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Survey Superheroes gathers monthly feedback from 1000 student volunteers 
regarding their opinions on a variety of pre-planned and developing issues in 
exchange for financial compensation. 
 
The Student's Guild Insight Team uses this feedback to influence decisions by the 
University, inform our projects and empower students to create change for their 
community.  
 

One of our key topics for December was Mental Health. We wanted to find out:  
 

 

 

This report will analyse the feedback given in relation to the above questions and 
provide recommendations for both the Student’s Guild and the University of 
Exeter to action in order to improve support for students’ mental health. 

All text in quotations marks are comments provided by students showing their 
individual thoughts and opinions; they have been included as they largely reflect 
the quotes within the same topic. 

 

Generally, students at Exeter often feel happy, proud and accomplished. Nearly 
half of students often feel sad and 85% report feeling burnt out sometimes, often 
or always (Figure. 1). Over half of students currently rate their mental health as 
good and 20% currently feel that their mental health is poor (Figure. 2). For what 
is straining mental health, we saw assignments, coursework and exams as major 
strainers from an academic point of view (Figure. 4) and that employment, 
accommodation and finance are straining students in their personal lives (Figure. 
6). When their mental health is slipping students often feel less motivated and 
productive and find it harder to concentrate on their academic responsibilities 
(Figure. 8). We also see that students socialise less and isolate themselves when 
their mental health isn’t as good as it can be (Figure. 9).  

Lots of students partake in activities for self-care, this includes spending time 
with friends and family, walking outdoors and cooking and eating well (Figure. 10). 
90% of students feel that self-care activities have a positive impact on their 
mental health and wellbeing (Figure. 12). Generally, students feel that the 
university cares about their wellbeing, but we saw more mixed responses to 
feeling that the university is promoting a healthy balance between their academic 



 

 

and social lives (Figure. 13). Student’s feel that the university is giving them too 
high of a workload and have poor signposting to wellbeing support (Figure. 14).  

Students rely upon themselves for wellbeing support as well as friends and family, 
less frequently they rely on professional services. We also saw a small percentage 
of students relying on AI for wellbeing support (Figure. 15). Most students said 
they would be open to reaching out to a professional service, with 29% already 
having done so (Figure. 17). 22% of students were either unsure or knew they 
wouldn’t reach out to a professional service for support (Figure. 17). From the 
university and the Guild, students wanted to see more support, more information 
on current services and more options for engaging with wellbeing support (Figure. 
19).  

 

 

Figure 1 - How often have you felt the following emotions since the start of the university year? 

Positively, 60% of our students feel happy often and 10% always feel happy. 50% 
of students only sometimes feel proud or accomplished, 16% rarely feel proud or 
accomplished and 26% of students often feel this way. This minority feeling proud 
or accomplished suggests there is work to be done to encourage students to 
celebrate their achievements. 48% of students sometimes feel sad and 25% of 



 

 

students often feel sad. When asked how often they feel imposter syndrome 
responses become mixed with 22% saying they rarely feel this way and 21% saying 
they often feel imposter syndrome. More concerning is that 85% of students said 
they sometimes, often or always feel burnt out (Figure 1). This statistic should be 
of particular importance to both the university and the Guild.  

 

 

Figure 2 - How would you currently rate your mental health? 

58% of students currently rate their mental health as good. 20% currently rate 
their mental health as bad and 18% of students feel it is neither good nor bad (Fig. 
2).  

 

 

Figure 3 - How would you currently rate your mental health? (Breakout: Disability Status) 



 

 

When we look at this by disability status, we can see that students with no known 
disability status report having the most positive and least negative mental health 
(68% and 13% respectively). They are also the only student group to show more 
positive and less negative health than the overall average (Fig. 2).  

Conversely, students with a mental health condition report both the lowest 
positive and the highest negative mental health (34% and 37% respectively) (Fig. 
3). 

 

 

Figure 4 - Is there a specific type of activity that puts a strain on your mental health? (Open text response 
themes) 

When asked what university activities puts a strain on student’s mental health 
62% of responses mentioned assignments (Fig. 4). Often these comments related 
to feeling like deadlines all occur at once and are not evenly spaced across the 
year.  

 



 

 

On a similar theme, the next most mentioned topic that strains student mental 
health is exams, with 30% of responses mentioning this (Fig. 4). 

 

Students also find managing their workload straining for their mental health, 11% 
of responses mentioned this theme. Responses mentioned struggling to find a 
balance between their academics alongside social events or searching for a 
job/internship (Fig. 4). 



 

 

 

Figure 5 - What is it about this activity that causes you to feel strained? 

