“It's very important to my professors...at least most of them”:
How messages from engineering faculty and staff
influence student beliefs around seeking help for their mental health



Abstract

Studies have shown that distressed engineering undergraduates are less likely to seek help for a
mental health concern when compared to their non-engineering peers. To understand more about
the factors that influence mental health related help seeking in undergraduate engineering students,
a qualitative study was conducted based on the integrated behavioral model (IBM). Through this
study, 33 students were asked about their beliefs related to seeking help for a mental health
concern, as guided by the IBM. The current study aims to characterize the messages that students
receive (either explicitly or implicitly) from engineering faculty and staff that might influence their
thoughts around help seeking. After qualitative analysis, three common themes were identified: 1)
Supportive explicit and implicit messages around help seeking are often tied to an individual
faculty or staff member, 2) College level change around mental health is viewed positively if
appropriately communicated, and 3) Students perceive lack of flexibility and empathy from faculty
as not being supportive of student mental health. The results of the study provide guidance for how
engineering faculty and staff can use explicit and implicit messaging to create an environment that
is supportive of mental health and professional help seeking.

Introduction

Student mental health is a growing concern as mental health issues such as depression and anxiety
become increasingly prevalent on college campuses. Data from national studies has shown an
increase in the frequency of depression, from 24.8% in 2009 to 29.9% in 2017, while the
percentage of students reporting suicidal ideation increased from 5.8% in 2007 to 10.8% in 2017
[1]. Similarly, anxiety has been seen to increase from 22% in 2014 [2] to 34% in 2021 [3]. Similar
increases were seen for student’s reported uses of therapy and medication [1]. Untreated and
undertreated mental health problems have been linked to poorer academic outcomes [4]. For
example, depression has been associated with decreased academic performance and increased
dropout rates [4, 5].

Engineering Student Mental Health

While evidence indicates that engineering students do not necessarily experience significantly
different rates of mental health conditions compared to other college students, students from
different marginalized identities are more likely to be impacted by mental health distress. For
instance, female-identified and first-generation [6], and female-identified and gender expansive
[7] engineering students are more likely to report symptoms of mental health distress when
compared to their peers. Further, a significant percentage of engineering students who self-report
symptoms of a mental health concern are not seeking professional help [8]. In a 2021 study of
engineering students at eight US universities, 50% of respondents screened positive for at least
one diagnosable condition, but only 16% of those respondents had received a mental health
diagnosis [9]. Some barriers to mental health related help seeking in engineers have been identified
in the literature such as lack of time [10, 11], lack of resources [10], potential impact on future
career [12] and normalization of stress [10, 12, 13]. That being said, there is an important need for
a comprehensive, theory driven approach to better understand the beliefs and behaviors that
influence mental health help-seeking among undergraduate engineering students.

Theoretical Framework: Integrated Behavioral Model
The Integrated Behavioral Model (IBM) is a theory that has been used to understand the underlying
beliefs around health behaviors [14]. It states that intention is the most important driver for help



seeking. According to the IBM, intention is guided by attitude, perceived norm, and personal
agency, which are themselves informed by indirect beliefs [14]. Attitude is a person’s evaluation
of help-seeking based on anticipated outcomes of seeking help (outcome beliefs), and emotional
responses to the idea of seeking help (experiential beliefs). Perceived norm refers to beliefs about
others’ expectations for behaviors as well as their beliefs about others’ behavior. Finally, personal
agency is a person’s beliefs about barriers and facilitators to seeking help, and their confidence in
their ability to seek help (self-efficacy). This work focuses on the perceived norms related to
mental health and help-seeking that influence engineering students’ behaviors.

