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What mental illness is not…
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Mental health: Striking a balance in all aspects of your 
life – social, physical, spiritual, economic, mental. 



You are likely the ‘first responder’:

Remember – you don’t need to solve every problem….



Graduate students face mental wellness challenges

ASBMB Today, The Wellness Issue, Jan 2019





What do our mentees say?
ABRCMS 2016



What do our mentees say?

“Crying doesn’t make me weak.”

“I can’t give 200%”

”Your support is priceless!”

“…that I just want to make them proud.”

“The expectation of overwork makes me feel guilty for taking time to sleep”

”That she remembers that I am here to learn to be an 
independent thinker & researcher, rather than a vessel for executing his/her ideas.”

“That I am grateful for how supportive and encouraging you are ”

“… I was functionally suicidal for almost a year - but very productive!”

“I avoid conflict at any cost”

“I slept under conference room tables because I felt too guilty going home"

“I don’t trust you anymore.”

“You are my idol in more ways than you know!”

“I skip lunch all the time because I feel I’m not doing enough”
“…that it hurts to feel like you’re not being 
listened to. It would also be nice to be given 
feedback on things I do well, not just mistakes I 
make.”

“Negative feedback may be easier 
to give but positive feedback will 
motivate me to work harder”



Prevalence of Mental Illness

• 1 in 5 adults ages 18-25 has a diagnosable mental illness

• 18.1% of US adults live with anxiety disorders in a given year

• 6.9% of adults live with Major Depressive Disorder in a given year

• Nearly 60% of adults living with mental illness don’t receive treatment

o Access to care

o Stigma

Mental illness means:

Megan Kennedy, MA, LMHC, Manager of Strategic Initiatives for Student Wellness, UW Student Life



When surveying graduate students…
• Grad students are 6X more likely to experience depression and anxiety 

compared to general population.

• Grad students who experience symptoms of depression & anxiety are far less 
likely to cite positive relationship with advisor/PI. (Evidence for a Mental Health Crisis in Graduate 
Education, Nature Biotechnology (2018))

• Just under 50% of surveyed PhD students met criteria for depression (Berkeley 
Graduate Assembly, Graduate Student Happiness and Wellbeing Report (2014))

• More than 75% of graduate students reported being overwhelmed.

• Over 50% reported experiencing somewhere between “more than average” 
and “tremendous” stress. (Comparing Mental Health Issues Among Graduate and Undergraduate Students, 
American Journal of Health Education (2013))

Megan Kennedy, MA, LMHC, Manager of Strategic Initiatives for Student Wellness, UW Student Life



CBE – Life Sciences Education (2019) 18ar27, 1-14

Inside Higher Education, 
C Flaherty, (2018)

Science

Nature Biotech (2018) 36(3) 282-284





Scientific American





https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-03459-7



Graduate Student Stressors:

§ Anxiety

§ Depression

§ Isolation

§ Imposter Syndrome

§ Sleep

§ Financial

§ Perfectionism

§ Advisors

§ Work/life balance

§ Microaggressions

§ Barriers/discrimination

§ ???

Megan Kennedy, MA, LMHC, Manager of Strategic Initiatives for Student Wellness, UW Student Life



NASEM. 2018. Sexual 
Harassment of Women: Climate, 
Culture, and Consequences in 
Academic Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine



What do I do?



What do I do?

https://wellbeing.uw.edu



What do I do?

https://wellbeing.uw.edu



https://wellbeing.uw.edu





What do I do?
Ø Support one another

• 75% of students report turning to a friend/peer first for support

Ø Address stigma within department
• Normalize help-seeking behavior
• Discuss common mental health concerns, bring up topics related to 

mental health

Ø Learn interpersonal effectiveness strategies to work with 
advisors

Ø Take care of yourselves & encourage others to do the same
• Abandon the martyr competition
• Set a tone of self-care and mindful work ethic
• Address impostor syndrome and perfectionism

Megan Kennedy, MA, LMHC, Manager of Strategic Initiatives for Student Wellness, UW Student Life



When to intervene?

Multiple warning signs

Noticeable changes

Follow your gut/instincts

Megan Kennedy, MA, LMHC, Manager of Strategic Initiatives for Student Wellness, UW Student Life



Symptoms of Depression

mentalhealthfirstaid.org



What do I do?