We then asked students what it was about the activities in Figure 3 that causes 
them to feel strained. 33% of responses mentioned that it was managing the 
workload (Fig. 5). 

 

 



 

 

24% of responses mentioned that the time aspect was what led to the strain on 
their mental health (Fig. 5). 

 

Students also mentioned deadlines (19%) and grades (18%). Students often 
mentioned that they felt deadlines were very close together (Fig. 5). 

 

  

 



 

 

 

Figure 6 - Is there anything external to university that puts a strain on your mental health? (e.g. social 
media, housing, employment) – open text response themes 

Students were asked if there is anything external to university that they feel is 
putting a strain on their mental health. With 31% of responses, employment was 
the most commonly occurring theme. These concerns covered both employment 
after university and current work alongside studies (Fig. 6). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

21% of responses mentioned accommodation as straining for mental health (Fig. 
6).  

 

Finances were also frequently mentioned with 20% of responses (Fig. 6). 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 7 - What is it about this activity that causes you to feel strained? - Open text response themes 

We then asked students to elaborate on why these things caused them to feel 
strained. Most frequently mentioned was the current job market at 23%, with 
students saying that either being unable to find a job to help them financially, 
managing a job alongside university study, or a lack of graduate prospects were 
all causing them distress (Fig. 7). 

 

    

 



 

 

17% said they weren’t sure why certain things were causing them to feel stressed 
(Fig. 6). 

16% of responses mentioned time, specifically a lack of time to get everything they 
need to get done or a lack of time to switch off and take care of themselves (Fig. 
6). 

15% of responses mentioned feeling under financial pressure or concern 
surrounding finances (Fig. 6).

  

  

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 8 - when your mental health isn't as good as it could be, how does it impact your academic life? 

 

When looking at the impact of poor mental health on academic life, we see a wide 
range of impacts. 27% of responses mentioned feeling less motivated.  

 



 

 

21% of responses mention feeling less productive when their mental health isn’t 
as good as it could be. 

 

20% of responses mention finding it harder to concentrate.  

 

More generally we saw 16% of students say poor mental health makes their 
academic life harder and 14% say it has a negative impact on their academic life.  

 



 

 

 

Figure 9 - When your mental health isn't as good as it could be, how does it impact your personal/social life? 
- open text response themes 

We asked student what impact their mental health can have on their personal and 
social lives (Figure. 9). Impacts ranged from socialising, to affecting sleep and 
communication. 

Overwhelmingly the largest impact that students find is on socialising, with 49% 
of students mentioning this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

We also saw 21% of responses mentioning wanting to isolate themselves.  

 

12% of responses mention not wanting to go to events or meet up with people. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Having explored the impact that poor mental health can have on student’s lives, 
we were then interested to hear how students practice self-care to look after their 
mental health.  

 

Figure 10 - what self-care activities do you take part in? Please choose all that apply 

71% of students said they spend time with friends and family as a form of self-care. 
65% said they walk outdoors. 63% of students said cooking and eating well is a 
form of self-care that they choose. 54% said they like to exercise or go to the gym, 
44% said reading and 38% said spending time in nature. (Figure. 10). What we see 
in these responses is that a lot of students are prioritising spending time outside, 
moving their body and eating well.  



 

 

 

Figure 11 - what self-care activities do you take part in? Please choose all that apply - Breakout by year of 
study 

Looking at self-care activities by year of study, generally we see a similar pattern, 
but with some differences. Volunteering and helping others seems to be more 
popular with Year 3 and Masters students, with only 9% of first years selecting this 
choice. Similarly, meditation is also more popular with Year 3 and Masters 



 

 

students. Not participating in self-care activities is more likely to occur in earlier 
years of study with 36% of Year 1 students and 27% of Year 2 students. (Figure. 11)  

Having looked at what it is that students do for self-care, we then wanted to see 
if students felt these activities had a meaningful impact on their mental health 
and wellbeing.  

 

 

Figure 12 - How much do you agree with the following statement: engaging in self-care activities has a 
positive impact on my mental health and wellbeing 

90% of students agreed with the statement that engaging in self-care activities 
has a positive impact on their mental health and wellbeing. Interestingly, 6% 
neither agreed nor disagreed and 1% somewhat disagreed, suggesting that 
engaging in self-care is either not something that some of our students feel they 
need to do to maintain their mental health and wellbeing or that it is less 
effective for certain students (Figure. 12).  

 



 

 

 

Figure 13 - How much do you agree with the following statements: the university cares about my wellbeing. 
The university clearly communicates about wellbeing support. The university promotes a healthy balance 

between academic and social life. 

