
Amid mount ing con cern over stu dent sui cides, some uni ver si ties have found a sur pris ing
solution to their long men tal health wait ing lists – they are re duc ing or out sourc ing their
coun selling ser vices in a move ap par ently de signed to shift the bur den on to the NHS.

Un able to keep up with ris ing de mand, they are re brand ing their men tal health stu dent
sup port as “well be ing” ser vices. Some plan to main tain a re duced num ber of coun sel lors,
but others are send ing stu dents to lo cal NHS ser vices. Pro fes sional coun sel lors are be ing
told to reap ply for jobs as well be ing prac ti tion ers, or face re dun dancy.
Hull, Wolver hamp ton and Es sex are among those out sourc ing some or all of their coun -
selling. They say that they are boost ing and ex pand ing their ser vices, but cam paign ers fear
stu dents with the most se ri ous men tal health is sues could lose out. “Well be ing” is a
broader ap proach to men tal health that in cludes healthy eat ing, mind ful ness and stress re -
liev ing ac tiv i ties such as yoga, med i ta tion and cam pus walks.
There is con cern over the loss of trained, ex pe ri enced coun sel lors on cam pus, a move de -
scribed as “per verse and dan ger ous” by the Bri tish As so ci a tion for Coun selling and Psy -
chother apy. “The fact that some uni ver si ties are con sid er ing down grad ing or re duc ing
coun selling ser vices within their in sti tu tions is a huge cause for con cern, par tic u larly see -
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ing as men tal health needs among stu dents are of ten com plex,” says An drew Reeves, BACP
chair.
The switch to well be ing could be a smoke screen for cut ting costs, warns Alan Percy, chair
of BACP in ter est group Heads of Univer sity Coun selling Ser vices, and head of coun selling
at the Univer sity of Ox ford. “We have al ways sup ported an in sti tu tion-wide well be ing ap -
proach to stu dent men tal health, but re duc ing or out sourc ing in house pro fes sional coun -
selling ser vices at a time when there is so much con cern about stu dent men tal health and
sui cide rates is not only per verse but in sti tu tion ally ir re spon si ble,” he says.
Ninety-�ve univer sity stu dents killed them selves in the 2016-17 aca demic year, and Sam
Gy imah, the uni ver si ties min is ter, last month is sued an ul ti ma tum to vicechan cel lors to
tackle the men tal health of stu dents. “There are some vice-chan cel lors who think that
they don’t have to deal with th ese ex tra things. It can’t be some thing that be longs to the
well be ing depart ment of the univer sity. This re quires sus tained and se ri ous lead er ship
from the top,” he said.
Wolver hamp ton dis agrees: “Our core func tion is as an ed u ca tional in sti tu tion and not a
spe cial ist men tal health ser vice,” it states in a con sul ta tion doc u ment on planned changes
to stu dent sup port ser vices from Septem ber. “The cur rent coun selling model is not able to
re spond to the de mand from stu dents for sup port, with re sult ing wait ing lists of up to six
weeks.”
Fig ures from the O� ce for Na tional Sta tis tics last month showed the an nual sui cide rate
among stu dents rose slightly over the last decade to 4.7 sui cides for each 100,000 stu dents.
The ONS said this was be low the rate for the gen eral pop u la tion. How ever, a re cent study of
UK sui cides car ried out by the Cen tre for Sui cide Re search and Pre ven tion at the Univer sity
of Hong Kong said the stu dent sui cide rate was higher than that for non stu dents, ris ing
from 6.6 to 10.3 (56%) per 100,000 be tween 2007 and 2016.
David Mair, the for mer head of the coun selling ser vice at the Univer sity of Birm ing ham,
which has re tained its pro fes sional, ac cred ited coun selling sta�, says there is a lot of
sloppy lan guage around men tal health. “You of ten hear things such as 66% of stu dents say
they had a men tal health prob lem in the past year – but this can range from feel ing anx -
ious about ex ams to de pres sion, which makes it hard to get out of bed in the morn ing,” he
says. Uni ver si ties could be come over whelmed by de mand for coun selling if the peo ple who
see stu dents ini tially lack the train ing to dis tin guish those who need the most help.
But shut ting down coun selling be cause of de mand is wrong, he says, be cause ac ces si ble
sup port on cam pus is im por tant for stu dents with sig ni�  cant men tal health is sues. “You
need a well be ing ser vice, but the dis tinc tion be tween well be ing and coun selling needs to
be un der stood. That un der stand ing seems to dis ap pear when coun selling is sub sumed
within well be ing.”
Wolver hamp ton says its new model of sup port will re fo cus ser vices around pre ven tion. Its
12 men tal health work ers and coun sel lors have been told to show how they match the re -
quire ments for �ve new po si tions of men tal health and well be ing prac ti tion ers.
A spokesman told the Guardian: “This will re sult in the for ma tion of a mul ti dis ci plinary
team made up of sta� with a range of clin i cal and well be ing back grounds, in clud ing coun -



sel lors and spe cial ist men tors with the abil ity to pro vide a single point of con tact for stu -
dents in dis tress and sta� seek ing ad vice to sup port stu dents in dis tress.”
The Univer sity of Es sex is also over haul ing its men tal health ser vices. For the past 20 years
it has had four coun sel lors on its main site and outside pro vi sion for its two satel lite cam -
puses, but the ser vice is be ing out sourced from mid-Oc to ber.
Es sex’s con sul ta tion re port says there has been a sub stan tial growth in de mand and a
“sec tor-wide shift to wards see ing well ness as part of a much broader and more com plex
mat ter than sim ply men tal health”.
An ad ver tise ment for three univer sity well be ing as ses sors last month did not ask for coun -
selling qual i � ca tions. It stated: “The suc cess ful can di date will hold a min i mum of two A-
lev els or equiv a lent and will have ex pe ri ence of work ing with peo ple with men tal and emo -
tional health di�  cul ties, as well as ex pe ri ence of stu dent fac ing de liv ery in this area. You
will un der stand the prac tise [sic] of as sess ing stu dent risk, work ing to em power and en -
able clients and work ing with stake hold ers to en sure e� ec tive re fer ral.”
Es sex says its plans will “in crease the num ber of sta� work ing for our well be ing ser vice
and in crease the avail abil ity of stu dent coun selling at Colch ester cam pus by 30%”.
The Univer sity of Hull says its scheme has helped pro vide ex tra sup port for stu dents. In
2015, Hull out sourced its coun selling to Let’s Talk, a free, lo cal NHS com mis sioned ser vice.
It has bases across the city and on cam pus, says a spokesman. “The univer sity’s well be ing
team, to gether with Let’s Talk, al lows us to pro vide a more in-depth in ter ven tion for stu -
dents in need,” he added.
How ever, Percy re mains scep ti cal: “If, af ter a ‘well be ing’ re view a univer sity is em ploy ing
fewer qual i �ed coun sel lors, that is a cut. If, af ter a re view of sup port ser vices, stu dents
have to get coun selling from an ex ter nal provider not em bed ded into the univer sity, that is
a cut. If stu dents have to get coun selling from over stretched NHS ser vices, that is a cut.
And if stu dents are o� ered phone or on line coun selling with out the op tion of a face-to-
face meet ing, that is yet an other cut.”
‘Re duc ing stu dent sup port when there is so much con cern is in sti tu tion ally ir re spon si ble’
Alan Percy Chair, Heads of Univer sity Coun selling Ser vices


