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This interpretive phenomenological study explores
faculty and academic advisors’ experiences in
supporting students with mental health challenges.
Guided by the Theory of Planned Behavior, which
suggests that personal beliefs, prior experiences,
and familiarity with symptoms influence behavior,
the study examines participant narratives to iden-
tify key factors that shape their approaches to
supporting students. Findings indicate that per-
sonal beliefs about mental health, prior experi-
ences with individuals facing mental health
challenges, and campus-based mental health
training opportunities all significantly enhance
mental health support mechanisms for students
outside traditional counseling settings. The ability
of faculty and academic advisors to recognize
signs of mental health challenges is critical for
promoting overall campus well-being.
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Mental illness impacts millions of people
across all demographics worldwide. In 2023,
more than 59 million U.S. adults were diagnosed
with a mental illness, and over 48.7 million had
some substance use disorder (National Institute
of Mental Health [NIMH], 2023; Substance
Abuse & Mental Health Services Administration
[SAMHSA], 2023 p. 2). Yet only half of those
diagnosed with mental illness seek treatment
(SAMHSA, 2023).

College students’ mental health challenges are
also on the rise. A 2022 multi-campus study
reported that over 60% of students met the crite-
ria for a mental health diagnosis—a 50% rise
since 2013 (Lipson et al., 2022). Numerous stud-
ies (Duffy et al., 2020; Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010;
Lipson et al., 2019) show similar surges in diag-
nosed mental illness among college students,
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with one confirming an increase in reported cases
from 21.9% in 2007 to 36% in 2016-2017 (Lip-
son et al., 2019, p. 61). The Healthy Minds Study
(2022) revealed that 41% of college students
screened positive for depression, 36% for anxiety
disorders, and 14% for suicidal ideation (p. 3).
Additionally, in the past year, 24% of students
lacked free time to seek mental health care, and
15% stated that they did not know where to go
for support (p. 7). Alarmingly, one 2021 study
indicated that 11% of college students reported
suicidal thoughts (AUCCCD, 2021, p. 25).
Clearly, the COVID-19 pandemic compounded
mental health challenges for college students.

This concerning landscape underscores the
urgent need for college student mental health
support. Here, academic advisors play a crucial
role in identifying and addressing these chal-
lenges, ensuring that students receive the support
they need to succeed.

Purpose of the Present Study

This study explores how two groups—aca-
demic advisors and faculty—support students
facing mental health challenges. It utilizes an
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA),
a qualitative research method that investigates
personal perspectives. The study identified fac-
tors that enable professionals to identify any
decline in student mental health and then guide
students toward appropriate support.

Definitions

The World Health Organization (WHO)
defines mental health as “a state of well-being in
which the individual realizes his or her abilities,
can cope with the normal stresses of life, can
work productively and fruitfully, and can contrib-
ute to his or her community” (Minnesota Depart-
ment of Health, 2023, para. 2). “Mental illnesses
are health conditions involving changes in emo-
tion, thinking or behavior (or a combination).
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Table 1. Signs or Symptoms of a Mental Health Disorder

Signs or Symptoms

Definition

Apathy
Drop in functioning

Feeling disconnected

Illogical thinking

Loss of initiative or desire to participate in any activity.

An unusual drop in functioning at school, work or social activities, such as
quitting sports, failing in school, or difficulty performing familiar tasks.
A vague feeling of being disconnected from oneself or one’s surroundings,

a sense of unreality.
Unusual or exaggerated beliefs about personal powers to understand mean-

ings or influence events; illogical or “magical” thinking typical of child-

hood in an adult.
Increased sensitivity

Heightened sensitivity to sights, sounds, smells, or touch; avoidance of

over- stimulating situations.

Nervousness
Mood changes
Problems thinking

Sleep or appetite changes
Unusual behavior
Withdrawal

enjoyed.

Fear or suspiciousness of others or a strong nervous feeling.

Rapid or dramatic shifts in emotions or depressed feelings.

