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What is mental health?  

A state of well-being in which the 
individual realizes his or her own 
abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work 
productively and fruitfully, and is 
able to make a contribution to his or 
her community – World Health 
Organization 



Mental health issues are more prevalent 

amongst researchers than in the general 

population 

19% 
Of the adult 
population 

Common mental health 
disorders 

37% 
Of the researchers 
population 

4% 
Of all deaths in the EU in 2015 

Deaths resulting from 
mental & behavioral 
disorders 

50 
% 
PhD student 
experiences 
psychological 
distress 

33
% 
PhD student is a 
trisk of a common 
psychiatric 
disorder 

General 
population; 
Links to work 
organisation 

Levecque et al., 2017; Mattijssen et al., 2021 



The root causes for this are numerous 

External: Supervision, personal life, 
departmental structures, financial 
opportunities 

Internal: Motivation, writing skills, academic 
identity, self-worth  

Sverdlik et al., 2018; Van der Weijden and Bergmans, 2020; Kusurkar et al., 2020 

Caring for a loved one leads to constant 
strain 

Being an international student 

Informal care + PhD + private and family life: 
55% at risk of developing a psychiatric 
disorder 

Lack of sleep and frustration of the basic psychological 
needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness. 

COVID 



The prevalence of  these external vs internal 

causes is not equal 

Nature, 2019 



The working culture imposed on PhD 

student is also playing a key role 

The frequency at which you take holidays 

The frequency of weekend work 

The amount of working hours 



The way work is set up by institutions is 

also having a strong impact on wellbeing 

The type of contract you have 

The frequency of meeting your supervisor  

The presence of PhD guidelines 

Having a thesis committee (and meeting 
up with them!) 



The person embodying the system is often seen as responsible: the supervisor 

The frequency of meetings 

The expertise of the supervisor 

The availability of one or 
two supervisors 

The personality of the supervisor 



Nature, 2019 

Ignoring mental health would be part of  the academic culture 



Nature, 2019 



And once tenured, the pressure changes 

but does not drop 

 



Stop doing the things that are going wrong 

Initiatives against bullying and improper 
supervision 

Kusurkar, 2020; Nature, 2019 

What does it mean when it comes to 
work/life integration? 



Start doing what seems to work 

Affiliation with colleagues 

Kusurkar, 2020 

Focusing on concrete 
achievements and intrinsic 
motivation 



Identify responsibilities between you 
and the supervisor 

As individuals, we can set 

ourselves up for success   

Accept we are ‘learning’ to do research 

Set up routines: meetings, updates, plan 
holidays, discuss 

 Look for mentorship / external advice 

Research the obligations / opportunities 
in your lab  

Before moving: health, rights, friends, 
system 

Recognize work/life integration from the 
onset of the PhD 



The overwhelming advice is to be proactive 

Develop perspective 

Stay involved 

Ask for help early 

Small tasks make large progress 

Recognise one’s feelings 

Invest in support networks 

Harrington, 2017 



Mental health issues as the result of 
personal ‘failure’ to do all of this 

Is it too much of  a burden on 

the PhD students’ shoulders? 

Adds to the burden of international / 
transdiciplinary move 

How to know ahead 

Compassion to the system and people who 
are meant to take care of them 



This reflects a narrow view of  mental health 

as a personal / personality problem 

Research looking at self-determination 
frameworks and alike 

Experienced by the individual, a misfit 

Data from individuals 

Research looking at individual behaviors (sleep 
patterns, personal context) 



What does that mean in terms of  political 

responsibilities?  

Setting up funding schemes compatible with 
mental health (duration, conditions, rights) 

Reduce precarity and monitor the use of 
funding for sustainable careers 

Foster the development of the job market 
(academic and industry) 

Revise definitions of excellence and 
assessment, for researchers AND institutions 

Kismihok et al. (2021); Initiative Science for Europe (2021); Cactus Foundation Mental Health Survey (2020). 
 

Support the development of evidence hubs, 
with a pluralistic view of the issue 



Build an evidence hub 

Set up a training and 
dialogue network 

Develop institutional 
policies 

Some elements need long term work 
 System Level 
 Institutional Level 

To sum up, there is a lot to do to change what’s wrong, but we can all do something! 

They can be influenced by all our 
fragmented actions 
 Individual level 



A researcher mental health and well-being manifesto: support in on change.org 



 


