that a lot of 

the really good academics who are noted - word gets past round between students and 

people know that they're good and they end up being people who are stretched too thin.’ 

- Keir - ‘I was relatively lucky with my Tutor, he was very understanding, and actually did kind 

of help me, and same with my DoS.  But I’ve had reports from other people…  And then my 

Tutor left, or went on sabbatical, or stopped being a Tutor, and I never met my new one.  

Because he never replied to any of my emails, never turned up to meetings, never chased me 

up when I was writing my dissertation, and that’s a thing.  It’s the luck of the draw and it 

shouldn’t be.  Your student experience and your mental health should not be decided upon 

which Tutor you get.  Pure and simple.’ 

- Connor - ‘I’ve got for example really lucky with my Tutor, really lucky with my DoS, just because 

they’re good at listening and understanding people and so many people don’t get that lucky 

and don’t really have the option to go other ways or College isn’t very helpful with that.’ 
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- Contributor 42 - ‘I was really lucky with my College, because I did have access to those things 

[College counselling] and I did have a Tutor that cared, and a DoS that cared, and I found that 

was so helpful for me but I know so many students at other Colleges that don't have the same 

opportunities and that can lead to them having a really bad time, performing really badly and 

intermitting.’ 

 

- Contrasting attitudes towards intermission 

- Christopher - ‘Everyone said “no don’t intermit, don’t intermit.  It’s better for you if 

you can just get through it”.  . . . It was really frustrating for me for a while, because 

regardless of whether or not they intended to, I felt like I was - not being forced into 

staying here, but that I had to fight to be able to intermit.  I know there are some 

colleges that push people to intermit, and that’s problematic in its own way of course, 

but I really felt like it was tough for me to convince people that maybe I shouldn’t be 

here.’ 

- Sarra - ‘I was eventually called in and they were like ‘you are GOING to intermit’ . . . it 

was ‘presented’ as a question, but I had run out of resources by that point…  it was 

basically a disciplinary measure - they gave me about two days basically... that was 

like ‘okay great, you have to get out by this weekend, leave and bring all your stuff 

home.’ 

- Georgia - ‘My biggest issue is the fact that College bureaucracy and the differences 

between colleges and even between students and tutors, really really changes the 

way that intermission and treatment of mental health affects students - we need to 

have a clear series of guidelines that are much more forgiving and much more student 

focussed in order for each student with mental health issues to have the same fair 

choices and fair experiences that everyone else gets.’ 

 

Many of our interviewees feel as though mental health provisions are unequal across colleges. 

Although some students point towards individual supervisors or tutors as a cause for this, a number 

suggest that unequal wellbeing provision is largely due to significant wealth disparities.  

 

Evidence: 
- Freedom of Information requests - We enquired how much colleges had spent on 

supplementary mental health training for staff and students in the year 2016-17 (FOI entitled 

“Expenditure on wine, scholarship awards and mental health support - a batch request”, 

submitted to 30 colleges by Feeling Blue? on 6 September 2018). The following answers are 

among those we received:  

- ‘The College does not hold the requested information.’ 

- ‘We offer student wellbeing support and advice with information on our website.’ 

- £190 

- £1,457.11 

- £6,780 

- £38,296 

- £0 
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- BCSR 16-17 - 38% of undergraduates agreed that teaching quality for their course was equal 

across colleges.  

- BRS 18-19 - 48% of students believe they would benefit from having a counselling service at 

Robinson (37% all year around / 11% in exam term specifically). 

 

- Students at less wealthy colleges are affected by higher rents and fewer College welfare 

resources, and feel as though they receive less financial support for extracurricular activities 

and fewer academic resources, which in turn, could impact on their mental health. 

- Trinity College, provides an advisor for Women Students, a College nurse, two 

chaplains, a College counsellor and a mental health advisor. By contrast, Robinson 

College only provides a part-time College nurse. 

- Given that 21% of Cambridge undergraduates were pooled in 2017, many of whom to 

poorer colleges, this leaves a proportion of student welfare that is seemingly left up 

to chance. 

- Murray Edwards Student Collective 2018 Rent Survey - 48.6% of Murray Edwards 

students disagreed with the statement, “I can comfortably afford my rent”.  

  

- Senior Tutors’ Committee Minutes, 16 March 2018 - ‘The Secretary reported that concerns 

had been raised previously by a former Senior Tutor about a lack of consistency in the levels 

of mental health provision across colleges. It was noted that whilst supervision norms had 

been established for some time, in-house counselling norms had not been discussed and yet 

the disparity in provision was quite marked.’ 

 

- Dr Wormald - ‘Every Senior Tutor of every college recognises that every student at Cambridge 

has a right to equal support.’ 

- Connor - ‘I think that every college should have a nurse and a councillor who are well-

trained.’ 

- Michael - [On intermission] ‘My tutor and DoSs have been very supportive in that process. If I 

needed any financial support or medical support they could provide that. Again that it was 

also helped by the fact that I am at St John’s College - and there are lots of different 

reputations - but you can’t deny that it’s one of the wealthiest colleges.’ 

- Evie  

- ‘The supervision system in Cambridge is great in that it gives us one-to-one, or... two-

to-one academic tuition... But when supervisors can range massively from PhD 

students to people who have been here for 50 years, the level of training they have 

received can vary massively, and the amount of empathy they have with students 

varies massively. [...] and actually the pressure that different supervisors put on you 

can really have a strong mental health effect.’ 

- ‘A key part of my election campaign [for CUSU President] was the issue of college 

inequality and I think this is a big one when it comes to mental health.  Part of the 

problem is that different colleges have different counselling services, but also the 

pressure of things like the Tompkin’s Table push colleges to push their students. So, 

they don’t necessarily focus on mental health and so instead put all their money into 
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getting the best academics who will push you really hard, so they can be at the top of 

the Tompkin’s Table and get all the applicants for next year.’ 

- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘So there's a massive disparity in my subject. Obviously 

every student gets the same allocation of lectures, you just turn up and go - it’s in terms of 

supervisions - so the paper I teach, supervisions aren’t mandated by the faculty. Some colleges 

provide them on a weekly basis, some not at all - it is taught through the faculty at a rate of 

one hour per fortnight. So the difference between a student sitting an exam who has had, say, 

16 hours worth of supervisions across two terms, and someone who has not that, can be 

substantial.’  

 

One side-effect of this inconsistency of provision is a feeling that College Welfare Officers or student 

organisations are often the ones to take up the slack, and fill in gaps. This can lead to significant 

emotional strain on students who are in these roles of pastoral responsibility.  

 

- BCSR 16-18 - 81% of undergraduates felt they had received good quality and caring support 

for mental health from their student Welfare Officers, but only 65% felt this for their Senior 

Tutors. This fell further for LGBT+ students to 50%. 

 

- Keir - ‘Tutors are meant to be your head of pastoral care…  And I think that’s where [student 

organisations] and the Welfare Officers do get a lot of traffic, it’s because we just fill a hole 

that shouldn’t really be there.  But at the same time it sometimes is nicer to talk to someone 

your own age going through similar things who does show outward compassion and 

understanding, and I think that’s where Student Minds has a really important role to play. [...] 

And I did hear some pretty upsetting things, some stuff that obviously was quite hard on 

people, but then as a Welfare Officer I had to shut that down and say okay, that’s it, that’s 

that part of my life and that’s over.  And unless you come to me and want to talk about it more 

as Welfare Officer, I’m not thinking about it.’ 