Faculty-Student Interactions

Professors and advisors play an important role in the lives of students. College students have
reported on the importance of positive faculty-student relationships and interactions to them and
their learning experience, and research has shown that the influences those relationships have on
student outcomes are significant [15]. Students’ perceptions of instructor supportiveness have
previously been found to be based on a variety of factors, including both direct and indirect
interactions [16]. When students perceive their professors to be approachable and available for
interactions outside the classroom, and to show genuine respect toward them, they report
significantly higher motivation and self-confidence in their academic skills [17]. Additionally,
when there is a perceived positive relationship, students are more likely to view faculty as a source
of support in times of stress [18]. On the other hand, perceived negative relationships are
detrimental to the outcomes of both students and instructors [19]. While there has been discussion
in the literature on the lack of flexibility or empathy from engineering faculty [12], there has been
little else on the influence that faculty and staff might have on student’s beliefs about seeking help
for their mental health. Therefore, this work highlights how both explicit and implicit messaging
from engineering faculty and staff influence student beliefs about seeking help for their mental
health.

Methods

Data reported in the present manuscript are derived from a larger mixed-methods project that used
the integrated behavioral model to explore undergraduate engineering students’ mental health
related help-seeking beliefs [11].

Recruitment and Participants

As part of a comprehensive study on engineering undergraduate mental health help-seeking, a total
of 33 undergraduate students enrolled in the University of Kentucky College of Engineering were
interviewed about their beliefs related to seeking help for a mental health concern. Students were
recruited during the Fall of 2020 and the Spring of 2021. To be eligible for participation, students
had to be enrolled as an undergraduate student in engineering and be at least 18 years of age.
Participants were recruited through two strategies. First, professors of select courses shared
information about the study on their respective learning management systems. Additionally, to
recruit students with marginalized identities, administrators of identity-based engineering student
organizations on campus (e.g., National Society for Black Engineers, Society of Hispanic
Professional Engineers and STEMgiQueers) were asked to advertise the study to their group
members. The recruitment materials included a video and letter detailing the purpose and voluntary
nature of the study. Students who were interested in participating were asked to complete an online
pre-screening survey that collected information about their demographics, program of study,



mental health help seeking, mental health distress, and help-seeking intention. A total of 250
responses were collected.

Purposeful stratified sampling was employed to ensure the development of a diverse set of
interviewees across major, years of study, gender, race/ethnicity, generational status, history of
help seeking, and mental health distress status. Thirty-three students were recruited to participate
in an interview, as further described in [11]. As an incentive for participation, each student who
completed the interview received a $50 Amazon gift card.

Data Collection

A semi-structured interview protocol was developed to guide the interviews and promote deep
reflection by the participants. Topics outlined by the protocol included stressors experienced by
engineering students and their thoughts about mental health help-seeking, making sure to include
the key belief categories of the IBM. To promote safety during the COVID-19 pandemic,
interviews were conducted virtually via a HIPAA-compliant Zoom account. At the beginning of
each interview, the first author reviewed informed consent with participants. All interviews were
recorded, lasting between 45 and 70 minutes, and the audio files were transcribed.

Data Analysis

Semantic codes were developed from the content of the interview transcripts for messages related
to help seeking that influence undergraduate students’ beliefs about the perceived norm around
mental health help-seeking. Beliefs related to other factors defined in the IBM, such as personal
agency, were not coded for, as that was beyond the scope of this work. An iterative process of
generating and refining semantic codes that represented the data was used [20]. First, each
interview transcript was read, and references to other people were used to create initial codes
related to the person referenced (e.g., engineering faculty/staff, family, friend/partner, etc.). Next,
the coded passages were analyzed to identify the presence of a message related to mental health
and/or help-seeking. Identified messages were coded with a valence depending on the perceived
stance of the message towards mental health and help-seeking (e.g., positive, neutral/mixed or
negative). Finally, messages were coded according to the general content of the message for a total
of eight descriptive codes.

Themes were developed by combining codes into larger, more meaningful patterns [20]. An
inductive approach to developing themes was used, which allowed them to emerge from the data.
To facilitate review of the themes and codes, representative quotations were identified that
reflected the intended meaning of each theme and were used to help properly define them. For the
purposes of this paper, themes were developed specifically around the messages received from
engineering faculty and staff members.