Problems with concentration, memory, or logical thought and speech that
are hard to explain.

Dramatic sleep and appetite changes or decline in personal care.

Any odd, uncharacteristic, peculiar behavior.

Recent social withdrawal and loss of interest in activities previously

Changes in school or work  Increased absenteeism, worsening performance, difficulties in relationships
with peers and coworkers.

Note. “Warning Signs of Mental Illness,” American Psychiatric Association (APA), 2024

Mental illnesses can be associated with distress
and/or problems functioning in social, work, or
family activities” (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 2024, para 1). According to the American
Psychiatric Association (APA), “If a person is
experiencing several [symptoms listed in Table 1]
at one time and the symptoms are causing serious
problems in the ability to study, work or relate to
others, they should be seen by a physician or men-
tal health professional” (2013, para. 5).

Mental illness includes anxiety, depression,
personality disorders, eating disorders, and addic-
tive behaviors (APA, 2013). The terms mental
health concerns or challenges are used in this
study to describe when a student is experiencing
early, worsening, or crisis-level signs and
symptoms.

Literature Review

College students experience numerous stress-
ors: academics, job commitments, family and
friendship dynamics, romantic relationships, and
extracurricular activities. Therefore, mental health
support at this stage of life is vital. When students
feel cared for and supported, they are more
inclined to engage in positive health behaviors
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(Courtenay et al., 2002; Mitchell, 2015). As stake-
holders in student academic success, academic
advisors frequently dialogue with students to pro-
vide support, usually via office hours or campus
events (Margrove et al., 2014). Such supportive
campus interactions can mitigate feelings of iso-
lation and vulnerability, thereby lowering levels
of depression, anxiety, and hopelessness (Cir-
pan & Cinar, 2013; Lakey & Orehek, 2011).
Such emotional support can include empathy,
some comforting words, or connections to cam-
pus resources. By fostering a culture of support
and openness, colleges can empower students to
protect their mental health early on, leading to a
more resilient and healthy student body.

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB)

The Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) theo-
rizes that an individual’s engagement with a par-
ticular behavior is influenced by a person’s
attitude toward the behavior, subjective norms,
and the perceived ability to perform the behavior
(Ajzen, 1991). In the context of mental health
help-seeking, the TPB infers that faculty and aca-
demic staff intentions to support students who
show signs of mental health concerns are
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influenced by their attitudes toward seeking help,
perceived social norms related to help-seeking,
and their perceptions of their ability to navigate
available resources (Johns, 2020).

Numerous studies have examined the effect
of perceived support on students’ mental health,
quality of life, and retention. For example,
Chao’s (2012) study—which examined a sam-
ple of 459 undergraduates—revealed a signifi-
cant correlation between students’ perceived
stress and support and a three-way interaction
between perceived stress, social support, and
dysfunctional coping. Similarly, Watkins and
Hill’s (2018) study found that social support
indirectly affected symptoms of anxiety and
depression. These findings are consistent with
other studies that suggest social support buffers
college students’ mental health challenges (Crock-
ett et al., 2007; Hirsch & Barton, 2011; LeGary,
2017). Another study found that participants rec-
ognized the personal and organizational chal-
lenges they encountered, while emphasizing the
rewards they gained from assisting students facing
mental health concerns (McAllister et al., 2014, p.
12). Moreover, diverse cultural attitudes toward
mental health can influence individual reactions to
mental health challenges (Elshamy et al., 2023;
Kamimura et al., 2018).

Johnson et al. (2023) investigated college stu-
dents’ behaviors concerning mental health assis-
tance-seeking. It uncovered that the pursuit of
assistance for behavioral health and substance
use disorders comprises a blend of social and
professional support. Comprehending such intri-
cacies is pivotal when designing successful stu-
dent interventions. A separate study by Charles
et al. (2017) analyzed not student but faculty and
academic advisors, who had previous experience
with mental illnesses. It shows that these past
experiences shaped current interactions with stu-
dents. In short, individuals already familiar with
mental health challenges tend to accept and pro-
vide informal support to students more empathet-
ically than others, thereby suggesting that
individual experiences help to cultivate empathy
for students dealing with mental health concerns.