We asked students how much they agreed with statements related to the 
university and wellbeing (Figure. 13). For the first statement, “the university cares 
about my wellbeing”, we see 71% of students agree with this statement. 19% feel 
more neutral, neither agreeing nor disagreeing and only 9% disagreed with the 
statement. This shows that generally students do feel like the university cares 
about their wellbeing.  

Next, students were shown the statement “the university clearly communicates 
about wellbeing support”. 78% of students agreed with this statement, 13% felt 
neutral and 8% disagreed. Demonstrating that students feel that wellbeing 
support is clearly communicated to them.  

Finally, students were shown the statement “the university promotes a healthy 
balance between academic and social life”. Responses to this statement were less 
positive. 57% of students agreed with the statement, 26% felt neutral and 17% 
disagreed with the statement. These more mixed results suggest that there is 
work to do from the university to promote a healthy balance between academics 
and social lives.  

 



 

 

 

Figure 14 - You disagreed with some of the previous statements, can you tell us a little bit about why? - 
Open text response themes 

Following on from the previous question, we asked those students who disagreed 
with at least one of the statements why they disagreed (Figure. 14). Many of our 
student respondents gave detailed answers to this question, in the interest of 
understanding the full picture, full responses have been included below rather 
than pulling smaller quotes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The top reason students gave, with 44% of responses, was high workload.  

Following workload, 23% of students mentioned poor signposting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Both with 17% students mention assignments and feeling like the university simply 
don’t care.  



 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15 - Who do you rely on most for wellbeing support? Please choose your top three 

When we asked students who they rely on most for wellbeing support, 71% of 
responses included ‘myself’. 70% said friends and 62% said family. These three 
were by far the most often mentioned, the next most popular is the university 
wellbeing service at 12%. Interestingly, 6% of responses mentioned using AI tools 
to support wellbeing, this is a new insight for us, and it will be further investigated 
in future work. 



 

 

 

Figure 16 - What do these people/spaces do to make you feel safe enough to rely on them for support? 

The top reason that students rely on the previously stated people and spaces for 
wellbeing support was familiarity with 24% of responses mentioning this theme.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Next, both with 14% of responses were feeling comfortable and safe, and these 
people being supportive.  

We also saw 13% of responses mentioning these people listen and allow students 
to talk. 



 

 

 

Figure 17 - If you needed it, would you reach out to a professional service (e.g. your doctor/GP, the university 
wellbeing service, the Guild Advice service) for support? 

We then asked students whether they would reach out to a professional support. 
29% of students already have reached out to a professional service for support. 
6% of students said they would as soon as they noticed something was wrong. 
32% of students would only reach out if things got bad enough. So, in total, across 
all ‘yes’ options, 67% of students said they either have or would reach out to a 
professional service for support. (Figure. 17) 

8% of students would only reach out if someone else encouraged them to.10% 
weren’t sure if they ever would reach out. 12% said no they wouldn’t reach out, 
they would instead prefer to figure it out themselves (Figure. 17).  



 

 

 

Figure 18 - Is there anything that would make you hesitate to seek wellbeing support? Please choose all that 
apply (Percentage of responses) 

We were interested to see who students felt would make them hesitate to reach 
out for wellbeing support. 53% of students said their hesitation was feeling that 
they didn’t have ‘severe enough’ problems or feelings like others who have it 
worse. 31% of responses said that waiting times and response times being too 
long, this insight suggests students potentially have tried to reach out for support 
and were not able to get the support that they needed when they needed it. 31% 
of responses said they would hesitate due to not having enough time to. Wellbeing 
support is often lengthy in time, so options for time poor students should be 
explored. 19% of students don’t know where to start looking for support (Figure. 
18).  

 



 

 

 

Figure 19 - What do you think the university or the Guild could do to better support students' mental health 
and wellbeing at university? Open text response themes 

Finally, we asked students what the university and the Guild could do to better 
support students’ mental health and wellbeing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

25% of students mentioned wanting more support.  

 

16% of responses were unsure on what could change. These responses did not 
believe there were no changes that could be made, these students simply didn’t 
have the suggestions on how the university and the Guild could improve.  

15% of responses wanted more information and awareness. 

 



 

 

13% of responses felt like the university and the Guild are doing a good job already. 

 

10% of students would like more options available to them so that they can better 
tailor support to their own individual needs. 

