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Introduction  

Overview of Mental Health in Higher Education 

The mental health and well-being of students have gained significant attention from 

researchers, with reports like the Office for Students (OfS) (2023) revealing that 24,700 full-

time students in England disclosed mental health conditions to their universities upon 

entering higher education. In addition, the number of students seeking mental health 

services has been increasing (Bennett et al., 2024; Lewis & Stiebahl, 2024). This trend 

highlights the growing awareness of mental health issues among students and the 

increasing willingness to seek support when needed. However, the increasing demand for 

mental health services has placed significant strain on universities, which often struggle to 

provide adequate support due to limited resources. 

The increase in the number of students seeking mental health services is attributed to 

multiple factors, including the COVID-19 pandemic, systemic racism, and pre-existing mental 

health conditions (Laranjeira et al., 2022; Leshner et al., 2021; Panneer et al., 2024). The 

COVID-19 pandemic disrupted students' academic and social lives, leading to heightened 

stress, anxiety, and depression. The shift to online learning created isolation, reduced 

access to campus support systems, and exacerbated pre-existing mental health conditions 

(Oztosun et al., 2023). Additionally, systemic racism continues to impact students from 

marginalized communities, leading to discrimination, financial hardship, and a lack of 

representation in academia, all of which contribute to mental distress. 

Other factors such as childhood trauma, LGBTQ+ identity, and autism have also been 

identified as significant influences on mental health (Campbell et al., 2022). Students with 

adverse childhood experiences often struggle with anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem, 

making academic success more challenging. LGBTQ+ students face unique stressors, 

including discrimination, social exclusion, and identity struggles, which can negatively affect 

their mental well-being. Additionally, students on the autism spectrum may experience 

difficulties with social interactions, sensory sensitivities, and academic pressures, leading to 

increased mental health challenges. 



These mental health struggles have significantly impacted academic success and dropout 

rates (Roberts, 2011; Donald, 2019). Students experiencing mental health issues often find it 

difficult to concentrate, complete coursework, and engage in campus life, increasing the 

likelihood of academic failure and withdrawal from higher education. Universities have made 

efforts to address these challenges through counselling services, peer support programs, 

and awareness campaigns, but stigma remains a significant barrier to seeking help (Martin, 

2010; Quinn et al., 2009). Some students fear judgment or discrimination if they disclose 

their mental health struggles, leading them to suffer in silence rather than accessing the 

support they need. 

Beyond student populations, mental health concerns also extend to educators, whose 

struggles significantly influence the broader academic environment. COVID-19 played a 

significant role in exacerbating mental health issues among academics. The sudden shift to 

online teaching, increased isolation from colleagues, and the blurring of work-life boundaries 

intensified stress and anxiety levels (Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023; Rahman et al., 2023). 

The transition to remote work created additional challenges, including technological 

difficulties, a lack of proper workspaces, and the pressure to adapt teaching methods 

quickly. Academics found themselves juggling personal responsibilities with professional 

obligations, leading to burnout and exhaustion. 

A study by Winefield et al. (2003) indicated that the prevalence of mental illness among 

academic employees was three to four times higher than that of the general population. This 

concerning statistic emphasizes the immense pressure that academics face in their roles. 

They are expected to manage heavy workloads, conduct research, publish findings, and 

meet institutional expectations, all while supporting students' academic and emotional 

needs. The demand for high research output and grant acquisitions has led to a hyper-

competitive environment, further contributing to stress and emotional exhaustion (Hammoudi 

Halat et al., 2023). The role of lecturers has evolved beyond imparting knowledge and skills 

to students; it now incorporates the support of students' mental health and well-being.  

Universities often lack sufficient mental health training for educators, leaving them to 

navigate complex and sensitive issues without adequate guidance. This lack of 

preparedness increases feelings of helplessness and role conflict, as lecturers are torn 

between their academic responsibilities and the pastoral care of their students. 