In short, to pave the way for effective mental
health interventions, it is essential to identify cul-
tural differences, dismantle stigma, raise aware-
ness, and cultivate a supportive mental health
environment so that all students embrace help-
seeking when needed. Bohon and her colleagues
(2016) discovered in their study that mental
health interventions for college students can be
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effective when they include education about
mental health disorders and available treatments,
increasing awareness of available services, and
addressing the challenges surrounding access to
long-term care.

Methods

This study employed an Interpretative Phe-
nomenological Approach (IPA) to interpret the
lived experiences of faculty and academic advi-
sors who offered emotional support to college
students exhibiting signs of mental health con-
cerns. By exploring participants’ perspectives,
this study aims to illustrate how participants per-
ceive mental health services.

IPAs enable researchers to study how individ-
uals process experiences when exploring subjec-
tive phenomena, including emotions, beliefs, and
values (Smith & Osborn, 2004). IPAs emphasize
perspectives and meaning-making rather than
just generalizable outcomes. In an IPA study,
researchers engage in in-depth interviews or
gather detailed textual data from a small group of
participants and later analyze that data to identify
patterns, themes, and meanings.

Participants

Participants included faculty and academic
advisors employed at a large U.S. urban research
university between September 2019 and February
2020. A purposive sampling approach recruited
10 participants of different demographic back-
grounds who provided emotional support to stu-
dents exhibiting signs of mental health concerns
(see Table 2). Participant names were changed,
although gender and employment data were pre-
served. Other narrative details have been general-
ized to provide anonymity.

The study site has a centrally coordinated and
decentralized advising structure (i.e., campus-
wide advising with advisors placed in each
school or college on campus). The site also has a
campus-wide counseling center where students
can receive free and confidential support.

Procedure

I conducted 10 semi-structured interviews
with five willing faculty and five willing aca-
demic advisors (see Appendix A). Before each
interview, participants received an information
sheet that outlined the study’s purpose and proce-
dures, benefits and risks, costs and compensation,
and more. Interview questions were open-ended,
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Table 2. Participant Information

Participant Gender Race Role at Univ. Years of Experience
Maria Female White Academic Advisor 3
Todd Male White Academic Advisor 12
Amber Female African American Academic Advisor 3
Cloe Female White Academic Advisor 5
Mae Female African American Academic Advisor 33
Tina Female African American Faculty 3
Lela Female African Faculty 6
Matt Male White Faculty 3
Jennifer Female African American Faculty 13
Nicole Female White Faculty 10

allowing participants to provide rich and detailed
experiences. Interviews were conducted in pri-
vate, with each session lasting between 45 to
60 minutes; they were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed with participant consent.

The central research question was: How do
participants perceive and experience instances
when they identify and support college students
exhibiting mental health concerns, and what
meaning is derived from their interactions with
this student population? Sub-research questions
included:

o What factors motivated you to initiate sup-
portive interactions with students display-
ing indicators of declining mental health or
disclosing their mental struggles?

o What prevailing attitudes and perceptions
do you hold regarding students grappling
with mental health concerns?

o What factors encouraged you to extend
emotional support to students exhibiting
signs of diminishing mental well-being
versus simply overlooking these signs?

o Are there specific experiences, services,
or trainings that enhanced your capacity
to provide emotional support?

© How do you interpret the interplay between
your roles, student mental health concerns,
and the urban university environment?

To foster rapport and initiate the interview, I
inquired about participants’ familiarity with men-
tal illnesses or mental health training. After-
wards, participants expressed their thoughts on
why students facing mental health challenges
might discontinue university studies prematurely
(i.e., “dropout”). The semi-structured nature of
these interviews facilitated follow-up questions
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to elicit more intricate details aligned with the
research inquiries. These follow-up queries fre-
quently focused on participants’ past experiences
in supporting students in need. Post-interview, |
documented impressions, nonverbal cues, and
ideas in a research journal to inform any subse-
quent interviews.

