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Introduction

Universities have legal, ethical, and pragmatic responsibilities to consider and support
the mental health of their students (Kadison & Digeronimo, 2004; Macaskill, 2013;
McLafferty et al., 2017). Social work course providers have the additional responsibility
of preparing their students for the potential stress and mental health implications of
social work practice. They must also try to ensure that, in tandem with the development
of their professional ‘awareness of self’ (Urdang, 2010), students are sufficiently aware of
their own mental health needs to positively inform their practice and to prevent the
possibility of their needs causing indirect or direct harm to clients. In preparing social
work students for practice, it is important to recognize that they, as future professionals,
may be affected by potential vicarious trauma, secondary traumatic stress, burnout, and
compassion fatigue (Ben-Zur & Michael, 2007; Newell & MacNeil, 2010). Other issues of
resilience, stress, and burnout in cohorts of social work students have also been explored
in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic (McFadden et al., 2018; McFadden et al., 2021).

Based on findings from their exploratory study in the Irish context, Clarke et al. (2012)
reported that social workers may experience stress early in their careers and that support
from other practitioners, including their peers, can mediate the pressures experienced
during the transition from student to professional. These and other issues were explored
through a survey of student social workers’ views in Northern Ireland and the Republic of
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Ireland, involving six universities in the academic year 2018-2019, now reported in this
article. The original study set out to explore a wide range of issues related to the social
work students’ experiences (McCartan et al., 2022). In the following paper, the authors
describe and analyze a particular subset of findings from the original study, regarding the
mental health of the student social workers and the possible associations between mental
health and a range of other variables as reported by respondents. Before outlining the
methodology for the survey and presenting the findings, a synthesis of the relevant
literature is provided. It revealed three key themes: levels of mental health problems in
social work student populations and family histories; how students cope with stressors;
and the social work educational response.

Levels of mental health problems and family histories

Research has been conducted in a range of countries to establish levels of mental health
problems that adversely affect general university student populations (Blanco et al., 2008;
Constantine & Chen, 1997; Macaskill, 2013; Sheldon et al., 2021). It appears that mental
health problems may exist for some students before they enter universities. In the Irish
context, for example, elevated levels of mental health problems were found in the
Republic of Ireland (Hill et al.,, 2020; Mahon et al., 2022), and Northern Ireland
(McLafterty et al., 2017; O’Neill et al., 2018). As reported elsewhere, it is important to
make a distinction in the two political and economic contexts between Northern Ireland
and the Republic of Ireland. For example, it may be that the mental health needs of
Northern social work students may be explained by 40 years of political conflict and its
traumatic sequelae for citizens (McCartan, 2022). When students arrive in university,
these issues may affect course completion (Browne, 2017), and important transitions
from education to employment (Geirdal et al., 2019). Concerns have also been raised
about the somewhat inconsistent provision, and uptake of, mental health supports for
students (Browne et al., 2020; McAuliffe et al., 2012; Storrie et al., 2010).

Several studies have explored levels of mental health problems and morbidity in US
social work student populations. For example, Davis-Berman and Pestello (2002) used an
exploratory, approach and found that 20-25% of two samples of students had taken
psychiatric medication, with depression and anxiety the most common diagnoses
reported. Horton et al. (2009) also sought to estimate levels of psychological and
psychiatric problems in another US student social work population, finding that 34%
reported high levels of depressive symptoms, 12% a history of suicidal ideation, and 4%
recent thoughts of suicide. In that study, 6% reported high levels of post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) symptoms, and 3% were highly likely to have a dissociative disorder.
Many identified a history of multiple traumatic experiences including physical (28%) and
sexual assault (19%). In relation to substance use at any point in their lives: three out of
four reported alcohol use; 46% marijuana use; and 50% use of other illicit drugs. In
a study of social work students’ mental health and other problems, following hurricanes
Katrina and Rita, Lemieux et al. (2010) examined aspects of mental health problems,
substance use, and adaptive coping among 416 respondents. They found relatively high
levels of depression and smaller numbers of students reporting clinical PTSD-like
symptoms and substance use, as well as a range of coping responses. Given that this
was an exceptional, one-off disaster, it is important to differentiate these forms of trauma
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experienced by helpers with contexts where there are continuous, repeated traumatic
incidents (Campbell et al., 2021). Lemieux et al. (2010) suggested the need for additional
forms of education, information, and supervision to ensure resilience and well-being in
such circumstances.

The literature has also highlighted psychological and other sequelae caused by pre-
vious traumas which may affect social work students when compared to others. In an
early study, Black et al. (1993) found that social work students were more likely to have
experiences of family trauma, which could have implications for the delivery of social
work education and practice, for example, if these impacted on future relationships with
clients. More recently, Branson et al. (2019) highlighted how social work students were
more likely to have more reported incidences of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)
than other students. Newcomb et al. (2017), in interviews with 12 undergraduate students
with a history of ACEs, highlighted the need for educators to include teaching self-care as
a core skill for practice but also as a way of ensuring such students are treated equitably. It
is important to recognize that having a history of ACEs should not always be presented in
stigmatizing narratives; students, as with other citizens, often find ways of reparation and
positive recovery and growth (Thomas, 2016). In addition, there have been criticisms that
the ACE literature is overdetermined by the use of population studies and psychosocial
explanatory theories at the expense of wider structural causation (Bunting et al., 2022).

Where social work students have experience of parental mental ill-health, this may
affect their academic and professional careers. Poole et al. (2012) analyzed secondary data
highlighting that just under a quarter of the sample they examined reported a parent
experiencing mental health issues (24%) with more students reporting having a parent
with substance use problems (29%). In conclusion, such findings are important to inform
our understanding of the types of traumatic events which are crucial when considering
the education of social work students.