Results and discussion

Analysis of the 33 interviews with students resulted in the formation of three themes tied to the
influence of faculty and staff messaging around help seeking: 1) Supportive explicit and implicit
messages around help seeking are often tied to an individual faculty or staff member, 2) College
level initiatives in support of mental health are viewed positively if appropriately communicated
and 3) Lack of flexibility and empathy from faculty negatively impacts perceptions around mental
health. Through this section, we will discuss these themes and support them through the use of



quotes from the student interviews. Additionally, we will talk about how the knowledge gained
through these interviews can help engineering faculty more effectively communicate support
around mental health and help seeking.

1. Supportive explicit and implicit messages around help seeking are often tied to an individual
faculty or staff member

As previously discussed, faculty members who are viewed as approachable and respectful of
students can lead to positive academic outcomes [ 17] and result in faculty being viewed as a source
of support during times of distress [18]. Similar results were found through our interviews with
students, where students often connected the positive messages that they received from faculty and
staff around help seeking back to specific individuals that they felt truly cared about them as
students. For instance, many students talked about the positive messages that they had received
from their advisors.

"My advisor was very supportive when I was facing academic challenges. He provided me with a list
of resources and encouraged me to get an academic support coach and attend tutoring sessions. He
truly wanted me to succeed" (Man, Second Year Computer Engineering).

While the support role that advisors fill is most directly tied to academics, students felt that their
advisors were really looking out for them during difficult stages in their college career.
Additionally, advisors often have access to knowledge about other aspects of a student’s life that
might impact their academics. In this way, they have the direct opportunity to ensure that students
are receiving the support that they need outside of their academics. For instance, one student talked
about their advisor checking in about their help seeking after seeing a letter from the university’s
disability resource center.

“In advising sessions ['ve had my advisors like, ‘hey, are you seeing help? I see you have a letter. Are
you dealing with that?””” (Agender, First Year Mechanical Engineering).

Overall, all students who talked about engineering advisors had positive things to say about the
support they received and how that might impact their mental health related help-seeking. On the
other hand, student’s experiences with faculty were more mixed.

"Advisors are very sympathetic... The instructors are hit or miss. I think I've had about three or four
that actually appear to be humans and want to help you and will talk to you if you're having trouble"
(Woman, Second Year Materials Engineering).

Like advisors, students often linked the positive messages that they received from faculty with
individual faculty members that had taken the time to show that they care about the student and
their success. For example, one participant shared that their professor made a point at the beginning
of the semester to let her students know that she will advocate for their mental well-being and help
them find campus resources for professional help.

“You can tell that she cares about her students as more than just students... At the beginning of every
semester, she makes sure to be very specific like ‘if you need help you can come to me. If you don't
feel comfortable coming to me, these are all the campus resources we have. If you are ever feeling
stressed, overwhelmed, all that sort of stuff, there are people here who are available and willing and
really want to talk to you.” And so, I think that with her specifically, she has been a very big advocate



for being very mentally healthy and making sure that she acknowledges that this is not an easy major
and that this class is not going to be easy. But making sure that she can do everything she can to make
it as easy as possible or make it as less overwhelming as it can be” (Woman, Third Year Materials
Engineering).

By taking the time to explicitly state in class that mental health of students is the priority over their
academics, this faculty member was able to show students that she cared about their well-being.
In doing this, she still acknowledged that the students would likely face challenges across the
semester but made sure that they also knew that there were resources available to support them.

While some faculty share explicit messages related to supporting mental health, others show their
empathy for students by being understanding and providing flexibility, when possible, to help to
reduce student stress levels.

“I just feel like it's the way a lot of the professors handle their classes that I think that they would be
supportive. For example, Dr. _ ...she's pretty empathetic and understanding. She's definitely going
to challenge us and teach us the content. She's not going to shy away from that but, for example, she
understands... our design project is due on a certain day and I think she's already canceled class for
that day. So if she's willing to bend and make up time and other lectures so we can have time to finish
the project, so we're not overwhelmed...it's just things like that. That made me think...when the
professors are empathetic that they would be supportive” (Genderqueer, Fourth Year Chemical
Engineering).