Universities face challenges in providing adequate support, with high staff-student ratios and 

reduced funding impacting services. According to OfS (2019) the number students requiring 

mental health support has stretched university counselling services thin, resulting in long 

wait times and limited access to professional help. In many cases, academics become the 



first point of contact for struggling students, yet they lack the necessary training and 

resources to provide effective support. This added responsibility contributes to emotional 

strain and burnout among educators (Ramluggun et al., 2022). The current financial crisis in 

the higher education sector has further exacerbated stress levels among academics. Budget 

cuts and job insecurity have created an environment of uncertainty, with lecturers facing 

precarious employment conditions. The rise of short-term contracts and part-time positions 

has left academics uncertain about their futures, increasing financial and emotional strain. 

The fear of job loss, coupled with the pressure to meet institutional demands, has led to a 

decline in job satisfaction and overall well-being. 

To address the growing mental health crisis among both students and academics, systemic 

changes are needed. Universities must prioritize mental health support by increasing funding 

for counselling services, implementing employee training programs, and creating a culture of 

openness and support. Institutions should also promote work-life balance by reducing 

excessive workloads, providing stable employment opportunities, and ensuring that 

educators receive the necessary resources to support students effectively. Additionally, 

stigma surrounding mental health must be challenged through awareness campaigns and 

initiatives that encourage seeking help without fear of judgment. The mental health crisis in 

higher education is a pressing issue that requires immediate attention. While efforts have 

been made to improve mental health services, more must be done to create a supportive 

academic environment where both students and educators can thrive. By addressing the 

root causes of stress, anxiety, and burnout, universities can foster a healthier and more 

productive learning environment for all members of the academic community. This chapter 

provides an overview of mental education, examines the key drivers of burnout in academia, 

The mental health challenges faced by marginalized academics and role of innovation in 

addressing academic mental health challenges. Ultimately, the chapter provides 

recommendations for sustainable academic careers.  

2. The Mental Health Landscape in Academia  

2.1 Historical Context and Evolving Pressures 

Changes in institutional structures, societal expectations, and increasing performance 

pressures have influenced the growth of mental health challenges in academia. Traditionally, 

academic work was viewed as an intellectually rewarding pursuit with relative autonomy, but 

over the last few decades, significant structural changes have transformed this view. In the 

20th century, academia emphasized scholarship and teaching with a more balanced 

workload. However, the late 20th and early 21st centuries have seen a rise in mental health 



concerns, including anxiety, depression, and burnout, particularly among employees and 

graduate students (Evans et al., 2018). Rising student enrolment, administrative 

responsibilities, and expectations for research output have intensified stress levels. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted mental health among higher education 

students. Multiple studies report increased prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress 

symptoms compared to pre-pandemic levels (Son et al., 2020; Deng et al., 2021). The 

evolution of digital technologies has also contributed to constant connectivity, blurring work-

life boundaries (Woolston, 2017). A growing awareness of these mental health challenges 

has led to calls for systemic change, yet institutional responses often remain insufficient. It is 

therefore imperative to understand the historical trajectory of these pressures as they 

provide an insight into current academic mental health challenges and highlights the urgent 

need for intervention strategies. 

2.2 The Impact of Neoliberal University Models on Employee Well-Being 

The rise of neoliberalism in higher education has profoundly impacted employee well-being. 

The neoliberal university model has significant negative impacts on employee well-being. 

Neoliberal principles have become embedded in employee behaviours, often in subtle ways 

(Levin & Aliyeva, 2015). Studies show that neoliberal policies in higher education led to 

increased stress, burnout, and health issues among staff members (Alcántara et al., 2010; 

Berg et al., 2016). Neoliberal policies emphasize market-driven principles, efficiency, and 

competition, shifting universities from educational institutions to corporate-like entities 

(Giroux, 2014). This shift towards a corporate model of education has resulted in the 

exploitation of contingent employees and a focus on measurable standards rather than 

educational quality (Schwartz, 2014) This transformation has also led to tricky employment 

conditions, including an increase in part-time positions with minimal job security or benefits. 