Stress and coping

The literature also reveals important aspects of stress and coping in the lives of social
work students. Stanley and Bhuvaneswari (2016), in their study of women undergraduate
social work students in India, used standardized instruments to assess stress, anxiety,
resilience, and coping. They found that first-year students were less resilient and able to
cope than second-year cohorts but that levels of anxiety and stress appeared to rise by the
end of the programme. These variations are explained by a lack of an induction process
that may help students better understand the forthcoming programme, and when they
arrive at the end of the programme where more coherent supports should be in place to
help transition to the workforce. The literature indicates how social work students can
find ways to mediate and resolve such problems. For example, Grant and Kinman (2012)
focused on the importance of enhancing forms of resilience in social work systems of
social work education to ensure that they can be better prepared for the rigors and
emotional demands of eventual professional practice. It is important, however, to
critically analyze concepts of resilience to avoid simplistic, individualistic explanations
and to include ecological approaches that embrace social as well as individual coping
systems used by social work students and practitioners (Newell, 2020). The idea that
students can find ways to cope with stressors was also explored in Goldberg et al.’s (2015)
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interviews with 12 social work students who were experiencing psychiatric difficulties.
They highlighted how respondents underwent a developmental process, from being
patients to becoming ‘therapatients’; in doing so, they could understand how these two
interlinked identities impacted upon practice contexts.

Several other coping mechanisms have been identified in the literature. For example,
Ying (2008), in a mixed methods study, examined the buffering effect of self-detachment
against emotional exhaustion among 28 second-year and 22 MSW students. Ying (2009)
also explored how the concepts of self-compassion, perceived competence, and mental
health may mediate well-being, in an Australian study, involving 2,320 students from 29
universities.

The importance of understanding socio-economic factors which may generate stress
for social work students is explored in other studies. Gair and Baglow (2018), for
example, highlighted how financial and other hardships impacted the mental health
and well-being of respondents, recommending changes to curriculum and forms of
support by institutions. Particular cohorts of students can be particularly impacted
upon by such contexts. For instance, Collins et al. (2010) surveyed English social work
students’ understanding and experiences of stress, support, and well-being, noting that
part-time students appeared more vulnerable to stress, and reported low self-esteem and
emotional exhaustion, sometimes associated with pressures at home and work.

A recent US study highlighted the financial hardship experienced by social work
students (n =357) with 17% reporting a need to sell blood plasma to support living
costs, while 15% and 14% needed to access a food bank or food stamps at some point
during their degree (Unrau, et al., 2020). Single parents, first-generation college students,
adults who were formerly in state care, and those with a history of experiencing home-
lessness were all overrepresented in these experiences of financial hardship (Unrau,
et al,, 2020). A common feature of many of these studies is an appeal by authors for
forms of institutional support at college and placement levels to enable social work
students complete their studies and professional education. These findings are instructive
for social work educators to enable them to understand the nature, range, and impact of
issues which face students as they traverse their social work education, now discussed.

Responses by social work educators

The way in which teachers respond to student mental health needs is crucial in this area
of professional education. It is often at the interface between students and staff where
such issues can be either resolved or exacerbated. Weerman and Abma (2019) used
a participatory action research approach in the Netherlands to enable students to disclose
and share their personal experiences of mental health recovery in the classroom and
practice. They found that, although some of this experiential learning was enabling, it
could be stigmatizing and that such experiential knowledge sometimes conflicted with
the expectations of the social worker as a detached professional expert. This suggests that
such educational spaces may be viewed by students, and educators, as problematic and
anxiety provoking. The contested notion of microaggression has been used by social
work academics to explain how forms of exclusion and discrimination are played out in
classroom discourses and behaviors, not just between students, but also among staff
(Charles et al., 2017). It is argued that, in such contexts, there is a need for educators to
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reflect upon their sense of status, institutional power, and privilege (Spencer, 2018).
A sense of this difficult conversion has been played out in social work education in
Northern Ireland (Campbell et al., 2013). They recommend that educators should be
more open and reflective in these engagements so that students who have mental
illnesses, and their peers can understand how to address insidious forms of social
exclusion. In a related way, Poole et al. (2012) use the concept of ‘sanism’ to critique
the way students with mental health problems may be discriminated against and some-
times prevented from achieving professional qualification, an issue further elaborated
upon by Reid and Poole (2013). Todd et al. (2019) used a comparative approach to
explore how social worker educators might respond to students who report that their
mental health affected learning processes. They argue that this can be achieved through
several mechanisms, including policy guidelines on rights, privacy, and anti-
discrimination. These should be delivered across institutional, professional, and legal
contexts. Other forms of discrimination and racism associated with the mental health
needs of Black and female students are discussed by Collins (2006), and, as with other
authors in this field, appeal for more systemic, institutional approaches to meeting the
needs of these vulnerable groups, beginning with selection and admission, during the
programme and at its end.

An issue for social work educators, therefore, is how to find ways to enable students
with mental health problems to access supportive services. GlenMaye and Bolin (2007),
in a survey of 71 social work educators, ascertained the level of accommodations for
students with what the authors describe as psychiatric disabilities, indicating a range of
institutional responses. Even where systems of support exist, there may be personal,
cultural, educational, and societal reasons which prevent help-seeking (Ting, 2011).
A recent Spanish study (Millan-Franco et al., 2021) focused on the identification of
protective factors which can enable social work students to deal with a range of stressors.
They found that the development of emotional intelligence was helpful in promoting
emotional repair and in helping to raise subjective feelings of happiness and well-being.
In Israel, Goldberg et al. (2015) found that social work students with mental health
difficulties were able to integrate their mental health experiences into their professional
identity over the period of their studies. This was achieved by educators by enabling
students to harmonize their personal experiences with their professional practice.