- Peter - ‘It’s an easy thing to say, it’s a hard thing to be. You know, you can say to your friends 

‘I'm there for you’, but when push comes to shove, when it’s your essay deadline in two hours, 

and someone messages in saying I’m going through a really tough patch at the moment, can 

we come and you know, pray or whatever, it’s really hard just to push that deadline latter and 

say yes come over, the kettle’s on…  It reminds me of, at school we were trained up in first 

aid. The key thing in first aid, going into a situation, you don’t want to become a casualty 

yourself. But equally you want to be there for your friends.’ 

- Connor - [Welfare Officers] serve a really profoundly serious purpose [...] So they’re usually a 

student who first finds out that others are considering self-harm, they’re usually the person 

who represents or advocates for students who are going through a rough time with college, if 

college isn’t providing them the services that they need.  So they have a huge responsibility 

and a huge amount of work.  And one of the main conundrums of this role is that they’re both 

the person who has to advocate for better services but they also have - a duty of care might 

be too strong a word, but certainly they have a responsibility, or they feel they have a 

responsibility, to their students and the students that are suffering.  And often the immediacy 

and the acuteness of some of those issues takes up so much of the welfare officer’s time and 

mental energy that they have very little time left to think strategically about improved 
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services. And so you have this situation where the very students who are supposed to push to 

close any gaps in services are also the people who themselves are providing the stop-gap. [...] 

What strikes me is that if this issue is as serious as it is, we need to have a consensus built 

around a strategic vision of what we want to do going forward.’ 

 

Questions: 
- Does the University think it possible to apply minimum standards for colleges’ welfare 

provisions, such as a paid College nurse or counsellor? What mechanisms are there for 

wealth to be distributed between colleges when provisions are unequal? 

- To what extent does the University believe all students at all colleges have equally fair 

access to welfare provisions, especially with regards to colleges having variable access to 

councillors, nurses, mental health advisors etc?  

- How does the University ensure that when choosing their college before application, 

students have a clear understanding of the differences in college welfare provision? 

- What is the formal role of student Welfare Officers within the University’s advised mental 

health pathway system? 

- What mechanisms does the University put in place to ensure Welfare Officers are 

adequately prepared for and are not unnecessarily burdened by their pastoral duties? 

 

b) The devolved administration 

 

Finding: Colleges do not appear to be required to adopt University-wide policies. Yet, 

applying a ‘whole institution approach’, as set out in the SMHWS 18-21, could potentially 

alleviate the college inconsistencies outlined in 3 (a).  

 

University committee minutes suggest that there is occasional significant miscommunication 

between the Colleges and central University committees, and that there is sometimes little scope for 

the central University to enforce policy on legally autonomous colleges. The mechanism by which 

the University expects to be able to apply a ‘whole institution approach’ to wellbeing is therefore 

unclear. 

 

Evidence: 
- Prof. Virgo - ‘it is a matter for the colleges to determine the appropriate training available for 

directors of studies, so it wouldn’t be appropriate for the University to say colleges “you must 

do this”. But the reality is that the University through me and through others engage with the 

colleges all the time about what is appropriate.’ 

- Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance, minutes, July 2017 - 'As 

autonomous legal entities’, Colleges ‘would not be required’ to adopt the University’s 

safeguarding policy. 
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- Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance minutes, July 2017 - [On the new 

safeguarding policy] ‘The Committee agreed that, as autonomous legal entities, Colleges 

would not be required to adopt this particular policy, nor would they be required to adopt the 

same policy.  Whilst there were practical reasons why a similar approach to safeguarding 

might be helpful, there was no legal requirement for this. Additionally, it was recognized that 

there might be variations in the approach taken due to the differences within individual 

Colleges and that the template might need to be adapted to local circumstances or even 

treated as a set of guidelines rather than a template.’ 

- Senior Tutors Committee meeting minutes, October 2017 - [During a discussion of 

safeguarding policy] ‘Colleges without such a policy were strongly encouraged to adopt one 

as it was a requirement of their charitable status to have one in place.’  

 

- The intermission process can be an example of poor communication between the Colleges 

and central University committees 

- Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance minutes, November 2016 

- Dr Wormald stated that a ‘straw poll of Colleges had indicated that few Colleges 

imposed academic tests as a condition for return but that where they were imposed 

this was absolutely in the interests of ensuring that students were appropriately 

placed academically to be able to manage the transition back to study.’ However, in 

the Senior Tutors’ Committee, Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance Minutes, 

July 2017, it was actually revealed after a further survey that ‘a significant proportion 

of Colleges routinely or occasionally required returning intermitting students to 

undertake an academic assessment as a condition of returning to study, but that this 

practice had varied, as had the support available to students. The Committee had 

therefore agreed that it would be helpful for some good practice guidance 

recommendations to be developed in this area.’  

- NB: The Senior Tutors’ Committee produced guidance for colleges on intermission in 

July 2017, including guidance on examinations for students returning from 

intermission.  However, the Feeling Blue? team does not have access to this guidance, 

and we are thus unable to determine whether or not any colleges still operate 

examinations as a condition of returning to study. 

- Contributor 44 - ‘I think the intermission process needs to be more consistent 

unified and transparent with a proper support structure in place.’ 

- Michael - ‘as the process goes on it becomes really dependent on who your director 

of studies is and who your support are because the process of intermission is just 

you leave and you’re off the register and you don’t go to any classes and then in an 

agreed upon amount of time you come back - that's it […] you fall off the conveyor 

belt and you have no idea what to do… But what happens to your funding, your 

exams, your stuff, your room? No one says anything about it unless you have 

someone.’ 

- Anonymous DoS  

- [On training for marking versus training for supervising] ‘the marking is done for the 

University and for the department whereas supervisions are done for the Colleges, 

maybe this is a good example of where it would be useful to strengthen what power 
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the University has to impose universal standards, so yeah that was like 2 days 

[compared to 2 hours for supervisor training].’ 

- ‘once someone is with a supervisor, it’s difficult to check up and ensure that the 

right things are happening, intellectually but also pastorally. [...] Stuff happens in 

colleges and no one can really check up on it and there's a lot of unchecked power.’ 

A number of students raised concerns that the communication challenges of a devolved system can 

lead to confused messages and even contradictory advice being given to students seeking support. 

Some students feel this can lead to additional distress or allow student to slip through cracks in the 

system. 

 

Evidence: 

- Prof. Virgo - ‘It’s really important that students are able to navigate what I know is a complex 

picture, but we, those who are providing the advice, guidance and support, need to ensure 

that we are all working together to ensure that guidance and support is available when 

needed.’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘I think where there are structural clashes, i.e. where one bit of the University 

is saying here is a set of rules, and another bit of the University say “those rules don’t apply 

here’s another set of rules”, that clearly needs to be resolved and everytime we become 

aware as institutions, either as a University or as colleges, that there are such clashes, we need 

to work through our collective committees, to resolve those clashes - and we try to do that… 

where there are structural differences, we just have to engage with those and eliminate 

them.’ 

- Christopher  

- ‘There’s a huge amount of bureaucracy that feels cold and impersonal, and I almost 

just want to cry when I open some emails because they’re sort of like “I can’t believe 

you’re asking me this again” and I’m like “well, I don’t know unless I ask.  I don’t know 

any of this unless I ask…” 

- ‘I feel like that even meeting with my tutor now, about worrying about my exams, 

worrying about my dissertation, he’ll say “well, I don't know what you expect me to 

do,” or I’ll go to him with something I’ve heard from the Student Advice Service and 

Disability Resource Centre, they say “you should apply for an exam warning” and I say 

“okay, I’ll apply for an exam warning” and I go, ask my tutor “can I apply for an exam 

warning” and he says “well we don’t do those anymore” and I say “okay well these 

people, this list of people has told me that you do do these still and that it’s a good 

idea to have one given my circumstance and that is what I’m trying to do now.”   