One of the most damaging aspects of neoliberal academia is the "publish or perish" culture, 

which pressures academics to produce high-impact research at an unsustainable pace (Berg 

& Seeber, 2016). This demand contributes to chronic stress, exhaustion, and imposter 

syndrome, disproportionately affecting early-career academics (Jaremka et al.,2020). 

Furthermore, the reliance on benchmarks such as citation counts and grant funding as key 

success indicators undermines the inherent value of teaching and service work, devaluing 

aspects of academic labour that contribute to holistic educational experiences (Marginson, 

2018). Thus, academics experiencing this pressure indicated a decline in job satisfaction, 

increased mental health struggles, and a higher likelihood of burnout (Levecque et al., 

2017). 

 



The impact extends to institutional bullying (Hodgins & Mannix-McNamara, 2021) and 

anxiety production among academic workers (Berg et al., 2016). Addressing well-being is 

crucial for sustaining the teaching profession and enabling professional flourishing (Acton & 

Glasgow, 2015). 

2.3 Long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health of academics 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on mental health worldwide. According 

to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2022), “the global prevalence of anxiety and 

depression increased by 25% during the first year of the pandemic”. Factors such as social 

isolation, fear of infection, financial worries, and grief over the loss of loved ones influenced 

the increase in mental health issues. Furthermore, the pandemic also disrupted mental 

health services, making it difficult for many to access the support they needed. 

Research indicates that COVID-19 infection can have long-term effects on mental health, 

however, the severity and prevalence vary. While some studies suggest mild or no long-term 

psychiatric symptoms comparable to general population levels (Bourmistrova et al., 2021), 

others report significant rates of depression, anxiety, and insomnia in individuals with a 

history of COVID-19 infection (Badinlou et al., 2022). A case in point is a study by Raduan et 

al. (2022). The study investigated the psychological distress, burnout, and job satisfaction 

among academics at a Malaysian university and revealed that 18.7% experienced anxiety, 

11.7% suffered from depression, and 6.2% reported cases of stress. The study also noted 

mild to moderate levels of burnout related to work, personal, and client interactions.  

Post-COVID impairments, fatigue, and infection severity is associated with higher levels of 

mental health problems (Badinlou et al., 2022). Neuropsychiatric ramifications, including 

cognitive impairments and fatigue, have been observed months after infection (Penninx et 

al., 2022). Higher education institutions have experienced significant changes, and the key 

stressors include job insecurity, workload, time pressures, and lack of infrastructure.   

2.3.1 New Stressors in Hybrid Work Environments 

Academics experienced increased workloads, particularly in teaching and administrative 

duties (Horta et al., 2022), while struggling to balance work and family life (Dunn et al., 

2022). Thus, the pandemic accelerated the adoption of flexible work models in higher 

education administration (Müller et al., 2023).  Research by Singh et al. (2022) highlighted 

that the shift to hybrid work environments introduced new stressors for employees such as 

"technostress," which emanated from the constant need to adapt to new technologies and 

the pressure to be always available. Employees working in hybrid models often face 



challenges such as information overload, sensory overload, and the pressure to respond 

immediately to work-related communications. This can lead to feelings of exhaustion, 

reduced productivity, and poor mental health. According to Petitta and Ghezzi (2023) hybrid 

work environments can create a sense of disconnection from the organisation and 

colleagues and this can lead to impaired collaboration and relationships. Therefore, 

maintaining work-life balance can be challenging, as the boundaries between work and 

personal life become blurred. However, research by Babapour-Chafi et al. (2021) highlights 

that “hybrid work provides the best of both worlds of remote and office work, given that 

employees and managers develop new skills and competencies to adjust to new ways of 

working”. Nonetheless, employers need to implement strategies to mitigate these stressors, 

such as providing clear communication guidelines, promoting regular breaks, and offering 

mental health support. 