In conclusion, several important themes emerge from this review of the literature.
Firstly, in many parts of the world, third-level students are affected by issues of mental ill
health. The literature suggests that social work students may experience elevated levels of
mental health problems which can be explained by a number of factors. The evidence
suggests that the nature of social work education and training creates demands not
typically experienced by other, nonprofessional students, particularly for those who
have existing personal mental health struggles, have experienced ACEs, and struggle
with financial difficulties. By addressing such issues universities and educators can
support students’ journeys as they transition from student to professional. This requires
relevant support, and knowledge about the types of interventions that are effective in
dealing with these problems. These debates are now being explored in the context of the
study now discussed.
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Methodology

This article reports the selected findings from a mixed-methods study using an anon-
ymized online survey of first-year social work students (McCartan et al., 2022). The
survey was designed to explore the issues that were prominent in the literature. The
following findings were responses to the research questions: What are the levels of self-
reported mental health problems among social work students? What variables are
associated with mental health problems among social work students? How should social
work education providers respond to these issues?

The six universities then delivering social work programmes across the island of
Ireland took part in the study. Four were located in the Republic of Ireland: National
University of Ireland, Galway (NUI Galway); Trinity College Dublin (TCD); University
College Cork (UCC); and University College Dublin (UCD); and two universities in
Northern Ireland, Queen’s University Belfast (QUB) and Ulster University (UU). All
students who were enrolled in their first year of the program, except for UCC, were
invited to participate in the research study. UCC Bachelor of Social Work students
were in year 3 of a four-year programme and taking part in their first of two
professional practice placements and were, therefore, considered to be at
a comparable stage in their social work education to first-year MSW students. There
is considerable variation in financial and other supports, across the institutions and
cohorts. In Northern Ireland, students who secure a place on a programme are
generally provided with financial assistance from the government, which approxi-
mately equates to their university fees, and MSW students in the Republic nearly all
self-fund.

Ethical approval was granted by research ethics committees from each institution.
Social work educators circulated information about the study in lectures and a member
of staff not involved in the social work programme contacted students by e-mail to invite
them to participate. Each student was issued with a unique ID code to guarantee
anonymity. These ID codes were stored securely in line with data protection procedures
with no access granted to teaching staff. On three occasions, students were emailed
reminders of their invitation to participate.

Mental health

Participants were asked to report if they had a disability, with possible responses
categorized as visual impairment, hearing impairment, mental health, physical health,
learning disability, or unspecified. An open-ended question asked respondents to
describe their personal disability/disabilities in more detail. Self-report measures were
used to ask students to rate their mental and physical health and also quality of life on
a scale of 0 to 100 (0 being the worst I can imagine to 100 the best I can imagine).
Participants were asked about their current financial status using three different ques-
tions: Are you worried about money (On a scale of 0-100 with 0 extremely worried to 100
not worried at all); How well would you say you are managing financially these days
(living comfortably, doing alright, just about getting by, finding it QUITE difficult,
finding it VERY difficult)? and an open-ended question asking about the nature of the
financial difficulties.
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) were measured using a version of the ACE
Questionnaire (Felitti et al., 1998). Students were asked to read 10 statements and
respond ‘yes’ or ‘no’ if these events happened OFTEN while they were growing up before
the age of 18. The ACE questionnaire has good reliability (Dube, Williamson, Thompson,
Felitti, & Anda, 2004) and indicates childhood experiences of abuse and neglect and
highlights other areas of household dysfunction during childhood including domestic
violence and future incarceration and levels of alcohol and drug misuse. A total ACEs
score was calculated based on the number of affirmative answers (‘yes’ = 1, ‘No = 0°); each
incremental rise in the ACEs score is associated with a graded dose response relationship
with a large range of negative health and well-being outcomes (Anda, Butchart, Felitti, &
Brown, 2010).

Findings

A total of 240 students completed the survey (response rate of 53.6%). This included
students on the 2-year Relevant Graduate Route (RGR) and 3-year Undergraduate Route
(UGR) pathways at QUB and UU in Northern Ireland. Students in the Republic of
Ireland were student participants who were recruited from the four-year Bachelor in
Social Work and Bachelor in Social Studies programmes in UCC and TCD, as well as
from the two-year Masters level social work degree programmes in NUIG, UCD, TCD,
and UCC (see Table 1).

The majority of students who participated in the study were aged between 23 and 30
years (n =95, 40.1%); 18-22-year olds (n =55, 23.2%) were the next largest age group,
with 31-40-year olds (n =48, 20.3%) and 41-60-year olds (n =39, 16.3%) making up
one-third of participants, while three students did not disclose their age category. Most
participants were female (n =200, 83.3%), reflecting the typical gender imbalance in
student social work populations in the UK (Schaub, 2015). Gender profiles varied slightly
between universities and pathways; University College Cork had the largest proportion of
male student participants and males were more represented in the 3- or 4 -year BSW
programmes (n =23, 19.7%) compared to the MSW 2-year pathways (n =17, 13.8%).
Similar numbers of students were born in the Republic of Ireland (n = 102, 42.7%) and
Northern Ireland (n =100, 41.8%); however, none of the students studying in the

Table 1. Participants by university, gender, and pathway.

University Pathway N Cohort response rate % of total sample Female (0%) Male (0%)
NUI MSW 8 40.0 33 100.0 0.0
Galway
QUB UGR 33 458 13.8 84.8 15.2
QUB RGR 18 45.0 75 94.4 5.6
TCD BSS 18 36.7 7.5 833 16.7
TCD MSW 19 90.5 7.9 89.5 10.5
ucc BSW 12 924 5.0 58.3 41.7
ucc MSW 24 88.9 16.7 82.5 17.5
ucb MSW 24 52.2 10.0 79.2 20.8
uu UGR 54 50.0 22,5 81.5 18.5
uu RGR 14 35.0 5.8 85.7 14.3
Undergraduate route 117 26.1 48.8 80.3 19.7
RGR/MSW route 123 27.5 513 86.2 13.8

Total 240 53.6 100.0 833 16.7
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Republic of Ireland had been born in Northern Ireland and only a very small number of
students in Northern Ireland had been born in the Republic of Ireland. Just over 15% (n

=37, 15.5%) of participants were born elsewhere, including North and South America,
Africa, and elsewhere in Europe.