When in doubt … contact SafeCampus
206-685-SAFE (24/7 helpline)



Suggestions for mentors:

> Know your campus resources: for students, postdocs, faculty

> Discuss expectations and check-in with mentees

> Be observant to changes in schedule, communication, work, 

outside activities

> Establish healthy boundaries

> Help end the stigma!

E. Sanchez, D. Duncan, B. Pizer, UCSF



What we can ALL do (a partial list):

- Be more open about how common it is that people struggle with poor mental 
health

- Normalize and destigmatize seeking mental health care
- Talk about failures, big and small
- Communicate clearly and constructively
- Support students/postdocs as they consider different career paths
- Make it clear to students that someone cares about their success
- Reach out to people who you think might be struggling
- Get trained in mental health first aid
- Create peer support networks
- Address sexual and gender-based harassment
- Promote wellness (e.g., sleep, exercise, sense of purpose, community, ….)
- Support having interests outside of academia

For more info, Barreira et al., working paper; Duffy et al., The Conversation



Encourage Self Care:

https://legacyplacesociety.com/



More info (and hopefully guidance/resources):

https://www8.nationalacademies.org/pa/projectview.aspx?key=51350

https://www8.nationalacademies.org/pa/projectview.aspx%3Fkey=51350


https://cgsnet.org/new-initiative-support-
graduate-student-mental-health-and-wellness

More info (and hopefully guidance/resources):

https://cgsnet.org/new-initiative-support-graduate-student-mental-health-and-wellness


More info (and hopefully guidance/resources):



Thank you!



GRADUATE STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH



COUNCIL OF GRADUATE SCHOOL’S 

2018 CGS PRESSING ISSUES SURVEY

 Graduate deans from US and Canadian CGS member institutions were 

asked: 

1) How prevalent are mental health disorders among graduate students?; 

2) Who is best positioned to recognize when a graduate student needs to 

be referred for mental health support services? 

 42% responded to this survey (N = 204)



FINDINGS FROM CGS REPORT

 Asked how well their institutions inform and train various campus 

stakeholders to recognize symptoms of mental health challenges in 

graduate students and in turn refer those students to appropriate 

support services, many graduate deans expressed concern that their 

institutions weren’t doing enough. 

 Results suggest that more than four out of ten graduate deans think that 

more can be done to inform and train graduate faculty members, faculty 

advisers, PIs, and dissertation/thesis chairs, as well as graduate program 

directors/department chairs and graduate students themselves. 





MORE CGS SURVEY FINDINGS

 Only 21% of deans reported that their institutions do an excellent or 
good job of informing and training graduate faculty members. About one 
out of ten respondents (11%) reported that they do not know if 
graduate students are informed or trained about symptoms of mental 
health issues.

 Graduate deans reported that graduate faculty members, PIs,  faculty 
advisors and dissertation/thesis chairs, as having the highest ranking of 
poor or very poor (48%) with regards to informing and training about 
mental health concerns/issues.  Also, deans ranked this group as the one 
they did not know more than any other group (8%)



STRESSORS

 Stress is a reality in our lives and is an ever-present reality for students 

who face competing priorities and demands on their time from their 

advisor/mentor, instructors and courses, their jobs, their families, their 

partners, their peers and more.

 Imposter syndrome, fear of failure; cultural dissonance because 

curriculum and faculty do not reflect their lived experiences are of

 Resources are improving on campus but more needs to be done.



MENTORSHIP—LANDSCAPE REVEALED

 Mentoring is a major determinant in the likelihood of graduste

trainee/mentee success (Brunsma et al., 2017) yet it is often the most 

disappointing aspect of their experience.

 URM doctoral candidates in STEMM fields are more likely to feel isolated 

from other students and worried about their mental or physical health 

than their peers (Stowell et al., 2015)





SOME ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

 Woolston, C. (Aug. 30, 2019)., “A Better Future for Graduate 

Student Mental Health.” Nature

 Inside Higher Ed. (October 29, 2019)  “Mental Health 

Challenges Require Urgent Response”

 Nature. (Nov. 14, 2019). “ A cry for help”



DYAD DISCUSSION

1) What considerations surface for you in this scenario?

2) What is one course of action you would take?



SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION

How might you respond to the differences in the 
scenario?

Many faculty do not believe psychosocial functions are part of 
their mentorship role (Laursen et al., 2010) and many adopt a 
colorblind ideology in general (Prunuske et al., 2014).             

As a staff or faculty member, how might you help shift 
away from these findings? 



FEEDBACK REQUEST

http://bit.ly/HAsurvey129