- ‘I wind up in this weird position where I feel like I’m constantly advocating for myself 

in this really uncomfortable way where I’m getting on peoples nerves, where I’m being 

a nuisance, and not really…  I feel like I’m a burden on them.’  

- Sarra - ‘...so I was just floundering... it was then just me, this one tiny person, just trying to 

coordinate everybody saying “Sarra what are you doing?”. [...] It feels really chaotic, and that 

in itself is really distressing - it’s distressing to not know… or to keep reading the guidance so 

that when you see it on paper it looks really simple - just go to your College Nurse or your 

DoS… and for then that to not actually help is really tough.’ 
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- Emrys - ‘The University isn’t a monolith and there are so many good people within it who are 

really working to try and make it better, so trying to feel through those things and work out 

where the roadblocks are and trying to dismantle them as much as possible is going to be an 

ongoing thing. [...] The impenetrable-ness of it [the welfare system] is one of the biggest 

problems, especially for disabled students because I feel like things aren’t set up for you, and 

so you go to try and change them and then you hit these blocks on the way that drain your 

energy out and you kind of give up.’ 

- Ben - ‘It’s too easy to get lost in the system - I’ve got friends who did pursue the routes 

available to them to get help for what they were going through and it worked up until a point 

after which the college stopped following up on them and they were forgotten about.’ 

- Connor - ‘I think in Cambridge’s case we are an acutely decentralised University. [...] If this 

was a centralised University, I’ve certainly seen cases where individuals, fellows, teachers, 

supervisors, have gone above and beyond what you’d see in any other institutional setting. 

Simply because they have a personal relationship with the student who’s going through a very 

difficult time and have an emotional investment that you won’t get in a centralised institution. 

On the other hand, you also have situations where those same Directors of Studies and 

supervisors have manifestly failed to carry out what would be an appropriate standard of care, 

either through lack of time, lack of effort, lack of understanding, lack of appropriate training 

to deal with the myriad of crises that might emerge.’ 

 

- The Tab, “What to do if you experience mental health issues in Cambridge” 09/05/2016 - 

Outlines various mental health and wellbeing services in Cambridge, stating, ‘There is  support 

available for students in Cambridge,  but sometimes it’s true that we’re left unsure of who 

we’re meant to turn to.’ 

- Varsity, “Investigating Intermission”, 01/02/2019  

- Despite a recent update to intermission guidance in April 2018 stating that there is no 

ban on undergraduates doing paid work during their intermission, ‘this updated 

guidance has not been altered on several official University webpages which may be 

consulted by students considering intermission, therefore some such students are still 

liable to be discouraged from the process.’  

- ‘Laura, who believes intermitting will not benefit her because she suffers from a 

chronic illness, has suggested the possibility of completing her degree part-time to 

her supervisor, and now, after a long application process, been granted the option to 

pursue this mode of study. Although this version of studying, referred to as ‘double 

time’, indeed exists in Cambridge, she said that the academic staff she initially spoke 

to seemed unaware of the options available, and simply encouraged intermission.’ 
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Questions: 
- Does the University consider it possible, realistic or necessary to apply best practice 

guidelines in a devolved collegiate system?  

- Can the University explain in detail the relationship between Colleges and the central 

administration with regards to enacting and standardising welfare policy? 

- Are there any areas of policy where colleges are obliged to abide by University guidance 

and, if so, which areas are they? 

- Do any colleges still operate returners’ examinations as a requirement for returning from 

a period of intermission? 

 

 

c) Funding  

Finding: Several interviewed students feel that welfare provisions are not given the funding 

they require, and thus can’t always reach those in need of support. 

 

A number of students, both in interview and via submitted statements, were concerned that mental 

health provisions at Cambridge were not properly resourced. Waiting times for services are regularly 

mentioned.  

 

Evidence: 
- Referrals to the University Counselling Service are increasing, and waiting times are still 

perceived as long by students: 

- In 2013 there were 1,565 referrals to the UCS; in 2018 there were 2,179. 

[https://www.counselling.cam.ac.uk/general/reports] 

- BRS 18-19 - 17% of respondents have tried to get an appointment from the University 

Counselling Service. 42% of them either had to wait more than a month to be given 

an appointment or did not receive one (6% didn't get one / 36% waited over a month 

/ 36% got one within a month / 21% waited less than 2 weeks).  

 

- Contributor 47 - ‘I struggled with mental health when I was at university - in an environment 

like Cambridge where mental health issues are prevalent it is so important to give it the budget 

that it deserves.’ 

- Contributor 24 - ‘I’ve accessed the University Counselling Service, and found that the waiting 

times are sometimes very long, and this is not conducive to helping people the best way that 

they can be helped.’ 

- Contributor 20 - ‘...I am aware of the various services that the University of Cambridge already 

offers, however, I do believe that there’s still a considerable amount that could be done. I 

think it should certainly be made a priority and provided with the appropriate funding.’ 

- Keir - ‘In terms of support, I think the University Counselling Service is a really important thing 

and I think it is really really good.  I think they don’t seem to be offering enough sessions at 

https://www.counselling.cam.ac.uk/general/reports
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the moment.  Every time I’ve been, 3 has been the max.  After about 3, yeah I’m feeling better 

but it’s not done.  It’s really not done.  So I would say that they definitely need to look into 

increasing the number of sessions they offer.  And that probably needs to be coupled with 

more funding and getting more therapists in because obviously if you’re going to provide 

that… The problem with the funding of the Counselling Service is that there is evidence to 

suggest that when people think it’s underfunded they don’t use it, and that’s really upsetting.’ 

 

 

On the topic of UCS funding, University staff gave vastly differing impressions when it comes to the 

security and prosperity of the service. 

 

Evidence: 
- Dr Wormald - ‘Cambridge has a terrifically well funded University counselling service.’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘There is certainly something close to a crisis when it comes to demand and 

resource... spending has gone up by over 40% over the last 4 years. now clearly you cannot 

sustain an additional 10% a year on an ongoing basis. [...] Cambridge is a wealthy institution, 

but it’s not that wealthy and it doesn't have unlimited cash-flow. [...] Now we can all point to 

individual things and say “well, this shows an institution where there is a lot of fat that could 

be cut”, but actually in lots of colleges lots of the time, and certainly in faculties and 

departments, there really isn’t that much fat to be cut.’ 

- K. Holland - ‘You know, we’re very lucky to be as well resourced as we are here.’ 

- Dr Delap - ‘We already have a good infrastructure there, but [...] the Counselling Service and 

the Disability Resources Centre, often at busy stressful times they kind of reach the limits of 

what they can do.’ 

- J. Brighting - ‘The University Counselling Service is excellent but resourcing is always a 

problem. 

- Prof. Baron-Cohen - ‘That’s a lot of pressure to put on a small service - do we need to give 

more resources, and are they offering enough? Is 6 sessions enough to get you back on your 

feet, make you resilient?’ 

 

The University and Colleges consistently reward academic success through funding scholars prizes; 

in fact, more than they pay into the UCS collectively.  

 

Evidence: 
- Freedom of Information requests submitted by the Feeling Blue? team: 

- Cambridge colleges spent a combined total £1,065,692.23 on scholarship awards in 

2016-17 (FOIs entitled “Expenditure on wine, scholarship awards and mental health 

support - a batch request”, submitted to 30 colleges by Feeling Blue? on 6 September 

2018). 