Once again, this student recognizes that this professor is still going to challenge them to get through
difficult course content but they will also be understanding of the stresses that students experience
across the semester. While not explicitly showing that mental health is prioritized, the empathy
this professor had for students communicates their support for student’s overall well-being. On the
other hand, explicit messages about overcoming challenges can also show students support.

“I've had someone in particular that has always been very, very human about seeking help and makes
us feel like you know, even if we're doing poorly in the class and it feels like something slipping away,
we're still OK. We can still get help” (Man, Second Year Civil Engineering).

Here, the faculty member specifically communicates that even though students might face
academic challenges, they still have resources that they can use to help them. This messaging can
help to normalize the act of seeking assistance when faced with challenges.

2. College level initiatives in support of mental health are viewed positively if appropriately
communicated

As cultural changes surrounding mental health within engineering are implemented and faculty
continue to have more conversations with students about mental health, students report feeling
more supported by the College as a whole. One participant mentioned feeling supported by the
leadership within the College, in addition to the faculty, which made them feel like the engineering
environment has become more accepting and faculty have become better advocates for student
mental health.

“I do think that there's a big community within the College of Engineering who very much advocate
for mental health and advocate for seeking help. It's very important that it's also in the leadership in



our College. I know a lot of academic advisors, at least in my experience, have made sure that
everybody knows about the different things that our University has to offer. The different kind of
wellness centers and everything, and I think that it's really important that the leadership specifically is
a very big advocate for mental health” (Woman, Third Year Materials Engineering).

Another participant shared that most of their professors are very helpful and supportive of help
seeking. In particular, students have mentioned the mental health section of the syllabus and how
some faculty have effectively used this to communicate their support for student mental health and
help seeking.

“My professor’s first day of class...there will be a mental health section on the syllabus, ‘So if you
need help this is a number you can call. Here's the counseling address. Here's who you can talk to on
campus for free,” and then, throughout the semester when the stress is higher, they’ll emphasize it to
make sure that you know what help is out there. I have teachers who would love it if a student who's
struggling would come up to them and ask them for mental health [help]. It's very important to my
professors...at least most of them. If someone who's struggling would come up to them for help and
they would be overly willing to help them talk to someone, go get help from someone. Overall, that is
a very positive...very helpful, very supportive people” (Woman, Fourth Year Mechanical
Engineering).

While many students had positive things to say about College level changes, some students felt
like the messages they were receiving in the classroom were just “policy” rather than faculty really
caring about their students. Students talked about the difference between those faculty who just
mentioned mental health resources on syllabus day vs. those that talked about it more consistently
throughout the semester.

“From my experience, a lot of professors encourage it...some more than others. Some only do it in the
beginning of the semester when they're going through the course syllabus. They'll give us resources,
and only a couple pushed that throughout the semester. But I would say almost every single one of my
professors has given us resources for mental help” (Woman, Fourth Year Chemical Engineering).

Students felt that a lack of vulnerability and heart in the way that professors deliver the information
from the syllabus to their students can cause mixed perceptions of the level of support that would
be received.

“I feel like only a few - estimating roughly 30% - would have a sort of human, character driven,
response in saying those words. A lot of it is just policy and memorization, and some engineering
instructors...don't really like to think about that, in sort of that... academic strongpoint, self-integrity,
weak point mentality” (Man, Second Year Civil Engineering).

While talking about mental health and implementing College level changes is important, it is also
important that faculty think about how their messages around mental health resources are being
received.

3. Students perceive lack of flexibility and empathy from faculty as not being supportive of student
mental health

Several students talked about how their professors often show a lack of flexibility in their courses
unless there is a “valid excuse.” As a result, students perceive that missing an assignment or a class



for a mental health reason might not be viewed as acceptable. Similarly, those students that had
previous negative experiences related to obtaining flexibility within a course talked about how
much harder it would be if they were struggling with their mental health.

“I had a conflict with one of my professors... he had a problem when [ missed an exam...I had to talk
to the ombud and jump through a bunch of hoops until he would let me take the exam. That was
something where [ was like, ‘OK if someone was having a mental health concern, the amount of
rejection that I faced trying to go through that...would be even more difficult if it was a personal
mental health issue and you didn't really want to talk about it” (Man, Second Year Computer
Engineering).