Ethics

This study received approval from the univer-
sity’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) before data
collection commenced. Participants were given an
information sheet that detailed the study, and confi-
dentiality was maintained throughout. To protect
participant identities, all names were replaced with
pseudonyms.

Data Analysis

The use of Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) facilitated a systematic inquiry
into participants’ subjective encounters and their
cognitive processes in deriving meaning from
those experiences. This rigorous data analysis
adhered to a six-stage framework (Smith et al.,
2009), encompassing immersion, familiarization,
coding, theme generation, theme revisitation, and
theme finalization. In data analysis, I used open
coding, an exploratory phase where salient units
within the data are isolated and assigned descrip-
tive labels. Employing the NVivo 12 Plus soft-
ware, this coding endeavor commenced the
process of organizing and categorizing the data.

The initial codes were organized into themes
based on the features of participants’ lived expe-
riences. | met with mentors to dialogue emerging
themes, while exchanges with mentors refined
these themes—which reflects the interactive
nature of the IPA process. As these themes
evolved, they were revisited deliberately to
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identify relevant themes in relation to the over-
arching research question.

Trustworthiness and Rigor

To ensure trustworthiness and rigor, I estab-
lished credibility through prolonged engagement
with the data, member checking with the partici-
pants, and triangulation of findings with relevant
literature. Transferability was addressed by pro-
viding rich descriptions of the research context
and participant characteristics, enabling readers
to assess the applicability of findings to similar
settings. Contextualization and interpretation
were done by placing participants’ experiences
within the broader context of the phenomenon.
For example, I looked at participant experiences
in relation to existing literature, theories, and
broader societal implications. Additionally, peer
debriefing sessions were held with external
experts in both qualitative research and mental
health to obtain feedback and enhance the credi-
bility of the analysis.

Results

Participant interview analysis revealed four
distinct themes that impact responses to students
displaying possible signs of mental health con-
cerns: experience, beliefs, knowledge, and confi-
dence. These themes identify the essential
aspects of the participants’ experiences and the
meanings they attribute to those experiences.

Theme One: Experience

Participants with prior experience with indi-
viduals who they believed had mental health con-
cerns, discussed a heightened sense of empathy
towards recognizing distress in their students.
These experiences influenced how they interacted
with students suspected of having emerging men-
tal health concerns. For example, four partici-
pants cited past experiences with loved ones
suffering from mental illness as preparing them
to help students with similar mental health signi-
fiers. Amber shared that her parents’ untreated
mental illnesses shaped her understanding of the
long-term consequences that untreated mental ill-
ness can have on students. Nicole’s experiences
with mental health influenced her to pursue a
career in advising; she wanted to “give back” to
the counselors who had helped her as a student.
Matt described how attending a 6-hour mental
health awareness training led him to be more
equipped to work with students in need: “The
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Table 3. Experience with Mental Illness

Personal Professional
Category Experience Experience
Parents 4 N/A
Other Relative 2 N/A
Friends 2 N/A
Students in Class N/A 10
A Colleague N/A 1

Note. This table presents the distribution of par-
ticipants’ personal and professional experiences
related to individuals with mental illness. “N/A”
indicates “Not Applicable.”

training helped me understand the signs of men-
tal health issues better and gave me the confi-
dence to engage with students more effectively. 1
could refer the student to the appropriate campus
resources, ensuring they received the support
they needed.”

Participants’ past experiences with others
experiencing mental health challenges enhanced
their empathy for students and led them to initiate
supportive dialogues and guide students toward
relevant resources. Clearly, prior experiences cul-
tivate our capacity to meet student mental health
needs. Table 3 summarizes the details of number
and type of experience by each participant.