2.3.2 Evolving roles in Higher Education Administration 

Higher education institutions have seen a rise in administrative responsibilities, which has 

added to the stress experienced by staff. Administrative staff face expanded roles, including 

course management, student training, and fundraising (Medina-Benavides & Altamirano-

Hidalgo, 2023). The changes in the delivery of education expanded the roles of 

administrative and support staff. Factors contributing to stress include growing student 

populations, and increased demands for creativity and proactivity (Medina-Benavides & 

Altamirano-Hidalgo, 2023). This indicates that the overall quality of working life in universities 

has declined, with both administrative staff and academics experiencing more frequent and 

intense stress. The increased administrative workload can lead to feelings of burnout and 

reduced job satisfaction among university academics. In their study Tadesse et al. (2024) 

found that 11% of university teachers in Ethiopia indicated symptoms of anxiety, while 12.3% 

showed signs of depression. The study identified loneliness as a significant factor 

contributing to these mental health challenges.  To address these challenges, it is important 

for institutions to provide adequate support and recognition for administrative roles, as well 

as implement clear guidelines to ensure effective governance and project management. 

2.3.3 Shifting Student Expectations Post-2020  

Students now require more flexible learning options and research indicates an increase in 

the number of students preferring hybrid and online learning models, this is mainly 

influenced by the need for adaptability and work-life balance (El Galad et al., 2024; Stewart 

et al., 2021). Although face-to-face instruction remains popular, students increasingly value 

the flexibility offered by online and hybrid designs (Bashir et al., 2021; Benito et al., 2021; 



Suleri, 2020). This shift has led to changes in course delivery, assessment methods, and 

student-teacher interactions (Cicha et al., 2021; Bright & Vogler, 2024). However, challenges 

such as digital inequality and the need for enhanced self-regulation skills in online 

environments remain an issue (Bashir et al., 2021; Bright & Vogler, 2024). Hence, academic 

institutions need to understand these challenges and establish how they can respond to 

them. The HyFlex model, combining in-person and online instruction simultaneously, has 

emerged as a potential solution, offering flexibility while maintaining face-to-face elements 

(Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2021). These changes have transformed the higher education post-

pandemic.  

 

3. Navigating Burnout in Academia 

3.1 Workload and Role Overload 

Universities face significant challenges that contribute to burnout, including high workloads, 

pressure to excel in multiple domains, and work-life imbalance (Sabagh et al., 2018; Nassar 

et al., 2019; Banerjee et al., 2023). High teaching loads, especially in institutions that 

prioritise undergraduate education, require lecturers to prepare lectures, grade assignments, 

and provide student support. Furthermore, teaching large numbers of students, especially 

postgraduates can put immense pressure on the lecturers. Banerjee et al., (2023) also 

emphasised that women, junior lecturers, and marginalised groups are more vulnerable. 

Thus, burnout can lead to a reduction in work effort and a decrease confidence in teaching 

skills. Beyond teaching, administrative responsibilities further compound workload. 

Academics are also expected to serve on committees, participate in institutional governance, 

and take on advising roles for students. These duties, though essential for the functioning of 

academic institutions, consume significant time and energy, often leaving little room for 

research and personal development. Research expectations add yet another layer of stress. 

Institutions, particularly research-intensive ones, demand significant contributions to 

scholarly work, including securing funding, conducting research, and publishing findings. The 

expectation to excel in all three areas; teaching, administration, and research places an 

unsustainable burden on academics, leading to chronic stress and burnout. 