While positive messages around help seeking were often tied to individual faculty members,
students often generalized negative messaging to all faculty. Because of negative experiences with
individual faculty members, students often have the perception that engineering faculty more
broadly only care about their academics. They perceive that faculty don’t care about anything else
that might be going on in their lives that might impact their ability to complete an assignment.

“I feel like you just have to get stuff done. The professors think like no matter what the excuse is, you
just have to be able to get the work done. It doesn't matter how you're doing, just get it done and do
well” (Woman, Second Year Materials Engineering).

“I have had professors who are like, ‘nope, you had time to do this.” They don't care what's going on
in your personal life” (Woman, Third Year Materials Engineering).

Because many students have had previous negative experiences with faculty who were unwilling
to provide flexibility in their courses, they often have the perception that faculty do not care about
anything outside of what would be considered an “excused absence” by the university. This lack
of flexibility from faculty in engineering has been identified in other studies on mental health in
engineering [12]. Because students perceive that faculty would not accept mental health as a reason
for not performing academically, students can feel as though they must put aside their concerns
and focus solely on their academic responsibilities.

In a similar way, some students have had negative experiences with faculty where they felt like
they were not respected. These experiences can result in students feeling a lack of support and
feeling like those faculty would not care about their mental health. Additionally, some students
talked about the expectations that faculty place on students that can result in them feeling like they
have to be perfect.

“Some of the engineering professors...say, “if you can't make it through this class, you’re not engineer.
If you can't do this, you're not an engineer,” and I think that just puts a lot of pressure on [students] to
be perfect. So, [students] think going to see someone lowers our level of perfection. And I think it
leads to a lot of them, just kind of dealing with it themselves instead of seeking help” (Woman, Fourth
Year Computer Science).

Faculty sending messages that struggle or challenge in a difficult academic setting means that they
are not fit to be an engineer results in significant pressure on students to be perfect. Further, the
notion that seeking help might be a sign of imperfection could lead to students dealing with mental
health issues on their own instead of seeking help.



Conclusions and implications

Through qualitative analysis of 33 interviews, this paper identified three themes associated with
engineering faculty and staff messages around seeking help for mental health: 1) Supportive
explicit and implicit messages around help seeking are often tied to an individual, 2) College level
change around mental health is viewed positively if appropriately communicated and 3) Lack of
flexibility and empathy from faculty negatively impacts perceptions around mental health.
Together, all three themes highlight the importance of faculty and staff showing empathy and
prioritizing the student over the academics. Because the culture of engineering has been described
as “hard” and unemotional [21], faculty who display empathy and priority of the individual as a
whole human being can help to challenge these cultural norms. There is significant literature to
show the positive impact that faculty interaction can have on students [22]. There is further
literature to show the importance of these relationships for improving student outcomes for highly
challenging courses [23], STEM disciplines, as well as students who are traditionally excluded
from engineering [24], including Latinx students [25] and Native American students [26].
Therefore, communicating care for the individual student has the potential to not only impact
academic outcomes but also has the potential to change the narrative around mental health in
engineering.

The conversations with undergraduate engineering students presented here highlights the
importance of faculty and staff going against the cultural norms in engineering to introduce
compassion, emotion, and empathy into their engagement with students. The literature supports
that students expressed higher satisfaction with faculty who they felt were approachable, helpful,
understanding and encouraging rather than remote, discouraging and unsympathetic [27]. This is
in line with our findings where faculty who held these characteristics were more likely to be viewed
as supportive of the overall individual, including that individual’s mental health and wellness.
Through development of supportive relationships with students, faculty and staff can send both
explicit and implicit messages to students that help to normalize the prioritization of mental health
and mental health help seeking. While this work aimed to understand factors that influence the
beliefs that students have around mental health and help seeking, future work will aim to
understand which key factors are predictive of student help-seeking behavior. In this way, future
work will allow for development of targeted interventions aimed at improving help seeking in the
undergraduate engineering student population.
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