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Abstract: Studying medicine at university requires hard work and motivation. The medical
school curriculum is vast, and as well as being academically rigorous, also holds emotional
challenges. This can predispose students to mental health issues, which include depression
and suicidal thinking. Since these are significant issues, we feel it is important to highlight the
reasons behind them, and the options available to students to deal with them.

Keywords: mental, health, medical, student, support, well-being

Introduction

Every year thousands of students leave school and start university as medical students,
embarking on a journey that will culminate in them becoming doctors. This journey,
however, is a long one, requiring a strong work ethic and immense dedication. As well
as the amount of study, medical school is also often emotionally challenging. From
learning via dissection to hospital placements, students are exposed to suffering and
death from an early stage. Having to deal with these challenges, it is only natural that
students are predisposed to mental health issues. Indeed, 30% of medical students
had experienced mental health problems, yet more than 80% said that they felt under-
supported.! These problems can range from depression to suicidal ideation, thus having
a damaging effect on the quality of life.? In this article, we discuss why this might be
the case and talk about how students may be able to obtain support early on.'

Discussion

Medical students experiencing mental health concerns often do not vocalize them, for
various reasons. For example, there are myths surrounding mental health and fitness
to practice. Some people feel that having a mental health condition automatically bars
them from practicing as a doctor, while others feel that they may be discriminated
against if they divulge their issues. However, in reality, this is not the case. The Gen-
eral Medical Council clearly states “in almost every case, a mental health condition
does not prevent a student from completing his or her course and continuing a career
in medicine.”

Some students also do not want to appear weak. Progressing through medical school
requires the highest of academic standards,* so some may feel that by reporting their
issues, it may come across as though they are looking for an “excuse” to avoid studying.
Additionally, stigma surrounding mental health problems at medical school is surprisingly
high.’ In a survey, 30% of early years’ students reported that this was an explicit barrier
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to their use of mental health services.® It is somewhat para-
doxical that medical students are taught to treat mental health
issues in the same way as physical issues, yet when it comes
to themselves, the stigma surrounding it is as strong as ever.”?

Having highlighted some of the reasons why students
are reluctant to seek help, we will detail some of the options
available to students. Universities advise that students’ first
port of call for support should be their personal tutor. Their
role is to offer academic, health, and financial guidance.
Students are encouraged to meet at least once a term with
their tutor to discuss any active issues they may be facing.
Rapport built with personal tutors is therefore immensely
significant in promoting mental wellbeing.

Mental Health Awareness Week is another prominent
feature designed to tackle stigma around mental illness. Its
purpose is not only to help those who are suffering from
problems but also to allow students to identify peers who
may be suffering. Online campaigns are alternative avenues
to help students who are less likely to speak out. By allowing
students to share stories anonymously, others may be more
encouraged to reach out for help. Knowing they are not alone
can help alleviate fears that their mental health will hinder
their education or career.

Conclusion
From our experience, there is a wide array of help available
to students to help combat mental health issues. The highly
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academic nature of the subject, as well as the emotional
aspect of dealing with patients on attachments, means that
mental health is a problem that needs to be addressed. In this
article, we have explored some of the reasons students may
find it difficult to seek help and some of the support that is
available to them.
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