3.2 Pressure to Publish and Research Productivity 

The pressure to publish in academia is intense, particularly for early-career researchers 

looking for long term positions and promotion (Smith et al., 2024). Professors also face the 

same pressure as they must sustain their research output to secure funding, maintain 



professional standing and improve institutional ranking. Hence, the "publish or perish" 

culture affects career advancement, institutional funding, and professional standing (Johann 

et al., 2024). This relentless drive for publication can lead to detrimental effects on mental 

health, including anxiety, depression, and imposter syndrome. The demand for rapid 

publication often results in overwork, diminished creativity, and, in some cases, unethical 

research practices such as data fabrication or excessive self-citation. Furthermore, research 

funding has become an increasingly critical factor in academic success. Academics are 

expected to secure grants to support their research and institutional prestige. The highly 

competitive nature of grant applications creates additional stress, particularly for early-career 

researchers who may struggle to compete with well-established academics. The financial 

strain tied to research productivity exacerbates burnout leading to decreased teaching 

quality and increased unethical practices. 

3.3 Lack of Institutional Support  

Many universities offer mental health resources, but there is a gap between available 

services and the actual academics’ well-being (Smith et al., 2022). Counselling services are 

commonly geared toward students rather than academics. Thus, academics feel under-

equipped to deal with student mental health issues and lack proper training (Goel et al., 

2024). Workplace policies in academia normally fail to address burnout, with institutions 

prioritising productivity over well-being. Lecturers may hesitate to seek help due to stigma, 

fear of being perceived as weak, or concerns about professional repercussions. Additionally, 

universities often lack structured policies for managing workload equity, leaving lecturers 

especially those from underrepresented groups overburdened with additional service 

obligations. Greater institutional commitment to mental health is needed, including targeted 

support programs, clear policies on workload distribution, and active efforts to foster a 

culture that prioritises academics’ well-being. Without such measures, burnout will continue 

to rise, affecting both staff retention and the quality of education provided to students. 

3.4 Digital Transformation and the Always-On Work Culture 

The shift to hybrid and online teaching has increased the academics’ workloads, requiring 

extensive preparation for virtual course delivery, learning management system maintenance, 

and digital assessment adaptation. Online and hybrid formats demand constant engagement 

with students via emails, discussion boards, and virtual office hours, eroding traditional work-

life boundaries. Additionally, lecturers must continually learn new digital tools, from online 

teaching platforms to research management software, often with minimal institutional training 

or support. The expectation to seamlessly integrate new technologies adds stress, 



particularly for older employees who may struggle with digital fluency. The “always-on” 

culture exacerbates burnout, as staff members find themselves working beyond traditional 

hours to respond to student inquiries, update online materials, and engage in digital 

meetings (Ferreira, 2022). Strategies to attain work-life balance, such as promoting physical 

health, connecting socially, and practicing mindfulness, are essential for counteracting 

workplace stressors. As a result, institutions must address these challenges to retain 

experienced staff and maintain quality output. 

4. Emotional Labor and the Student-Lecturer Relationship 

The relationship between students and lecturers is an essential part of academic success 

because it shapes both learning outcomes and student well-being. However, in recent years, 

academics have experienced a growing demand for emotional labour in response to 

increasing student mental health needs. Academics particularly those with less power, often 

engage in emotional labour when interacting with students, acting as unofficial counsellors 

and providing emotional support. Emotional labour is a concept that was introduced by Arlie 

Hochschild in 1983, and it refers to the management of emotions to meet job requirements, 

particularly in service roles (Zapf et al., 2020). In academia, lecturers are expected to 

support students intellectually and emotionally, creating a dynamic where they often act as 

unofficial counsellors. This increased emotional engagement can lead to stress, burnout, 

and compassion fatigue among educators. Emotional labour demands are particularly 

pronounced in community colleges and for female academics (Martinez et al., 2023; Tunguz, 

2016). While emotional labour can positively impact student well-being and academic 

outcomes, it also poses challenges to lecturers' work-life balance and mental health (Yu, 

2024; Dhanpat, 2016). The neoliberal transformation of universities into service industries 

has further intensified expectations for emotional labour. Academics often provide students 

with encouragement, reassurance, and guidance, acting as a source of stability in an 

academic environment that can be overwhelming. While this support is vital for student 

success, it places an enormous emotional burden on the academics, who may not have the 

formal training or institutional support to navigate complex student mental health concerns. 