  

 

 

 

Generally, students at Exeter often feel happy, proud and accomplished. Nearly 
half of students often feel sad and 85% report feeling burnt out sometimes, often 
or always (Figure. 1). Over half of students currently rate their mental health as 
good and 20% currently feel that their mental health is poor (Figure. 2). For what 
is straining mental health, we saw assignments, coursework and exams as major 
strainers from an academic point of view (Figure. 4) and that employment, 
accommodation and finance are straining students in their personal lives (Figure. 
6). When their mental health is slipping students often feel less motivated and 
productive and find it harder to concentrate on their academic responsibilities 
(Figure. 8). We also see that students socialise less and isolate themselves when 
their mental health isn’t as good as it can be (Figure. 9).  



 

 

 

Lots of students partake in activities for self-care, this includes spending time 
with friends and family, walking outdoors and cooking and eating well (Figure. 10). 
We do see that across year of study the types of self-care activities differ, 
volunteering and meditation seems to be most popular with older years of study. 
We also saw that year 1 and 2 students were more likely than other years of study 
to not participate in self-care activities (Figure. 11).  90% of students feel that self-
care activities have a positive impact on their mental health and wellbeing (Figure. 
12). Generally, students feel that the university cares about their wellbeing, but we 
saw more mixed responses to feeling that the university is promoting a healthy 
balance between their academic and social lives (Figure. 13). Student’s feel that 
the university is giving them too high of a workload and have poor signposting to 
wellbeing support (Figure. 14).  

 

 

Students rely upon themselves for wellbeing support as well as friends and family, 
less frequently they rely on professional services (Figure. 15). Most students said 
they would be open to reaching out to a professional service, with 29% already 
having done so (Figure. 17). 22% of students were either unsure or knew they 
wouldn’t reach out to a professional service for support (Figure. 17). The top 
preventor for hesitating to access wellbeing support is not feeling like their 
problem is ‘severe enough’ and that others have it worse. Students also found 
waiting times to be too long and not feeling like they have enough time to engage 
with support (Figure. 18). From the university and the Guild, students wanted to 
see more support, more information on current services and more options for 
engaging with wellbeing support (Figure. 19).  

 

• With assignments and coursework straining student’s mental health, the 
university should encourage departments to investigate current 
spacings of deadlines to see if they can be further spread out.

o Students most frequently say that assignments strain their 
mental health due to all deadlines occurring close together

• The university should consider offering (or signposting more to current 
support) more wellbeing support in the lead up to and during exams.

• Departments should consider spacing workloads so that they remain 
more consistent and minimise busy periods for students



 

 

• The university and the Guild should consider how they can continue to 
prepare students for employment after graduating in the current job 
market

o Students struggle to find post-graduate opportunities

• The university and the Guild should consider how they can continue to 
reduce financial pressures on students

o Offer more part-time campus roles where possible 
o Offer more cheap food options 
o Offer more opportunities for students to upskill their financial 

skills and understanding

 

• The university and the Guild should encourage students in the earlier 
years of study to partake in self-care activities and/or run events where 
they can try new activities that might suit them

• The university should focus on actively promoting a balance between 
academics and social lives, and think about what actions could be taken 
to demonstrate this care to students

• The university and the Guild should more frequently signpost to 
wellbeing support that they offer

• The university and the Guild should consider how they are signposting 
to support services in order to maximise student awareness (e.g. not all 
students read emails in their entirety)

 

• The university and the Guild should raise awareness of professional 
services available to students

• The Guild should further investigate the insight that students are relying 
on AI tools for mental health support

• They should also take action to reduce stigma around seeking 
professional help for mental health reasons

• The university and the Guild should consider what support they could 
offer to time poor students, that don’t feel as big of a commitment as 
support like counselling and therapy

 

 

 



 

 

 

If you want to read some more around this topic, you could start with the following 
articles: 

• Mental Health Archives, WONKHE 
• Student mental health in England, House of Commons Library 

 

If you are a current University of Exeter student, please find some resources 
below to help you with wellbeing and mental health support: 
 

• Wellbeing Services, University of Exeter 
• Guild Advice Service, Exeter Students’ Guild 
• Mental Health Support for UK Students, Student Minds 
• About Student Mental Health, Mind 

 

https://wonkhe.com/tag/mental-health/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8593/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/students/wellbeing/
https://www.exeterguild.com/find-support/wellbeing-hub
https://www.studentminds.org.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/student-life/about-student-mental-health/


 

 

 

Our panel of 1000 students is demographically representative of the University of 
Exeter’s student population but, due to varying response rate on a month-to-
month basis, the demographics of this data change survey-to-survey. 

The demographics of this report’s respondents are illustrated below. 

*PNS = Prefer not to Say 

 

 



 

 

 