Theme Two: Beliefs

Using IPA, which examines the nuances
embedded within participants’ vocabulary, tone,
and facial expressions, [ explored advisors’
beliefs concerning campus resources and their
influence on non-returning students. These par-
ticipants shared similar beliefs when asked about
what might cause a student to dropout. Todd sug-
gested that a student might abandon their studies
because of a lack of culturally appropriate sup-
port. Similarly, Maria believed students with
mental illness often leave college early out of
“embarrassment.”

These findings align with faculty participants,
who felt that student dropouts with mental health
concerns are often both overwhelmed and embar-
rassed. During the interviews, Matt shared that a
lack of variety in mental health resources contrib-
utes to student stress and potential dropout. Jen-
nifer talked about the difficulty that students face
while accessing campus resources; she ques-
tioned whether these resources are enough to
meet the various mental health concerns students
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face. She recalled an incident in which on-cam-
pus counseling centers were unable to provide
appropriate crisis services to a student who was
behaving disruptively. As a result, administrators
contacted local police, who transported the stu-
dent to the county jail.

Mae, an academic advisor, recalled a student
whose professor triggered fear in them whenever
they went to class, so they often kept their head
down. The professor noticed the frightened look
on the student’s face and reached out to Mae for
additional information. After meeting with Mae
several times, the student admitted that they had
been sexually abused as a child and now found it
challenging to engage in a class where the profes-
sor resembles their abuser. Mae stated that she
connected the student to disability services on
campus, where they received accommodations to
help them finish the class.

These findings revealed varying beliefs among
participants regarding the extent to which they
believe on-campus resources support a diverse
student body, findings that align with Byrd and
McKinney’s (2012) study. They argued that
interpersonal and institutional factors, along with
a lack of adequate resources, can contribute to
students feeling uncomfortable with accessing
mental health support or completing their
planned program.

Theme Three: Knowledge

The study assessed knowledge of mental
health concerns by asking participants to describe
how an afflicted student might appear or behave.
Participant answers revealed three signifiers:
physical signs, alarming behaviors, and strained
communication.

Regarding physical signs, Cloe suggested that
students in trouble often present poor hygiene, a
disheveled appearance, or intoxication (i.e., like
using a vape pen during meetings). Marie
thought that such students often look “tired,
disheveled, dehydrated, or disorganized.” She
recalled students crying during advising sessions,
having short tempers, missing appointments,
missing classes, or neglecting their hygiene. Mae
offered that students with emerging mental health
concerns often look rigid or lack clear communi-
cation skills: “It was like when you asked them
to respond to yes or no questions, they just look
at you, or they are on the verge of tears.” They
went on to relay this story:
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I had a student who was very rigid and com-
bative. She was sometimes even disrespect-
ful. It was challenging to advise her. No
matter what I said, she did not want to do it.
It took about a year from the time we met
that she just broke up one day and revealed
to me that her father had molested her older
sister and started sexually abusing and
attacking her younger sister. The student
shared that the father was now awaiting trial.

Mae often wondered why the student came to her
advising appointments with a negative attitude.
However, after consistently showing the student
kindness and reminding her of on-campus
resources, the student’s attitude improved; they
went to counseling and regularly saw her for
advising sessions. Mae even said the student
learned practical coping skills and was finishing
her master’s degree in counseling.

Many faculty members mentioned that stu-
dents with mental health concerns typically
struggle recalling knowledge in their classes.
Lela described how students with anxiety often
have difficulty participating in class discussions
and meeting deadlines. She recalled a student
who, despite being bright and capable, frequently
missed assignments and appeared visibly dis-
tressed during exams. Nicole provided another
example of a student with depression who strug-
gled to stay engaged in group projects and often
isolated themselves from peers. Using their
knowledge of such behaviors, Lela and Nicole
emphasized the importance of having a frame-
work for delivering course content and assessing
outcomes that cater to the diverse needs of all the
students in their classroom. They suggested imple-
menting flexible deadlines, providing lecture notes
in advance, offering alternative assessment meth-
ods, and creating a supportive classroom environ-
ment where students feel comfortable seeking
help. This approach not only helps students with
mental health challenges but also fosters an inclu-
sive learning environment for all students.