- By contrast, colleges paid a combined total of £617,127 into the central University 

Counselling Service Budget in 2016-17, ⅔ of what they spend on scholars prizes (FOI 

entitled “Breakdown of resource allocation and demand for the University Counselling 

Service”, submitted to University of Cambridge by Feeling Blue? on 6 October 2018). 
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- Anonymous Humanities Supervisor - ‘At Cambridge, I definitely feel that priority is definitely 

given to students who are doing better rather than struggling [...] if you do very well you might 

be given a scholarship or a grant in your subject, which means that you don’t have to worry 

about taking waitressing work over the holidays whereas weaker students would. Which 

means you can read and plan, which deepens the inequality year on year - more persistently 

of how you’re perceived - whether that is how rooms are allocated within college - it’s the day 

to day pernicious effect - even being entitled to read grace in hall which then puts you in this 

position above everybody else, and it’s stupid - reading thirty seconds of latin doesn't make 

you a better person but it does give you a bifurcation of the student body.’ 

 

 

The University recently reported that it has an exceptionally positive long-term financial outlook, 

and other high-profile donations corroborate this security. This suggests that the ‘crisis when it 

comes to demand and resource’ (Dr Partington) is more closely linked to prioritisation and 

allocation, rather than amount of, resources. 

 

Evidence: 
- University of Cambridge Reports and Financial Statements 2018 

- ‘The University is confident in its long-term financial sustainability. The University 

seeks to manage its sources of revenue effectively and its costs efficiently, in order to 

generate the long-term cash flow needed to ensure it maintains a pre-eminent 

position amongst the world’s leading universities. The University’s single largest 

source of funding — income from research grants and contracts — is projected to 

continue in steady growth, despite the uncertainties surrounding future European 

research funding following Brexit and the restructuring of UK Research Councils. Fee 

income is expected to increase in line with a long-term upward trend in postgraduate 

student numbers, although this is somewhat offset by a freeze in Home/EU 

undergraduate fees and the awaited outcome of the government’s post-18 review of 

education and funding. In a highly-competitive marketplace, Cambridge Assessment’s 

international activities and income are expected to continue to grow over the next 

five years, given continued investment in research, technology, product development 

and staff. Cambridge University Press also anticipates steady revenue growth in the 

face of global economic and competitive challenges and evolving customer needs. 

Increasing strategic alignment, greater joint investment between CA and CUP, and 

closer working with the academic University are already starting to yield benefits. 

While our long-term growth objective for the CUEF remains unaltered, elevated asset 

valuations as at 31 July 2018 mean that medium-term investment returns from this 

point are unlikely to reach the long-term target levels.’ 
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- High-profile donations 

- “£85 million gift from the Dolby family to transform Cambridge science”  

(https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/ps85-million-gift-from-the-dolby-family-to-

transform-Cambridge-science) 

- “Cambridge University secures unprecedented £100 million gift to support students” 

(https://www.cam.ac.uk/news/Cambridge-university-secures-unprecedented-

ps100-million-gift-to-support-students) 

 

 

Questions: 
- Do the University and Colleges have financial plans to deal with expected restructuring and 

increased demands on mental wellbeing support services in future? 

- Are there mechanisms for alumni to donate directly to a mental health provision fund, in 

the same way alumni can donate to research or bursaries (c.f. Dear World, Yours Cambridge 

fund)?  

- What steps are there to ensure that the money pledged to wellbeing and mental health in 

SMHWS 18-21 is spent in the places that students feel it needs to be spent? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/ps85-million-gift-from-the-dolby-family-to-transform-cambridge-science
https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/ps85-million-gift-from-the-dolby-family-to-transform-cambridge-science
https://www.cam.ac.uk/news/cambridge-university-secures-unprecedented-ps100-million-gift-to-support-students
https://www.cam.ac.uk/news/cambridge-university-secures-unprecedented-ps100-million-gift-to-support-students
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4. Transparency and Accountability 

a) Access to information  

 

Finding: The Feeling Blue? team found it difficult to access information which we felt was 

essential to our research, showing a lack of transparency that is reflected in the wider 

University administration.  

 

The Feeling Blue? team are incredibly grateful for being given the opportunity to interview high-

ranking University officials and members of the administration. However, a number of concerns 

were raised over subsequent communication and lack of transparency.  

 

Evidence: 
- Mindfulness Project  

- The Feeling Blue? team were not allowed access to any member of the successful 

Mindfulness project in Cambridge. We were disappointed by this, since we wanted to 

show the Mindfulness Project as a positive example of a University-wide initiative that 

has significantly benefited students. 

  

- College-based UCS Funding clarification 

- University Counselling Service Annual Report 2016-17 - ‘Because responsibility for 

student welfare is vested in the Colleges, funding arrangements exist whereby they 

finance the direct costs of counselling, with the balance paid by the University Chest 

for service administration and facilities. [...] Under these arrangements each College 

paid a per capita sum of £23.24 to the Service for each registered student in residence. 

[...] Those Colleges whose student bodies have been higher users of the Service over 

a five-year period paid an additional ‘user-related charge’ in accordance with a 

formula agreed by the University Counselling Service Executive Committee and the 

Bursars’ Committee and at a level proposed by the former and approved by the latter.’ 

 

- After an Freedom of Information request inquiring into a breakdown of this 

information by college (FOI entitled “Breakdown of resource allocation and demand 

for the University Counselling Service”, submitted to University of Cambridge by 

Feeling Blue? on 6 October 2018), we received the following response: ‘The 

information you have requested, while held by the University, is exempt under section 

36(2)(c) of the Act because its disclosure would be likely to prejudice the effective 

conduct of public affairs. Because you have asked for statistical information, the 

opinion of the qualified person is not required. The University of Cambridge exists to 

contribute to society by, amongst other things, nurturing the best possible students 

in both academic and general terms. One aspect of this involves making sure that it is 

offering the optimal welfare provision to all of its students. Releasing the College-by-
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College student and financial breakdowns you have requested would be likely to 

prejudice the University Counselling Service’s ability to do this because it would 

undermine the systems of confidentiality and trust that underpin all counselling 

matters. As well as prejudicing the core ethical principles of counselling, the 

professional business relationship between the Colleges and the Counselling Service 

could be jeopardised as a result of releasing the information. Because of the different 

student profiles at different Colleges, it might even lead some Colleges to reconsider 

their position with regard to their funding contributions to the Service based on their 

interpretations of the data, risking the Service’s overall resource available for the 

benefit of all students. As this is a qualified exemption, the University has considered 

whether, in all the circumstances of the case, the public interest in maintaining the 

exemption outweighs the public interest in disclosing the information. The University 

considers that any interest in the information is limited to University staff and 

students rather than the public as a whole.1 

 

- Interviews with the University administration  

- Questions to high-level administrators were edited and vetted before we were 

allowed to ask them. Following our interviews, we sent an unanswered email 

regarding the nature of training for Tutors, Supervisors, and Directors of Studies 

(which we could not access in our research), to ensure we presented a full picture to 

our audience and could give the University credit for positive policies. A second email 

was sent, including the following questions: 

- ‘1) Is there a vetting/ selection process for Tutors? If so, could you describe in 

as much detail as possible what this process involves? 2) Could you send us a 

copy of the Guide to Tutoring? Or any documents given to tutors to support 

them in the tutoring process? I do hope you can provide some answers to 

these questions as we want our documentary to be as transparent as possible 

on systems like tutoring, which is such an important port of call for students 

struggling with their mental health. I want to be completely honest and as 

such should note, however, that if we receive no response we will put in our 

documentary that “we received no response on these questions from the 

University”.’ 