Disability

Almost 14% of participants described themselves as having a disability (n =33, 13.8%)
with the largest number reporting either a physical (n = 10, 4.2%) or mental health (n =
7, 2.9%) condition. Mental health disability was described as ‘mental health” issues/
related and included references to anxiety, depression, and PTSD. To provide some
context for these findings, the Labor Force Survey in the UK of people aged 16-64 asks
people if they have a physical or mental health condition lasting or expected to last 12
months or more which impairs their ability to carry out day-to-day activities. In 2017,
it reported that 21.7% of respondents in Northern Ireland reported a long-term illness
or a disability and the overall figure for the UK was 17.4% (Northern Ireland Statistics
and Research Agency, 2021). Thus, respondents were less likely to have a disability
compared to the rate found in the general population, perhaps because of their younger
age profile.

Mental/Physical health & quality of life

Students were asked to rate their mental health, physical health, and their quality of life.
They were also asked to rate their worries about money on a scale of 0 to 100 (0 ‘being the
worst I can imagine’ to 100 ‘the best I can imagine’). Scores on the 0 to 100 scale were
converted into quintiles and scored as follows: 0 to 20 very low; 21-40 low; 41-60
average; 61-80 good; 81-100 very good (see Table 2).

Scores on the 0 to 100 scale were converted into quintiles and scored as follows: 0 to 20
very low; 21-40 low; 41-60 average; 61-80 good; 81-100 very good for mental health,
physical health, and quality of life (see Figure 1).

Money worries

When asked if they were worried about money on a scale of 0 to 100 (0 extremely worried
to 100 not worried at all), more than half (57.2%) rated their worries 50 or below (1 = 237,
M =51.0, SD = 24.681, range 0 to 100). Eight respondents (3.4%) rated their worries ‘0’
indicating they were extremely worried about money.

Financial situation

Students were also asked to consider their financial situation. Some students were coping
financially, with almost 45% reporting that they were either ‘living comfortably” or ‘doing
alright’. However, more than half of respondents reported ‘just about getting by, 13.5%
were ‘finding it quite difficult’ and a further 6.7% were “finding it very difficult’ to manage
financially. This issue of financial difficulty for respondents was relatively high compared
to other problems they were facing.
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Table 2. Mean and standard deviation scores for each scale.
Questionnaire item N Mean SD Range

Rate your mental 236 74.28 18.867 15-85
health on a scale
of 0 to 100
(0 being the
worst to 100 the
best)
Rate your physical 236 75.51 16.184 25-75
health on a scale
of 0 to 100
(0 being the
worst to 100 the
best)
Rate your quality 236 7247 15.562 28-100
of life on a scale
of 0 to 100
(0 being the
worst to 100 the
best)
Are you worried 237 51.0 24.681 0-100
about money?
(0 extremely
worried to 100
not worried at

all)
Ratings of mental health, physical health
& quality of life
50
45
40
35
30
R 25
20
15
10 I
5
0 — . =

Very low Low Average Good Very good

W Mental health Physical health mQolL

Figure 1. Ratings of mental health, physical health, and quality of life by quintile.

Multiple regression using SPSS Version 25 was performed to assess the ability of
a number of independent variables (gender, age, number of children, disability, physical
health rating, quality of life rating, money worries, and total ACEs) to predict self-
reported rating of mental health (See Table 3). Physical Health and Quality of Life
statistically significantly predicted Mental Health rating, F(8, 201) = 11.014, p <.001, R
=.305. The model explained 30.5% of the variance in levels of self-reported rates of
mental health. Within this model, physical health and quality of life were significant
predictors of self-reported rates of mental health problems. Inevitably, there are many
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Table 3. Multiple regression coefficients.

B Significance
Mental 310
health
(constant)
Age 133 108
Gender .050 411
Children 061 450
Disability -.018 771
Physical 139 .046*
health
Money .090 168
worries
Quality of 400 .000%*
life
ACEs —.049 432

* p< 05, ** p <.000.

characteristics that likely influence the rates of self-reported mental health problems that
were not assessed in this analysis. Future research might consider exploring other
influences such as ACEs, the impact of the Troubles, and mental health supports for
students. The model met the required statistical assumptions necessary for conducting
multiple regression.

Qualitative findings

Issues of mental, physical, and financial wellbeing were further explored by an open-
ended question; students were asked to provide further information about their quality of
life, health, and/or their financial situation. Approximately 12% (n =29) of participants
took this opportunity to share their relevant experiences or specific concerns. In the most
part, comments were negative and related to financial pressures. These included concerns
about budgeting, affordability of studying, debt, and having to rely on others to make
ends meet. Although it was considered to be a short-term problem, it was still creating
anxiety for some students. One student explains, ‘T am aware that in the bigger picture,
my quality of life, health, and financial situation is not the worst by any means. However,
my quality of life has definitely been negatively impacted by this course, as it has added
financial pressure and worry’. Another respondent echoed these concerns, Tm extremely
worried about money while I'm in school. I don’t mind that the salaries once I'm working
aren’t very high, as long as they are a liveable wage’.