Theme Four: Confidence

Throughout the interviews, participants expressed
varying degrees of confidence in their ability to sup-
port students displaying signs of mental health
decline. Their confidence seemed tied to perceptions
of their own competence and to the availability of
campus resources. Notably, their knowledge of men-
tal health issues among college students and their
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perceived ability to offer practical assistance influ-
enced confidence levels. For instance, Maria’s pref-
erence for discussing academics over mental health
indicated a higher level of trust in the specialized
services offered by CAPS (Counseling and Psycho-
logical Services) on campus. On the other hand,
Tina was hesitant to address mental health concerns
because she wanted to respect student privacy, sug-
gesting a lack of confidence when offering support
while also wanting to respect the self determination
of students. She remarked, “I can recognize when a
student might be struggling with something like anx-
iety or depression, but I’'m not always sure how to
approach it or if it’s my place to intervene. I worry
about saying the wrong thing or making the situation
worse.”

Other participants demonstrated unwavering
confidence in their support capabilities. For exam-
ple, Nicole recounted a situation where two stu-
dents were in constant conflict, disrupting the class
environment. By taking the time to meet with each
student and understand their individual perspec-
tives, Nicole was able to build trust and rapport.
She then facilitated a mediation session, guiding
the students towards a resolution. This intervention
not only restored a positive classroom atmosphere
but also increased her willingness to intervene in
similar situations. Matt shared a similar experience
in which a student had a strong emotional reac-
tion to a video played in class about abused
children. The student became visibly upset and
left the classroom in tears. Recognizing their
distress, Matt approached the student afterwards
to offer support. He spent time listening to the
student’s concerns and building a relationship
based on trust. Through their conversations, the
student revealed a personal history of trauma
that the video triggered. With Matt’s guidance
and support, the student felt more comfortable
and was able to discuss their feelings openly.
The participant’s responses align with Osteen’s
(2018) findings, emphasizing the strong rela-
tionship between self-efficacy, active listening,
and gatekeeper behaviors.

The implications of these narratives extend
beyond the TPB. While individual attitudes
towards mental health support are critical, these
findings suggest a broader influence from campus
culture. Participants’ confidence and trust levels
may impact their willingness to engage in mental
health discussions, thereby shaping the university’s
overall environment. This broader influence aligns
with the theory’s notion that perceived control and
social norms can significantly affect behavior,
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indicating that fostering a supportive campus cul-
ture is as important as addressing individual
attitudes.

Discussion

Throughout these interviews, it became evident
that participants’ knowledge, prior experiences,
and beliefs about mental illness overlapped with
their trust in the available mental health services
on campus, leading to heightened confidence in
offering support when needed. Participants who
had previous encounters with mental health issues
felt more equipped and empathetic, which bol-
stered their ability to guide students effectively.

The depth of participants’ relationships with
students was a key factor in their readiness to
offer support. Those who had established a strong
rapport and trust with their students were more
proactive and confident in addressing mental
health concerns. However, participants differed in
their views on the extent of their role in providing
mental health support. Some participants grappled
with a dilemma between respecting students’ pri-
vacy and inquiring about their mental health.
These inner-struggles reflect just how much cam-
pus culture can shape help-seeking behaviors. For
example, while some faculty felt it was their
responsibility to intervene and provide guidance,
others were concerned about overstepping bound-
aries and losing trust. This reality highlights the
need for clear role definitions and guidelines in
providing mental health support.

Exploring participants’ thoughts on how train-
ing might enhance their capabilities could pro-
vide valuable insights into shaping future support
initiatives. Understanding the nuances of their
experiences and the factors that influence their
willingness to engage in mental health discus-
sions can inform the development of targeted
interventions that improve individual competence
and contribute to a more supportive and open
campus culture regarding mental health. This
holistic approach could foster an environment
where students feel empowered to address mental
health challenges.