- We were sent the following responses from members of the University 

administration: 

- Respondent 1 - ‘We spent quite a long time in the summer agreeing 

questions, and you interviewed [xxxxx] at some length then. There are indeed 

vetting and selection procedures for Tutors in each college, and we share with 

CUSU and GU representatives  (as our students’ representatives) the Guide to 

Tutoring and other materials provided to new Tutors at our annual training 

session. All Colleges have their own documents too to supplement this 

material. We update this material annually, and are already in the process of 

reviewing it. Please do not not, then, say, that you have not received a 

response to the University to these questions.’ 
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- Respondent 2 - ‘You have had extensive and privileged access to some of our 

most senior spokespeople on these issues, which is rarely given to doc crews. 

You have had a significant amount of [...] time devoted to facilitating filming 

for your project, more than we would normally give to a doc crew, who usually 

get one day and that’s it. We have made every effort to find answers to all the 

questions you submitted to us, and gave these during three filmed interviews. 

I understand you are not professional doc makers and you have no formal 

training or experience. But I must caution you that it is not the way of things 

to keep coming back with more questions over a period of months, expect 

answers to every exchange and then threatening your subjects with airing a 

‘non response’. We are now in the midst of welcoming new students and have 

given you plenty of effort time and answers on this. You were treated as 

professionals and I expect you to behave as such.’ 

- It felt as though we, and students in general, are meant to trust the word of 

administrators without question. For full disclosure, the aforementioned questions 

referenced by these respondents were the following: 

Interviewer: When you were Senior Tutor and even now as Secretary, did you 

have to have or did you have as part of your mental health training?  

Dr Wormald: Yes, as Senior Tutor and as Tutor 

Interviewer: Would you like to elaborate on that? 

Dr Wormald: Disclosure on sexual assault, mental health provision - I work 

very closely with the head of the counselling service, we have sessions with 

the Cambridge rape crisis - I meet college nurses. 

Interviewer: Was that mandatory training or was that something you decided 

to undertake?  

Dr Wormald: It’s training that every senior tutor is encouraged to attend. And 

I should also say that Senior Tutors have in almost every case been Tutors 

beforehand and all new Tutors receive training from the Secretariat of the 

Senior Tutors Committee, and as part of that training get training from the 

head of the Counselling Service, the head of the Disability Resource Centre, 

the head of the Student Union Advice Service.  

Interviewer: Do you think that training should be rolled out more widely to 

DoSs who don’t have to have training, or even Supervisors? 

Dr Wormald: All academics with student facing roles know when to refer 

students who need support to the people who are best placed to provide it. 

Interviewer: It seems that you’re talking about knowledge of procedure 

which is qualitatively different from training?  

Dr Wormald: No as I said, all new Tutors receive training and induction both 

within the college and all new Tutors receive training which is common to all 

tutors which is given across the University - in addition, all tutors have weekly 

regular meetings in their college, usually with their college councillor, often 

with their college nurse as well and that is continual professional 

development and clearly the mental health of their students is a key part of 

that.  
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Interviewer: What kind of training are staff in pastoral roles required to 

undergo? 

Prof. Virgo: Well most of the people in pastoral roles are in colleges and 

therefore that is the responsibility of the colleges to engage with that training 

and so the people who have that responsibility are in a better position to 

answer that, but I do know - I used to be a Senior Tutor myself - that there is 

training that occurs, and there’s extensive training that’s available.  

[...] 

Interviewer: Do you think that other academic roles such as supervisors who 

aren't specifically pastoral should have a more pastoral role? 

Prof. Virgo: It depends on what you mean by a pastoral role - certainly 

supervisors are meeting their students and are in a position to get to know 

the students, and certainly to see if they are facing mental health concerns 

and certainly should be in a position to provide them with appropriate 

support and guidance. I think quite often that support and guidance is to give 

them the advice as to who to go and see when they’ve identified that there is 

a student with a particular mental health concern. i think a lot of it is about 

awareness rather than necessarily being able to intervene - and actually in 

some cases it would be inappropriate to intervene as somebody who doesn't 

have extensive experience in providing mental health support. so i think right 

at the heart of it supervisors need to be aware that any of their students could 

be facing a mental health issue and knowing what the appropriate advice and 

guidance is.  

 

 

Given our experience with the distinct lack of transparency in the documentary process, we are 

concerned that students may find this valuable information on mental health awareness and specific 

details of tutor training even more difficult to access, especially at a time of mental health crisis. 

 

 

Questions: 
- Could the University clarify what information with regards to mental health provision (e.g. 

Mindfulness Project organisation, UCS funding, Tutor training) it deems important to make 

easily available to students, and through what means students may access it?  
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b) Open discussion of mental health at Cambridge  

 

Finding: Between students and staff, between prospective students and the application 

process, and between students themselves, there can be a hesitation before discussing or 

disclosing mental health struggles, despite a strong desire to be able to do so. 

 

 

Efforts by students to discuss their wellbeing or achieve a healthy work-life balance are sometimes 

met by unsympathetic responses from teaching staff. This can even extend to a fear in applying for 

welfare support or admitting something is wrong, and can make the intermission process more 

stressful. Some of our interviewees suggested that this adds a level of difficulty to advice telling 

students to simply ‘seek help’ from staff. Furthermore, a number of our contributors revealed that, 

when in a mental health crisis, simply getting out of bed is difficult - let alone speaking to an 

authority figure or stranger.  

 

Evidence: 

- BCSR 16-17 - 57% of Undergraduates were confident in seeking help from the University on 

education issues. This fell to 27% when asking about personal issues.   

- BRS 18-19 - 36% of students thought College staff understood their concerns and experiences. 

 

- Jonah - ‘often the provisions that are there, yes they’re in place but students have to seek 

them out themselves, there’s not much of a system whereby those, kind of, stop-gaps, actually 

look for the students they need to support... And so you get some students who maybe aren’t 

in a position to seek the help themselves or don’t know it exists or don’t know where to find 

it or simply feel afraid to go out and try find it...’ 

- Christopher  

- ‘I remember telling people about my mental health issues here… and I got everything 

from “oh I’m sorry that’s happening to you”, “are you just making that up?”, “are you 

sure it’s just because you’re… you might just be lazy”… I remember lying on the floor 

in first year just thinking thinking “what am I doing here?” which I think is a common 

thing [...] and my supervisor… I also remember him, you know, just sort of asking me 

“are you even trying”, and I don’t think I’d ever tried harder in anything in my life 

before.’ 

- ‘I’m sorry to ask for an extension again… And the fear in sending those emails, the 

terror lying in my bed, which is usually where I wind up because I haven’t got out of 

bed all day and physically can’t sometimes, the terror in sending those emails is 

enough to almost shut me down altogether in and of itself because I never quite know 

what the response will be… when I’ve been in bed for 4 weeks, and not talking to 

anyone, and not really eating, I mean that is not the optimal time to be a self-

advocate.’ 