Others also had money worries but were more positive about how they would manage
these, particularly as they were pursuing a long-term goal to become a social worker, T
am very happy at present as I have wanted to study Social Work for years but the time
was never right. I have some concerns about money but I plan to be careful so that
studying does not affect my children’s life’. Another participant explained, ‘T lived on
benefits for two years to pursue this career choice. Whilst it was a struggle and sacrifices
had to be made, a little more would help. Because of the hardship I rarely worry about
money and never make any life choices based on finances’.
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Work-life balance also featured in a number of comments, struggling with family life,
studying, and being available for children, partners, and other family members. These
were described as ‘difficulties trying to find a balance between study and family life’ and
the ‘stress of money, new routine, and keeping on top of work is probably affecting my
mental health through anxiety’. One participant wrote, ‘I just have a lot going on in my
life at present. I am on placement 5 days per week ... and I work on a Sunday ... my
mother is very unwell ... I am expected to look after and visit her’.

A small number of respondents were highly positive about their current situation, ‘T
feel lucky to live the life I live’ and ‘T feel truly blessed to have been supported by the state,
I feel without their financial and emotional support that I would not have made it to third
level education’.

Discussion

The study findings highlight the many problems that these student cohorts faced during
their social work studies, but also areas of strength and resilience. These factors are
important to consider for students, educators, and employers. There was some contrast
in the findings of the literature review and those of the study. Most of the literature
tended to focus on psychosocial variables, in particular, forms of stressors and coping
mechanisms (Grant et al., 2015). The literature, to a lesser extent, explores prior ACEs
(Branson et al., 2019; Newcomb et al., 2017) and how financial worries and social impact
upon social work students’ lives and learning (Unrau, et al., 2020).

The demographic characteristics of the sample were not out of line with those in other
similar jurisdictions. As with the general workforce, social work remains largely a female
profession, and it attracts people from a wide range of backgrounds and ages. Unlike
parts of the USA, Canada and England, however, the cohort almost universally described
themselves as "White Caucasian’. Respondents were asked about their religious and
political identities; it is important to explain that, given the history of the conflict in
Northern Ireland, the issue of religious difference is more important there, than in the
Republic of Ireland (McCartan et al., 2022). These variables were not examined in depth
in the analysis for this article, and a more viable approach to explore these issues may be
through in-depth interviews.

The high levels of positivity about physical and mental health appear to contrast with
more detailed US studies that revealed high levels of mental health problems (Davis-
Berman & Pestello, 2002; Horton et al., 2009). It is only possible to speculate about this
study’s findings, and the approaches to measuring these issues were different, but it may
be that Irish social work programmes are recruiting from different, more resilient
populations than those reported in mostly US studies, or that, for a number perhaps
cultural reasons, they are not reporting hidden levels of physical and mental ill health.
This resonates with some of the findings of the study; although a proportion of respon-
dents identified as being disabled, there were relatively few qualitative responses from
this group of students which might suggest that these voices should be sought in the
design of the curriculum.

In some open text responses, a small number of students appeared to be stressed by
a range of factors, often associated with financial difficulties, or how the pressures of the
social work role might negatively impact upon them and their families. Behind the
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findings of the survey are issues of inequality and access. For example, there is the
variable experiences of government support, depending on which jurisdiction that the
programme is located in; and the issue of student poverty that is occurring in other
countries (Gair & Baglow, 2018; Unrau, 2020). The importance of helping students avoid
financial problems and the anxiety that accompanies money-related worries is confirmed
by this study because it is now clear that students who report financial worries are also
more likely to report negatively on their mental health, physical health, and/or quality of
life.

The study team sought to explore the complex issue of ACEs with the students, and
the findings suggest that the number of ACEs is associated with a range of other
important variables including their mental health. The value of self-care strategies
(Newcomb et al., 2017) is particularly important in this context. These findings also
suggest that, although the developing understanding of the importance of trauma is
extremely important to consider in the context of social work education, there are a range
of issues, including the importance of financial support, which should also be addressed.

The findings should be of interest and concern to social work educators in Ireland and
elsewhere, particularly because the literature suggests that, as in social work practice
generally (Lemieux et al., 2010), institutional and program support is crucial in mediating
these issues associated with student mental health (Baird, 2016). When educators take
time to understand and explore such issues with students, then there are greater oppor-
tunities for prevention and the building of resilience and coping skills (Grant et al., 2015;
Grant & Kinman, 2012). There is an imperative that social work educators become more
skilled and knowledgeable in understanding the symptoms of stress and realizing how to
signpost students to relevant institutional supports (Manthorpe & Stanley, 1999).

Conclusion

This paper reports on a subset of findings from a larger study (McCartan et al., 2022), the
first, comprehensive survey of Irish social work student experiences and views. It found
that students tended to view mental and physical health relatively positively when
compared to other studies, but perceptions of financial security and levels of ACEs
were more concerning, suggesting more complex relationships that may affect progress,
stress, resilience, and mental well-being. Notwithstanding the study limitations, the
findings suggest the need for further exploration of why respondents were relatively
positive about their health and mental health, for example, through individual interviews
with a subsample of the study population. It is important to consider such contributory
factors given that these experiences, if not dealt with, will move on from the classroom to
the workplace, if educators and employers are not more attentive to student needs. These
include a range of psychological, social, and financial pressures which are often not well
recognized in the busy life of universities and programmes. Of particular concern is how
such stressors may be translated into clinically described conditions, finding a way of
coping, understanding of the self and resilience as well as dealing with past individual and
family traumas.

Although the study did not focus on how educators and institutions should respond to
such student needs, the literature indicates several necessary responses. When designing
social work programmes, it is crucial that educators are aware of the possible stressors,



616 J. CAMPBELL ET AL.

life circumstances, and family and community circumstances that affect the lives of
students. In this respect, there is an imperative that social work educators are skilled,
knowledgeable, and competent in understanding these variables, in order to advise and
signpost onwards. Social work students also need to be reassured that in speaking out
about their mental health problems that they will not be stigmatized and become
marginalized in the classroom. In doing so, social work educators will be in a better
position to enhance student learning and ensure that new entrants to the profession are
prepared for the stressful, rewarding profession that they have joined.

