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Background 
Fearless Femme CIC is a grassroots mental health magazine, creative community and 
research hub based in Edinburgh. It aims to support the mental health of young female and 
non-binary people has been supported by seed funding from the Scottish Government and 
European Social Fund. Fearless Femme focuses on three areas: the production of a digital 
magazine that showcases the mental health stories and artwork of young female and non-
binary people, with a particular focus on ‘surviving university’; an online membership 
community that welcomes feminists of all genders; and evidence-based research on the 
mental health of its readers. 
  
Our Research 
We recently published our first research report: Fear of the Future? A Research Report on 
the Mental Health of Young Female and Non-Binary Students in the UK. In this report, we 
present the findings of our research on the mental health of young female and non-binary 
students across the UK, who are considered to be among the highest-risk groups for mental 
ill-health (Macaskill, 2013; McManus et al., 2016). 
  
Fearless Femme’s research explored the under-researched intersection between mental 
health, gender and student life. It was based on a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods, 
including surveys, polls and in-depth case studies with young female and non-binary people. 
The report draws on over 1000 responses from Fearless Femme’s magazine readers, social 
media followers and volunteer writers and artists based at universities and colleges across 
the UK. The research programme explored the mental health journey of young women and 
non-binary people through the post-secondary educational system – from leaving school, to 
starting university or college, to life after graduation and transitioning to work. 
  
Our main research questions were: What are the main causes of mental ill-health for young 
female and non-binary students? And what can be done to prevent mental ill- health and 
improve the wellbeing of young adults? 
  
Our Findings 
The general overview is that young female and non-binary students are fearful of the future, 
owing to a mix of exam stress, career pressures, financial debt and political and economic 
uncertainty, in addition to the stresses caused by gender inequalities. These findings 
reinforce evidence of a mental health crisis among young women and non-binary people in 
the UK. 
  
Our main findings are that students/young people: 
• Have become fearful of the future owing to exam-related stress. 
• Are often unaware of, or find it difficult to access, support for their mental health while at 

university/college and often feel they need more support than that which is offered. 
• Feel that counselling services at university and college are insufficient to meet their 

needs, and would prefer to access free long-term talking therapies. 
• Feel that more focus should be placed on preventative wellbeing strategies that support 

people before they reach crisis point. 



   
• Feel stressed by the pressures placed on them to achieve top marks and the fearful 

rhetoric around their life chances if they fail academically. 
• Feel that the period immediately after leaving university and college is particularly 

stressful, and many suffer from ‘post-graduation depression’. 
  
Some examples of the recommendations we received from young people were (N.B. all 
names are randomly selected pseudonyms): 
 
Starting University 
Annabel – “I would make sure that whatever services were on offer within the university were 
well advertised, so that people knew about them. I would also make sure that outside services 
were well signposted” 
  
Kimberley – “I would like to see more awareness and openness around mental health, 
reducing the stigma and the fear of seeking help - so, more universal services around 
promoting positive mental health and wellbeing for all students.” 
  
Carla – “I would explain in a set out policy that’s distributed to staff and students at the 
beginning of the year about what is to be done when mental health issues occur, and what 
both parties are expected to give and expect from such a situation so it’s not left up to 
individual discretion about how to deal with it” 
  
Surviving Education 
Katie – “Give students a realistic view of what to expect. Tell them they may feel 
overwhelmed, upset, feel helpless and not know what to do with some of the feelings that 
come up. They are still learning. No one knows how to do it. Give them the red flags – this is 
when you need to seek help. Tell them when things are not usual.” 
  
Ellie – “All services being offered seemed to be for people who are suffering seriously, e.g. 
counselling appointments. My mental health issues weren’t serious enough for that, I felt, but 
I would have appreciated information and advice on wellbeing and prevention” 
  
Hollie – “I’d like to see more training for staff – when my mental health issues kicked in 
lecturers/ tutors had a lack of understanding around it” 
  
Life After Education 
Layla – “I would introduce more support following graduation and a more transparent 
explanation as to what difficulties students can expect when attempting to find ‘good’ 
employment... I think especially vulnerable students require much more post-graduate 
support and assistance with learning how to re-structure their time and how to utilise the skills 
they have developed” 
  
Hannah – “I would focus on helping students develop positive coping strategies during their 
time in education so that this was well developed by the time they leave. I would also focus 
on tackling the stigma that surrounds this area. I think many people struggle to ask for help 
when they find themselves floundering after graduating because there is a focus put on how 
you are succeeding compared to your peers and where you are supposed to be 'x' years post 
graduation.” 
  
 
  



   
Mental Health Policy 
Lin – “Focus on prevention as well as treatment by making access to talking therapies 
easier... providing basic therapy early will help to prevent severe symptoms later and reduce 
the burden on the NHS” 
  
Christine – “Teach kids at school all about mental health and teach them resilience training 
and support mechanisms that they can use in the future. Have clear and easy access to 
support in and out of school. Have teachers take mental health training so they can spot 
problems” 
 
Our main recommendations are: 
• increase the visibility of student mental health services 
• make it easier for students to disclose, and receive support, for mental health conditions 

prior to starting higher/further education 
• increase student counselling capacity 
• focus on preventative strategies as well as acute responses to student distress 
• set a more honest narrative about failure and expectations 
• be more sensitive to high levels of student anxiety at exam time and introduce flexibilities 

around assessment 
• educational institutions should provide continued support to students for the first 6-12 

months after graduation 
• educational institutions and the NHS should work more closely to support student mental 

health 
• give clearer guidance on mental health support and workload adjustments 
• run campus-wide campaigns to de- stigmatise mental health. 

  
This report underlines the importance of mapping the mental health journeys of young people 
as they travel through the education system into their first jobs. We found that the transitions 
from school to university/college and from education to employment were specific points of 
stress, and we believe focussing on these transitions through tailored support would be of 
great help. 
  
We also found that young female and non-binary students feel so pressured to succeed in all 
aspects of their academic life that many have become fearful of the future. In order to tackle 
the mental health crisis among this generation, these pressures need to be alleviated and the 
narrative on failure needs to change, because young people deserve to experience education 
and its benefits without fear. 
 
The above is a summary of Fear of the Future? A report on the mental health of young 
female and non-binary students in the UK, written by Dr Eve Hepburn, Cordelia Sampson, 
and Ellen Desmond, published in 2018 by Fearless Femme CIC.  
 
The Research Report is available online at: https://www.fearlessfemme.co.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2018/12/FINAL-Fearless-Femme-Research-Report-7-Dec-2018.pdf 
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