- ‘You know, the thing is, I’m already deeply ashamed of it.  Like, I’m not going into 

these situations thinking “oh great, I’m going to get out of what I need to do by asking 
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for an extension or whatever now.”  No.  I’m coming in genuinely feeling terrible and 

I don’t always know if I can quite convince people that I am feeling that way, but it’s 

real every time.  To go into those situations and to sort of have to grovel almost, and 

beg for support... you’re sort of guilty until proven innocent, that doesn’t contribute 

to anything feeling any better…’ 

- Sarra  

- ‘One of the really terrible things that my college did, their particular attitude was 

“you're causing problems for your friends and we don’t want that to happen” . . . so 

they encouraged me, strongly encouraged me to talk less to my friends ...obviously all 

my friends were still there... I spent a lot of time frightened to go back into college. … 

if my friends in college had been able to believe that I was being well taken care of by 

the college… they wouldn't feel they had to look after me and they wouldn’t be so 

worried.’ 

- ‘An academic has expressed the view that letting in people like me who have...non-

standard life experience and backgrounds, is a mistake, and they could let in ‘easier’ 

people that would be easier to deal with.’ 

- Michael - ‘There are people and academics out there who just think either mental health 

doesn’t exist or its some kind of new age fad.’ 

- Keir - ‘They’re suspicious that we don’t work hard enough, they’re suspicious that we don’t 

understand what it means to be at Cambridge, they’re suspicious that we don’t do our own 

work, they’re suspicious that we aren’t achieving our potential.  And then they’re suspicious 

that we don’t suffer in the way that we say we suffer.’  

- Anonymous DoS - ‘[when I was a student] My gran died [...] and I got back [from her funeral] 

[...] and I felt really depressed, I was really close to my gran and my DoS went like “she may 

have been your favourite granny, but these things happen - I still expect the essay on Monday” 

or something like that- it was pretty bad… I was like, “am I not meant to be at Cambridge?” 

[...] so yes clearly bad supervisors quite important… she was my favourite granny funnily 

enough, I used to call her my second mum - and like, I saw her die. I literally saw her die.’ 

- Georgia - ‘I intermitted after the death of my mum… I was told that I wasn’t allowed back to 

see my friends in Cambridge, even after exams were over… I had trouble finding 

accommodation when I had to come back for a meeting with [a member of staff] because I 

was afraid to stay in college for too long… I think the worst thing was that I was told that 

coming back to Cambridge and seeing people may affect the committee’s decision on my 

intermission.’ 

- Leah - ‘I have suffered from anxiety and depression which is relatively standard [...] I think one 

of the most important things for me in Cambridge is the idea of asking for help because 

everyone always says if your having trouble you should ask for help but it's never that easy - 

I've always found that in the places where I've needed help the most I've not been able to ask 

for it and I've really needed sometimes more of an active helping hand and people kinda telling 

me what's good for me and making sure that I'm in that space [...] oftentimes when I'm trying 

to talk to people about my situation and my mental health when I’m asking for help it’s from 

a place of knowing that I'm going to get worse [...] and it's kinda about setting it up so we can 

account for these peaks and troughs because it’s classic mental health - having one good day 

and thinking that it's actually always been fine always and forever but that's obviously not the 
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case and I think that's not really something that’s understood or appreciated at all - so asking 

for help not necessarily the first step.’ 

- Contributor 34 - ‘I have experience of insomnia, anxiety and depression. I’d like to say to 

anyone out there who is struggling to never let your feelings be invalidated or dismissed by 

someone else, to know that there is help out there and it’s not weak to ask for it, and to trust 

that even if it doesn't feel like it, it will get better.’ 

 

There can be a pervasive reluctance to disclose mental health concerns among students, and this 

begins before admission. Suggestions from students above point towards a public image of 

Cambridge which is ill-suited to positive discussion about mental health, which the University also 

seems to recognise.  

 

- Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance minutes, April 2018 - ‘At the 

January 2018 meeting, the Committee reviewed analysis from the DRC relating to time of 

disability disclosure by level of study and main disability categories. The Committee noted in 

particular that only 28% of undergraduate students who disclosed a mental health difficulty 

did so before offer stage, with 57% disclosing after admission. The Secretary had since been 

in discussion with CAO, GAO and the Head of the Disability Resource Centre to review and 

propose revisions to the text on the respective admissions websites. A paper with proposed 

text for the undergraduate site was received for discussion. The Committee broadly welcomed 

the proposed text but suggested some drafting revisions to strengthen the fact that the 

Collegiate University had legal obligations it was required to meet and to emphasize its 

willingness to ensure that adjustments were made in a timely fashion. A point of concern 

arose following a recent meeting of the Admissions Forum and the secretary agreed to 

investigate with the Director of Admissions whether adjustments to time allowed and rest 

breaks on the basis of disability were being applied to pre and at interview assessments, as 

well as interviews.’ 

- Christopher - ‘I remember applying for my student support document—that took like half of 

first term, so half of first term I was sort of flailing and couldn’t really do anything about it, 

and then I showed it to some of my supervisors and they were like “oh everyone has one of 

these these days” and I was like “oh, okay, I don’t know what to say to that” whether to laugh, 

or to roll my eyes or to just sit in silence…  There’s so much to unpack there.  But to have that 

process start before you arrive, or—because it can start before you arrive, but have it clearly, 

clearly stated, “we’re not going to treat you differently, we’re not going to discriminate against 

you if you tell us about your mental disabilities at this point or your learning disabilities or 

your mental health issues at this point, we’re going to do everything we can to support you, 

but we need to know as soon as possible because then we can start getting things into place”. 

I think that would be a really helpful thing.’ 

- The University’s engagement with public conversations around mental health through its 

social media channels appears to be negligible - As of 18 May 2019, the last time the 

Cambridge University Counselling Service Twitter feed had been updated was on 7 September 

2017.  As of 28 March 2019, the phrase “mental health” has appeared in tweets by the official 

University of Cambridge Twitter account a total of 13 times, in 9,957 Tweets, since April 2009.  

Meanwhile, the University of Oxford has published 5 tweets so far this year (as of 3 April 2019) 

containing the phrase “mental health”. 
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- Prof. Baron-Cohen - ‘Many young people have been aiming for Cambridge or similar high 

prestige university during their school as if it's the goal that will make their lives perfect. You 

could feel locked into that - you could feel locked into that goal - you might experience it as a 

trap, you don’t have the freedom to consider leaving or intermitting because everyone 

expects that having got here you’ll be making the most of this ‘amazing experience.’ 

Sometimes your dream can trap you. Cambridge as a university is fantastic, very old, but that 

means it comes with rigidity, it doesn’t always make it the most flexible place, other places 

might be easier to think about taking time out. Maybe our university is not quite at that stage 

yet, where it might make it better for mental health to take time out.’ 

- Matt - ‘Not only do we feel that we’ve landed ourselves this gig at one of these… you know 

one of the most prestigious places that you could possibly end up at... That has certain 

connotations with “do I belong here”. . . I’ve been given this enormous privilege and who am 

I to sit here and wallow over what I’m feeling and wallow over the kind of state of mind that 

I’m slowly descending into.’ 

- Christopher - ‘I think for a lot of people that I’ve talked to but also specifically for myself, the 

myth of the University really what becomes overwhelming after a while.  It’s the be all and 

end all... I spent a lot of time trying to pick apart the myth of Cambridge, and trying to pick 

apart the way that’s impacted me, mentally and physically, and even academically. [...] 

Certainly big portions of Cambridge are really trying to pull themselves forward into, I guess, 

the 21st century, but there's so much dead weight hanging around the edges that it makes it 

really difficult for any change to happen.  And so much resistance too.’ 

 

Our research has unearthed a number of very positive steps taken by the University. A number of 

staff members have also been personally praised by students for their empathetic response to 

mental health crises. However, the fact that we had to spend weeks researching and trying to find 

this evidence, suggests that communication of positive mental health efforts from the 

administration to students needs to improve. 