Study limitations

The survey was conducted through the students’ course providers and that context may
have influenced or inhibited some responses. The survey achieved a relatively high
response rate but there still needs to be some caution about generalizing the findings
to all social work students in Ireland or to the context in other countries. It was also
a cross-sectional survey which can be strengthened by a plan to follow-up with these
cohorts to explore how these issues may develop over the course of their social work
education.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Notes on contributors

Jim Campbell is Professor of Social Work and Head of School in the School of Social Policy,
SocialWork and Social Justice, University College Dublin.

Gavin Davidson is Professor of Social Care in the School of Social Sciences, Education andSocial
Work, Queen’s University Belfast.

Gloria Kirwan is Assistant Professor of Social Work in the Department of Applied SocialStudies,
Maynooth University.

Claire McCartan is Research Fellow in the School of Social Sciences, Education and SocialWork,
Queen’s University Belfast.

Daniel McFadden is a PhD Researcher in theSchool of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work,
Queen’s UniversityBelfast.

ORCID

Jim Campbell (%) http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3995-3725

References

Anda, R. F, Butchart, A,, Felitti, V. J., & Brown, D. W. (2010). Building a Framework for Global
Surveillance of the Public Health Implications of Adverse Childhood Experiences. American
Journal of Preventive Medicine, 39(1), 93-98. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2010.03.015


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2010.03.015

SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION 617

Baird, S.L. (2016). Conceptualizing anxiety among social work students: Implications for social
work education. Social Work Education, 35(6), 719-732. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.
2016.1184639

Ben-Zur, H., & Michael, K. (2007). Burnout, social support, and coping at work among social
workers, psychologists, and nurses — The role of challenge/control appraisal. Social Work in
Health Care, 45(4), 63-82. https://doi.org/10.1300/J010v45n04_04

Black, P.N., Jeffreys, D., & Kennedy Hartley, E. (1993). Personal history of psychosocial Trauma in
the early life of social work and business students. Journal of Social Work Education, 29(2),
171-180. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.1993.10778812

Blanco, C., Okuda, M., Wright, C., Hasin, D. S., Grant, B. F,, Liu, S., & Olfson, M. (2008). Mental
Health of College Students and Their Non-College-Attending Peers. Archives of General
Psychiatry, 65(12), 1429. https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.65.12.1429

Branson, D.C., Radu, M.B., & Loving, ].D. (2019). Adverse childhood experiences scores: When
social work students and trauma mix. Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work, 24(1), 339-360.
https://doi.org/10.18084/1084-7219.24.1.339

Browne, V. (2017). Under the radar: The mental health of Australian university students.
JANZSSA-Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services Association, 25(2),
2617. https://doi.org/10.30688/janzssa.2017.16

Bunting, L., McCartan, C., Davidson, G., Grant, A., Mulholland, C., Schubotz, D., McBride, O.,
Murphy, J., Nolan, E., & Shevlin, M. (2022). Experiences of childhood adversity across genera-
tions — Continuity or change? A study from the Northern Ireland youth wellbeing survey. Child
Abuse & Neglect, 127, 105568. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105568

Campbell, J., Duffy, J., Tosone, C., & Falls, D. (2021). ‘Just get on with it’: A qualitative of study of
social workers’ experiences during the political conflict in Northern Ireland. British Journal of
Social Work, 51(4), 1314-1331. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab039

Campbell, J., Dufly, J., Traynor, C., Coulter, S., Reilly, I, & Pinkerton, J. (2013). Social work
education and political conflict: Preparing students to address the needs of victims and
survivors of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. European Journal of Social Work, 16(4),
506-520. https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2012.732929

Charles, J.L.K., Holley, L.C., & Kondrat, D.C. (2017). Addressing our own biases: Social work
educators’ experiences with students with mental illnesses. Social Work Education, 36(4),
414-429. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2017.1297393

Clarke, A., Kirwan, G., & Byrne, J. (2012). Getting started: Post-qualification perspectives of newly
qualified social workers. Irish Social Worker, Spring 2012. 24-28.

Collins, S. (2006). Mental health difficulties and the support needs of social work students:
Dilemmas, tensions and contradictions. Social Work Education, 25(5), 446-460. https://doi.
0rg/10.1080/02615470600738809

Collins, S., Coftey, M., & Morris, L. (2010). Social work students: Stress, support and well-being.
British Journal of Social Work, 40(3), 963-982.

Constantine, M. G., Chen, E. C., & Ceesay, P. (1997). Intake concerns of racial and ethnic minority
students at a university counselling center. Implications for developmental programming and
outreach. Journal of Multicultural Counselling and Development, 25(3), 210-218.

Davis-Berman, J., & Pestello, H.F. (2002). Psychiatric medication. Social Work in Mental Health, 1
(2), 31-42.

Dube, S. R., Williamson, D. F., Thompson, T., Felitti, V. J., & Anda, R. F. (2004). Assessing the
reliability of retrospective reports of adverse childhood experiences among adult HMO mem-
bers attending a primary care clinic. Child Abuse ¢ Neglect, 28(7), 729-737. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.chiabu.2003.08.009

Felitti, V.., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., Koss, M. P.,
& Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of
the Leading Causes of Death in Adults. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4), 245-
258. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00017-8


https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2016.1184639
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2016.1184639
https://doi.org/10.1300/J010v45n04_04
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.1993.10778812
https://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.65.12.1429
https://doi.org/10.18084/1084-7219.24.1.339
https://doi.org/10.30688/janzssa.2017.16
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105568
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab039
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2012.732929
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2017.1297393
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615470600738809
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615470600738809
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2003.08.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2003.08.009
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00017-8

618 J. CAMPBELL ET AL.

Gair, S., & Baglow, L. (2018). ‘We barely survived’: Social work students’ mental health vulner-
abilities and implications for educators, universities and the workforce. Aotearoa New Zealand
Social Work, 30(1), 32-44. https://doi.org/10.11157/anzswj-vol30iss1id470

Geirdal, A. @., Nerdrum, P., & Bonsaksen, T. (2019). The transition from university to work: What
happens to mental health? A longitudinal study. BMC Psychology, 7(1), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.
1186/s40359-019-0340-x

GlenMaye, L.F., & Bolin, B. (2007). Students with psychiatric disabilities: An exploratory study of
program practices. Journal of Social Work Education, 43(1), 117-131.