Implications

This study examined how faculty and academic
advisors perceive, manage, and make sense of men-
tal health challenges on college campuses. Advisors
play key roles in supporting students, so a nuanced
understanding of their perceptions and experiences
highlights their potential to shape students’ lives.
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This research highlights the need to develop
specialized mental health training programs for
advisors and faculty. Institutions should imple-
ment culturally appropriate training to help navi-
gate the delicate balance between respecting
privacy while providing support. This approach,
in turn, will give tools to recognize mental health
distress and foster a supportive environment that
encourages open dialogue and timely referrals.
These advanced skills will enable deeper and
more meaningful connections with students, pro-
viding a trusted channel through which students
can address their mental health challenges further
with counseling staff on campus or in their
communities.

Limitations

One of the limitations of this study is that par-
ticipants may feel inclined to provide socially
acceptable responses to avoid exposing their
biases about mental illnesses. Also, there is the
potential for self-selection bias among partici-
pants, as individuals who volunteer to participate
may have a particular interest in mental health
support, so their perspectives might not fully rep-
resent the broader population. Additionally, the
sample size of 10 participants may limit the gen-
eralizability of the findings to other settings or
institutions. A larger and more diverse sample
could offer a more comprehensive report. Fur-
thermore, the study’s reliance on self-reported
data through interviews may introduce the possi-
bility of recall bias. Participants may have diffi-
culty accurately recalling specific instances or
details of their interactions with students, poten-
tially affecting the reliability of the data.

The use of IPA may also introduce subjectiv-
ity into data interpretation. The researchers’ indi-
vidual perspectives and preconceptions could
influence the analysis process and the identifica-
tion of themes, impacting the study’s objectivity.
Finally, the research was conducted at a single
urban university, which could limit the transfer-
ability of the findings to institutions with diverse
cultural contexts, student populations, and sup-
port systems. Variation across diverse educa-
tional settings may warrant additional research to
enhance the study’s external validity.

Conclusion

It is essential that advisors and faculty recog-
nize the impact untreated mental health concerns
can have on college students. Poor mental health
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can affect not just a student’s social life; it can
impact their ability to complete a degree. This
IPA study amplifies the need for collective action
for ongoing training across the campus commu-
nity to meet students’ mental health challenges.
The combination of participants’ experiences and
their support to students facing mental health
challenges showed a powerful story that calls for
a shift towards proactive, inclusive, and support-
ive mental health awareness within multiple
touchpoints within higher education. It sparks
inquiries into the adequacy of campus resources
and uncovers the latent potential residing within
faculty and academic advisors.

Advisors and faculty need to foster open dia-
logues about mental health concerns and ensure
that helpful resources are available to support
students. By caring for students’ mental well-
being, advisors can support student personal
growth. Together, we can pave the way for a
brighter, healthier, and more accepting approach
to student mental health concerns grounded in an
equitable, inclusive response. In doing so, we can
build a future where every student can succeed
and flourish, creating a legacy of compassion and
justice that will resonate for generations to come.
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Appendix A

Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

Familiarity with Mental Illness:
Do you have any personal experience or familiarity with someone who has had a mental

illness? Please describe your experience:

Specialized Training:
Do you have any specialized training or education related to mental illness?

Concerns about Students’ Mental Health:
Have you ever had concerns about the mental health of students you interact with?
What concerns you the most when you notice signs or symptoms of an emerging mental
health concern in a student?

Offering Academic Support:
Can you share a specific instance when you provided academic support to a student
whom you believed to have a mental illness? Please describe the situations:

Reasons for Leaving University:
In your perspective, what are some of the reasons why students with mental illness
might leave a university before completing their degree?

Perception of a Student with Mental Illness:
Take a moment to imagine a college student experiencing an emerging mental illness.
What image comes to your mind when you think about this?

Subjective Interpretation of Support:
Reflecting on your experiences, can you share a time when you offered support to a stu-
dent with a mental health concern? What feelings and thoughts arose within you during
that interaction?
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