 

- The Mindfulness Project has produced quantifiable successful results, and shows huge 

potential for general improvements in wellbeing: 

- https://www.Cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-

cam/learning-mindfulness 

- https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(17)30231-

1/fulltext 

 

- New procedures and guidelines  

- The When to Refer guide (September 2018) has some very useful advice and 

information for staff regarding mental health crises students may face. However, 

none of the anonymous sources we contacted mentioned this document when asked 

about training or knowledge about referral.  

- The Senior Tutors’ Committee’s have issued new intermission guidance (July 2017) 

and external papers, referred to in minutes from the Senior Tutors’ Committee and 

Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance. However, these documents and 

https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-cam/learning-mindfulness
https://www.cambridgestudents.cam.ac.uk/welfare-and-wellbeing/mindfulness-cam/learning-mindfulness
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(17)30231-1/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(17)30231-1/fulltext


 

55 

guidance are not available to students, even though knowledge of such efforts could 

have a positive impact on students’ trust in and understanding of the welfare system. 

Further, papers from previous years’ committees do not appear to be available to 

members who have recently joined the committees.  

 

- New posts in the support services and increases to existing services 

- Micha - ‘One, I think crucial thing that we do, that I feel not enough students know 

about is the Students Union Advice Service. That’s funded by CUSU and the Grad 

Union - that is a free confidential impartial advice service that allows students to come 

and talk about any problem that they’ve had at their time in Cambridge. They really 

are experts in what they do - they’re really good at navigating the bureaucracy of the 

University, they know about the different kinds of procedures that can seem 

intimidating to students who don’t have that experience or level of training, and 

they’re also just really nice and friendly and can always offer a listening ear if you want 

to talk to someone.’ 

- Prof. Virgo - ‘We’ve created three new posts - two in the counselling service and one 

in the disability resource service.’ 

 

- Self-motivated or college-advised training completed by certain staff members  

- J. Brighting - ‘We’ve really recognised that all of the staff dealing with students – so 

porters are very often first port of call, aren’t they, for a student in the middle of the 

night, who’s feeling anxious, stressed what have you – bedders, that they are actually 

dealing with student crises and they need training. So we have instigated and we have, 

well, it’s rolling out this term, mental health first aid training for porters, bedders and 

anybody else, but they’re the main people that we’re focussing on. And the tutorial 

staff are having that training as well, also, sexual health, the talks that are being laid 

on by  the UCS they’ve started going to. So how they would respond if a student came 

and told them about sexual assault, a serious sexual assault. So, 3 porters have been 

to that and that’s going to be compulsory for all of the porters. We also provide 

HIV/AIDS awareness training and there are other courses that Human Resources run 

on diversity, equality, that we all have to go to, so that’s very different to when I 

arrived 10 years ago, there is a recognition that we all do need new training, and not 

just for nurses because it’s obviously part of the requirement of my registration that I 

have training in lots of these things .’ 

- Dr Partington - ‘from a personal perspective I’ve also had training from Mind, I went 

on a two day highly intensive course, which I went on with a number of senior tutors.’ 

- Dr Delap - ‘I had a really useful session with the Disability Resources Centre. It was 

described as “responding to students in crisis”.’ 

 

- Personal stories of supportive staff members 

- Michael - ‘I’ve been in a very fortunate situation where, within my college, my 

Director of Studies - I’ve had two - have both been medics themselves, with an interest 

in mental health. And so that has been incredibly useful for me to feel like I'm able to 

speak to someone about it…’ 
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- Jonah - ‘I was the vice president of our JCR and we, I mean, I never felt more 

comfortable in an environment than I did at my college, and I remember at the 

beginning of first term when I was really struggling, I had the nurse, I had two JCR 

welfare reps – our college has its own mental health officer who’s a professional, 

trained member of staff – I had the Dean, who’s lovely and I had my friends, and the 

number of people I could’ve spoken to was so enormous I felt very comfortable and 

at home there.’ 

- Anonymous Science Supervisor - ‘I think this is where we as students have to 

understand that the University is a collection of people just doing their jobs. And it's 

very easy to be angry at this big conglomerate [...] if we want to improve this, we 

have to have them onside. We have to appreciate the work that they do. [...] 

Students just want it explained to us why it's difficult. Just say - it's difficult because 

of the time, it's difficult because of the time. Just be honest with it - explain that as a 

thing - because people can accept that, they can accept that it's flawed - but just 

don't present it as this perfect thing because it isn't. And I think people are forgiving 

and people understand and will say no okay fine I get it - I get it - you're just doing 

your job, just doing your best - like a supervisor who’s just doing their best.’ 

 

On a wider level, the fact that so many students and some staff want to ‘talk about mental health’ 

suggests that the atmosphere at Cambridge is not already suited to doing so. A number of students 

took the time in their interviews or in their recorded statements to offer advice to those in need, and 

many others implored more widely distributed and detailed information to be given to fellow 

students. 

 

- BCSR 16-17 - 26% of students were confident that an idea for change would be fully followed 

through in the University, compared to 57% who were confident in their ability to change 

and influence their College. 

 

- Contributor 31 - ‘Mental health affects everyone, indirectly and directly and I believe that 

Cambridge University could take a more active stance in tackling the stigma surrounding 

mental health issues.’ 

- Contributor 32 - ‘I think there's a big problem relating to mental health and I think one of the 

main reasons for this is that academics don't take into account students’ welfare enough - 

and I’d really like to see this changed and the… system becoming more appreciative that 

people have lives outside their study.’ 

- Contributor 33 - ‘I think that Cambridge need to offer more support for mental health. 

Whilst many pathways to treatment already exist, sometimes those who are suffering the 

most are not the ones seeking treatment.’ 

- Contributor 51 - ‘I’ve struggled with anorexia, bulimia and binge-eating disorder, and I think 

it would be really helpful if people in Cambridge could realise that you don't need to be 

severely underweight, emaciated to have an eating disorder so if you notice that your 

friends are doing funny things with food/exercise- do broach the subject with them, look 

after them, speak to them about it, because that’s usually the first step to recognising that 

there’s a problem and getting help.’ 
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- Dr Delap - ‘More conversations, great conversations like this one that we’re having right now, 

de-stigmatising mental health, getting people to acknowledge that stressful environments 

may well produce mental ill-health, trying to get young people to understand better how they 

can promote their own mental well-being.  There’s lots to be done there. That’s what I would 

like to see happen.’ 

- Jonah - ‘What I’ve always said is that once you stop falling through the gap you don’t just get 

cured of whatever you have, but it’s about learning to talk to people and manage it and 

work through it and try and, you know, do your little best to feel better in moments that you 

can, and that’s all you can do.’ 

- Christopher 

- ‘I think there are some very practical things though that are easily accomplished on a 

smaller scale. One is to lead with empathy. [...] I think in supervisions that would mean 

when an essay doesn’t come in on time, or when a piece of work isn’t the quality isn’t 

what you expect of it, not starting out with “why are you not taking this seriously”, 

“why do you not care”, “why are you wasting both of our times”, but saying “what 

happened here, and how can we work to make it better, how can I support you?”’ 