Goldberg, M., Hadas-Lidor, N., & Karnieli-Miller, O. (2015). From patient to therapatient: Social
work students coping with mental illness. Qualitative Health Research, 25(7), 887-898.

Grant, L., & Kinman, G. (2012). Enhancing wellbeing in social work students: Building resilience
in the next generation. Social Work Education, 31(5), 605-621. https://doi.org/10.1080/
02615479.2011.590931

Grant, A., Rix, A., Winter, P., Mattick, K., & Jones, D. (2015). Support for Medical Students with
Mental Health Problems: A Conceptual Model. Academic Psychiatry, 39(1), 16-21. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s40596-014-0154-3

Hill, M., Farrelly, N., Clarke, C., & Cannon, M. (2020). Student mental health and well-being:
Overview and future directions. Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, 27, 1-8. https://doi.org/
10.1017/ipm.2020.110

Horton, E.G,, Diaz, N., & Green, D. (2009). Mental health characteristics of social work students:
Implications for social work education. Social Work in Mental Health, 7(5), 458-475. https://
doi.org/10.1080/15332980802467696

Kadison, R., & Digeronimo, T.F. (2004). College of the overwhelmed: The campus mental health
crisis and what to do about it. Jossey-Bass.

Lemieux, C.M., Plummer, C. A., Richardson, R., Simon, C. E., & Ai, A. L. (2010). Mental health,
substance use, and adaptive coping among social work students in the aftermath of hurricanes
Katrina and Rita. Journal of Social Work Education, 46(3), 391-410. https://doi.org/10.5175/
JSWE.2010.200900004

Macaskill, A. (2013). The mental health of university students in the United Kingdom. British
Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 41(4), 426-441. https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2012.
743110

Mahon, C., Fitzgerald, A., O’Reilly, A., & Dooley, B. (2022). Profiling third-level student mental
health: Findings from My World Survey 2. Irish Journal of Psychological Medicine, 1-9. https://
doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2021.85

Manthorpe, J., & Stanley, N. (1999). Dilemmas in professional education: Responding effectively to
students with mental health problems. Journal of Interprofessional Care, 13(4), 355-365. https://
doi.org/10.3109/13561829909010381

McAuliffe, D., Boddy, J., McLennan, V., & Stewart, V. (2012). Keeping the door open: Exploring
experiences of, and responses to, university students who disclose mental illness. Journal of
Social Inclusion, 3(1), 117. https://doi.org/10.36251/j0si.46

McCartan, C., Byrne, J., Campbell, J., Coogan, D., Davidson, G., Hayes, D., Kirwan, G,
MacDonald, M., McCaughren, S., McFadden, P., McGregor, C., Montgomery, L.,
Pentaraki, M., Roddy, S., Roulston, A., Shore, C., & Wilson, E. (2022). Social work students
on the island of Ireland: A cross-sectional survey. Social Work Education, 41(2), 228-247.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2020.1832060

McFadden, P., Neill, R. D., Moriarty, J., Gillen, P., Mallett, J., Manthorpe, J., & Ross, J. (2021). A
Cross-Sectional Examination of the Mental Wellbeing, Coping and Quality of Working Life in
Health and Social Care Workers in the UK at Two Time Points of the COVID-19 Pandemic.
Epidemiologia, 2(3), 227-242. https://doi.org/10.3390/epidemiologia2030017

McFadden, P., Manthorpe, G., & Mallett, J. (2018). Commonalities and differences in social work
with learning disability and child protection: Findings from a UK ‘Burnout’ national survey.
British Journal of Social Work, 48(5), 1199-1219. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcx070

McLafferty, M., Lapsley, C.R., Ennis, E., Armour, C., Murphy, S., Bunting, B.P., Bjourson, A.J.,
Murray, EK., O'Neill, S.M., & Sasayama, D. (2017). Mental health, behavioural problems and


https://doi.org/10.11157/anzswj-vol30iss1id470
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-019-0340-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-019-0340-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2011.590931
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2011.590931
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0154-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0154-3
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2020.110
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2020.110
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332980802467696
https://doi.org/10.1080/15332980802467696
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2010.200900004
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2010.200900004
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2012.743110
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2012.743110
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2021.85
https://doi.org/10.1017/ipm.2021.85
https://doi.org/10.3109/13561829909010381
https://doi.org/10.3109/13561829909010381
https://doi.org/10.36251/josi.46
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2020.1832060
https://doi.org/10.3390/epidemiologia2030017
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcx070

SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION 619

treatment seeking among students commencing university in Northern Ireland. PLoS One, 12(12),
¢0188785. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0188785

Millan-Franco, M., Orgambidez Ramos, A., Dominguez de la Rosa, L., & Martinez-Martinez, S.L.
(2021). La Competencia emocional como predictora de la felicidad en trabajadores sociales/
Emotional competence as a predictor of happiness in social workers. Interdisciplinaria Revista
de psicologia Y Ciencias Afines, 38(2), 259-274. https://doi.org/10.16888/interd.2021.38.2.17

Newcomb, M., Burton, J., & Edwards, N. (2017). Childhood adversity and self-care education for
undergraduate social work and human services students. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 37(4),
337-352. https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2017.1345821

Newell, J. M. (2020). An ecological systems framework for professional resilience in social work
practice. Social Work, 65(1), 65-73. https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swz044

Newell, J.M., & MacNeil, G.A. (2010). Professional burnout, vicarious trauma, secondary trau-
matic stress, and compassion fatigue. Best Practices in Mental Health, 6(2), 57-68.