As educational institutions invest more time in supporting students emotionally, they may find 

themselves battling with their own well-being, struggling to balance the additional 

responsibilities with their teaching, research, and administrative duties. 

The emotional labour required of academics is further complicated by the broader societal 

expectation they should always be empathetic and available to students. This emotional 

burden is especially pronounced for (Black, Indigenous, People of Colour) BIPOC women 

lecturers who often face disproportionate expectations of emotional support (Choi, 2023; 



McLeskey & Obernesser, 2023). The increasing normalisation of open discussions about 

mental health has led more students to seek support from their lecturers, often due to limited 

access to professional counselling services. While these interactions can create a 

meaningful sense of connection between students and lecturers, they also place huge 

emotional toll on the lecturers, who may lack the resources to address these concerns 

effectively. The blurred boundaries between professional and personal roles contribute to 

chronic stress (Bodenheimer & Shuster, 2020). This shift in expectations highlights the need 

for institutions to acknowledge and address the growing emotional demands placed upon 

academic staff. 

4.1 Blurred Boundaries and Emotional Exhaustion 

As lecturers take on increasing emotional labour, the boundaries between their professional 

and personal lives become increasingly blurred. Unlike traditional counsellor-client 

relationships, the lecturer-student dynamic lacks clear guidelines regarding the extent of 

emotional support that should be provided. This ambiguity can lead to situations where 

lecturers feel obligated to respond to student crises beyond their official responsibilities, 

often at the expense of their mental health. 

The lack of defined boundaries can also contribute to role strain, where academics must 

balance their responsibilities as educators, mentors, and unofficial counsellors. The constant 

expectation to be emotionally available can lead to chronic stress and exhaustion, 

diminishing academics' capacity to engage effectively in their teaching and research. In 

extreme cases, prolonged emotional exhaustion can result in burnout, characterised by 

physical and emotional fatigue, reduced professional efficacy, and feelings of detachment 

from work. Academics who consistently deal with distressed students may find themselves 

emotionally drained, impacting their ability to remain engaged and motivated in their work. 

Over time, this emotional burden can erode job satisfaction as academics struggle to 

manage their own well-being while meeting institutional demands. 

To address these concerns, universities must recognise the emotional labour performed by 

academics and implement measures to support their well-being. Providing staff members 

with training in mental health awareness, establishing clear guidelines on the scope of 

emotional support they are expected to offer, and ensuring that professional counselling 

services are accessible to students can help mitigate the impact of emotional exhaustion. 

Additionally, institutions should create a culture that encourages lecturers to set boundaries, 

prioritise self-care, and seek support when needed. 



5. Mental Health Challenges Faced by Marginalised Academics  

5.1 Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Issues 

Academia, despite its alleged commitment to knowledge and progress, often perpetuates 

systemic barriers that disproportionately impact marginalised academics. Mental health 

challenges among academics, particularly those from marginalised groups, are a growing 

concern in higher education. Studies highlight issues such as publication pressure, biased 

student evaluations, and institutional racism, which contribute to stress, anxiety, and 

depression (Raksithaa, 2024; Daskalopoulou, 2024; Arday, 2021). Studies show that 

women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people of colour experience more microaggressions, 

leading to increased depression and anxiety (Boyle et al., 2022).  The categorisation of race, 

gender, sexuality, and disability status can create a compounded effect, leading to 

heightened stress, anxiety, depression, and burnout. 