- ‘People are very apprehensive about taking into account lived experiences of students 

when it comes to reshaping things because they don’t feel like they’re empirical 

enough, or they don’t feel like they’re—these great traditions have lasted for so long 

and they’ve worked just fine, you know, maybe it’s just students now that are having 

a problem, I don’t think so.  I think you could go back a long way. [...] Looking at what 

people were writing earlier in the twentieth century, in the nineteenth century, 

people have been having emotional struggles here forever. And it’s just now that 

we’re starting to listen to them and starting to open up this conversation with them 

and open it up in a substantial way... Just because we’re noticing it now, doesn’t mean 

it hasn’t always been there.’ 

 

 

 

Questions: 

- By what means does the University aim to de-stigmatise mental health issues and promote 

positive wellbeing within academic environments as promised in the SMHWS 18-21? 

- Does the University believe that it is necessary to increase mental health education and 

awareness at both the staff and student levels? 

- With what metrics will the University measure the success of SMHWS 18-21? 
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Full List of Questions   

1. Cambridge University Culture 

- The Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2018-21 (SMHWS 18-21) commits to 

improving communication between the constituent parts of the University’s numerous 

wellbeing services and to engage with external stakeholders. It also commits to “a deep-dive 

‘system analysis’, with a focus on the student perspective.” Does the University plan to take 

the above student perspectives into account when redesigning communications 

infrastructure?  

- Does the University plan to examine the efficacy with which its wellbeing policies and service 

availability are communicated to students?  

- The SMHWS 18-21 commits to “a research study to help inform and give clarity regarding the 

extent to which, and in what ways, the current Cambridge culture and ways of working affect 

student mental health and wellbeing.”  Can the University clarify which indicators of “student 

mental health and wellbeing” will be called upon to inform this study? 

- SMHWS 18-21 additionally commits to “discussion groups with staff and student members 

drawn from diverse backgrounds across the collegiate University”.  Does the University intend 

for the conclusions of these discussion groups to be incorporated into institution-wide 

changes of policy?  If so, can the facilitators of such discussion groups give assurances to that 

effect? 

- Can the collegiate University give assurance or clarification that it encourages extracurricular 

activities, recognises achievements outside academia, and supports a healthy work-life 

balance?  

- How can the collegiate University ensure that its assurance of a wide-ranging definition of 

success is shared amongst and conveyed by all supervisors? 

- Could the University please explain the rationale behind it being one of very few universities 

in the world to place all the weight on the final year - specifically on a few final exams? 

- Does the University have any evidence to categorically affirm that this method of assessment 

leads to the best student performance?  

- Could the University please outline the options offered to a student who cannot complete 

their exams, and clarify the DDH procedure?    

- How does the University ensure that all Freshers receive complete and consistent information 

about welfare support services, regardless of a student’s College, personal Tutor or academic 

programme? 

- Sexual consent workshops (run by the CUSU Women’s Campaign) are a successful example of 

consistent advice and information being disseminated to new students. Can the University 

envisage a similar mental health workshop for freshers?  

- Can the University outline the proactive measures it has in place to aid historically excluded 

groups, especially with regards to mental health?  

- Can the University assure us that supervisors are made aware of these added stressors, and 

have been instructed to act empathetic towards such concerns? 

- Can the University open up a dialogue, perhaps through a survey or forums, to understand 

and answer student concerns about microaggressions, profiling and other claims against BME 

groups? 
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2. Academic Staff: Training and Safeguarding 

- By what means does the collegiate University ensure that produced, or even circulated, 

documents (such as the When to Refer Guide 2018) are actually read, understood and used 

by academic and pastoral staff? 

- How does the University respond to the suggestion that ‘non-pastoral’ staff in student-facing 

roles may be in a position of trust and confidentiality with a student, or be confronted with 

student mental health concerns?  

- In light of evidence that confusion and miscommunication amongst both staff and students is 

common, would the University consider it important to re-evaluate or re-clarify the pastoral 

triage roles of supervisors?  

- To what extent is Supervisor and DoS training mandatory, and what form does this training 

take? 

- Are supervisors expected to collect feedback on teaching from their students? If not, how are 

they expected to develop and enhance their teaching skills over time? 

- Through what pathways are supervisors trained to identify and respond to students welfare 

concerns and crises?   

- Does the University intend to investigate the frequency (via a forum or a survey) with which 

supervisors deal with students in crisis?  

- Is the University prepared to include discussions of empathy, compassion and pathways for 

mental health support in mandatory supervisor training? 

- How does the Collegiate University currently ensure that all supervisors are provided with 

clear, consistent, and readily accessible documentation on how students can access mental 

health and wellbeing support? For example, is the Student Mental Health Crisis Flowchart 

(Senior Tutors’ Standing Committee on Welfare and Finance, July 2017) for tutorial staff also 

circulated to supervisors and/or students? 

- To what extent is Tutor and Senior Tutor training mandatory, and what form does this training 

take? 

- If mandates exist, do they apply to just to new Tutors or do they apply to all? If the former, 

since when have mandates applied?   

- How would the Senior Tutors’ Committee describe training that might be considered so 

“onerous” that the magnitude of its requirements exceeds the magnitude of responsibility 

taken on by Tutors? (Senior Tutors’ Committee Minutes, March 2018.) 

- To what extent is safeguarding training mandated for members of college or University staff 

who interact with students? 

- Does the University consider students to be vulnerable adults?  

- Do all colleges now have a safeguarding policy? 

- How does the collegiate University respond concerns that many supervisors feel under too 

much financial and time pressure to attend training, adequately prepare for supervisions, and 

ensure their students’ welfare?  

- Will the ‘discussion groups’, as suggested in SMHWS 18-21 include investigation of supervision 

payment? 
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3. Consistency of Support Provisions 

- Does the University think it possible to apply minimum standards for colleges’ welfare 

provisions, such as a paid College nurse or counsellor? What mechanisms are there for wealth 

to be distributed between colleges when provisions are unequal? 

- To what extent does the University believe all students at all colleges have equally fair access 

to welfare provisions, especially with regards to colleges having variable access to councillors, 

nurses, mental health advisors etc?  

- How does the University ensure that when choosing their college before application, students 

have a clear understanding of the differences in college welfare provision? 

- What is the formal role of student Welfare Officers within the University’s advised mental 

health pathway system? 

- What mechanisms does the University put in place to ensure Welfare Officers are adequately 

prepared for and are not unnecessarily burdened by their pastoral duties? 

- Does the University consider it possible, realistic or necessary to apply best practice guidelines 

in a devolved collegiate system?  

- Can the University explain in detail the relationship between Colleges and the central 

administration with regards to enacting and standardising welfare policy? 

- Are there any areas of policy where colleges are obliged to abide by University guidance and, 

if so, which areas are they? 

- Do any colleges still operate returners’ examinations as a requirement for returning from a 

period of intermission? 

- Do the University and Colleges have financial plans to deal with expected restructuring and 

increased demands on mental wellbeing support services in future? 

- Are there mechanisms for alumni to donate directly to a mental health provision fund, in the 

same way alumni can donate to research or bursaries (c.f. Dear World, Yours Cambridge 

fund)?  

- What steps are there to ensure that the money pledged to wellbeing and mental health in 

SMHWS 18-21 is spent in the places that students feel it needs to be spent?  

 

 

 

4. Transparency and Accountability 

- Could the University clarify what information with regards to mental health provision (e.g. 

Mindfulness Project organisation, UCS funding, Tutor training) it deems important to make 

easily available to students, and through what means students may access it?  

- By what means does the University aim to de-stigmatise mental health issues and promote 

positive wellbeing within academic environments as promised in the SMHWS 18-21? 

- Does the University believe that it is necessary to increase mental health education and 

awareness at both the staff and student levels? 

- With what metrics will the University measure the success of SMHWS 18-21? 

 