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency. (2021). UK National Wellbeing Measures:
Northern Ireland Data. [Online] Retrieved March 23, 2022, from www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/
uk-national-wellbeing-measures-northern-ireland-data/health.

O’Neill, S., McLafferty, M., Ennis, E., Lapsley, C., Bjourson, T., Armour, C., Murphy, S,
Bunting, B., & Murray, E. (2018). Socio-demographic, mental health and childhood adversity
risk factors for self-harm and suicidal behaviour in college students in Northern Ireland. Journal
of Affective Disorders, 239, 58-65. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.06.006

Poole, J., Jivraj, T., Arslanian, A., Bellows, K., Chiasson, S., Hakimy, H., Pasini, J., & Reid, J. (2012).
Sanism, ‘mental health’, and social work/education: A review and call to action. Intersectionalities:
A Global Journal of Social Work Analysis, Research, Polity, and Practice, 1(1), 20-36.

Reid, J., & Poole, J. (2013). Mad students in the social work classroom? Notes from the beginnings
of an inquiry. Journal of Progressive Human Services, 24(3), 209-222. https://doi.org/10.1080/
10428232.2013.835185

Sagar-Ouriaghli, I., Brown, J. S., Tailor, V., & Godfrey, E. (2020). Engaging male students with
mental health support: A qualitative focus group study. BMC Public Health, 20(1). https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12889-020-09269-1

Schaub, J. (2015). Issues for Men's Progression on English Social Work Honours and Postgraduate
Degree Courses. Social Work Education, 34(3), 315-327. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.
2014.997698

Sheldon, E., Simmonds-Buckley, M., Bone, C., Mascarenhas, T., Chan, N., Wincott, M., Gleeson,
H., Sow, K., Hind, D., & Barkham, M. (2021). Prevalence and risk factors for mental health
problems in university undergraduate students: A systematic review with meta-analysis. Journal
of Affective Disorders, 287, 282-292. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.03.054

Spencer, M. S. (2018). Microaggressions and social work education. Journal of Ethnic & Cultural
Diversity in Social Work, 27(1), 1-3. https://doi.org/10.1080/15313204.2017.1417948

Stanley, S., & Bhuvaneswari, G.M. (2016). Stress, anxiety, resilience and coping in social work
students (A study from India). Social Work Education, 35(1), 78-88. https://doi.org/10.1080/
02615479.2015.1118451

Storrie, K., Ahern, K., & Tuckett, A. (2010). A systematic review: Students with mental health
problems-A growing problem. Jinternational Journal of Nursing Practice, 16(1), 1-6. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2009.01813.x

Thomas, J. T. (2016). Adverse childhood experiences among MSW students. Journal of Teaching in
Social Work, 36(3), 235-255. https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2016.1182609

Ting, L. (2011). Depressive symptoms in a sample of social work students reasons preventing
students from using mental health services: An exploratory study. Journal of Social Work
Education, 47(2), 253-268. https://doi.org/10.5175/J]SWE.2011.200900092

Todd, S., Asakura, K., Morris, B., Eagle, B., & Park, G. (2019). Responding to student mental health
concerns in social work education: Reflective questions for social work educators. Social Work
Education, 38(6), 779-796. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2018.1563591


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0188785
https://doi.org/10.16888/interd.2021.38.2.17
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2017.1345821
https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swz044
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/uk-national-wellbeing-measures-northern-ireland-data/health
http://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/uk-national-wellbeing-measures-northern-ireland-data/health
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2018.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/10428232.2013.835185
https://doi.org/10.1080/10428232.2013.835185
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09269-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09269-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2014.997698
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2014.997698
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2021.03.054
https://doi.org/10.1080/15313204.2017.1417948
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2015.1118451
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2015.1118451
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2009.01813.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1440-172X.2009.01813.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2016.1182609
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2011.200900092
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2018.1563591

620 J. CAMPBELL ET AL.

Unrau, Y. A., Sherwood, D. A., & Postema, C. L. (2020). Financial and educational hardships
experienced by BSW and MSW students during their Programs of Study. Journal of Social Work
Education, 56(3), 456-473. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2019.1656687

Urdang, E. (2010). Awareness of self—A critical tool. Social Work Education, 29(5), 523-538.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615470903164950

Weerman, A., & Abma, T. (2019). Social work students learning to use their experiential knowl-
edge of recovery. An existential and emancipatory perspective. Social Work Education, 38(4),
453-469. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2018.1538335

Ying, Y.-W. (2008). Variation in personal competence and mental health between entering and
graduating MSW students: The contribution of mindfulness. Journal of Religion & Spirituality
in Social Work: Social Thought, 27(4), 405-422. https://doi.org/10.1080/15426430802347347

Ying, Y.-W. (2009). Contribution of self-compassion to competence and mental health in social
work students. Journal of Social Work Education, 45(2), 309-323. https://doi.org/10.5175/J]SWE.
2009.200700072


https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2019.1656687
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615470903164950
https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2018.1538335
https://doi.org/10.1080/15426430802347347
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2009.200700072
https://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2009.200700072

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Levels of mental health problems and family histories
	Stress and coping
	Responses by social work educators
	Methodology
	Mental health

	Findings
	Disability
	Mental/Physical health & quality of life
	Money worries
	Financial situation
	Qualitative findings

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Study limitations
	Disclosure statement
	Notes on contributors
	ORCID
	References