Racial and ethnic minority academics often face a lack of representation within senior 

management positions, which can contribute to feelings of isolation and alienation. The 

ongoing lack of representation of Black, Indigenous, and other scholars of colour in long-

term academic positions hinders mentorship possibilities and cultivates a feeling of being left 

out of academic networks. Moreover, these individuals may be disproportionately burdened 

with diversity-related service work, such as participating in committees or mentoring students 

from similar backgrounds, often without proper recognition or compensation. This additional 

workload, sometimes referred to as the "invisible labour" of diversity work, can lead to 

emotional exhaustion and resentment. 

Gender inequities further compound mental health challenges. Women academics, 

particularly those who are also caregivers, face the "double burden" of professional and 

domestic responsibilities. Gender biases in hiring, promotion, and long-term academic 

position decisions can lead to imposter syndrome, self-doubt, and increased stress. 

Furthermore, sexual harassment and gender-based discrimination remain pervasive in many 

academic settings, creating hostile work environments that contribute to mental distress. 

LGBTQ+ scholars often navigate hostile or unsupportive environments that challenge their 

mental well-being. Fear of discrimination, misgendering, and exclusion from professional 

opportunities can lead to heightened levels of stress and anxiety. Transgender and non-

binary (TNB) academics face numerous challenges in higher education institutions. These 

include inadequate policies for name changes, limited restroom accessibility, and insufficient 

healthcare benefits (Cook et al., 2020; Liss et al., 2024). Institutions often lack gender-



inclusive housing, appropriate health services, and all-gender locker rooms (Lawrence & 

Mckendry, 2019; Wilson et al., 2023). TNB academics encounter workplace discrimination, 

isolation, and tensions between institutional logics (Pitcher, 2016). 

Academics with disabilities encounter both physical and attitudinal barriers within institutions 

that are often ill-equipped to accommodate their needs. The stigma surrounding mental and 

physical disabilities can lead to reluctance in seeking accommodations, further exacerbating 

stress and burnout. Additionally, the pressure to conform to traditional academic 

expectations, such as long hours and demanding workloads, disproportionately 

disadvantages those with disabilities, leading to a cycle of overwork and declining mental 

health. 

5.2 Unique Stressors for Underrepresented Groups 

Beyond general workplace pressures, marginalised academics experience a wide range of 

unique stressors that further deteriorate their mental health. One major factor is the 

persistent experience of discrimination and microaggressions. These subtle, often 

unintentional, but deeply harmful behaviours include dismissive remarks, biased evaluations, 

and exclusion from professional opportunities. Microaggressions create a hostile 

environment that can erode self-confidence and job satisfaction over time. 

Systemic inequities within academia place an undue burden on underrepresented 

academics. Academics of colour, women, LGBTQ+ academics, and disabled academics 

face harsher scrutiny in performance evaluations and tenure reviews. The notion of "fit" in 

hiring and promotion decisions often excludes marginalised individuals, who may be judged 

based on cultural biases rather than their academic merit. These inequities reinforce the 

perception that academia is an exclusive and unwelcoming space, contributing to anxiety, 

depression, and impostor syndrome. 

Another major stressor is the expectation for underrepresented academics to serve as 

spokespersons for diversity issues. Marginalised academics frequently bear the 

responsibility of educating their colleagues about social justice, institutional racism, and 

equity concerns. This additional labour, often referred to as "cultural taxation," detracts from 

their research and teaching responsibilities while placing emotional and psychological strain 

on them. The pressure to advocate for change while navigating institutional resistance can 

lead to frustration, burnout, and a diminished sense of belonging. 

Marginalised academics are also more likely to experience financial insecurity, particularly 

early in their careers. Many come from backgrounds with limited financial support and must 



navigate economic challenges that their privileged counterparts may not face. The 

precarious nature of academic employment, including the increasing reliance on adjunct and 

temporary positions, exacerbates these struggles. The stress of job instability, coupled with 

student loan debt and the high cost of living in academic hubs, creates significant mental 

health challenges. 

5.3 Institutional Responses to DEI and Mental Health 

While many universities have made commitments to diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI), 

their responses to the mental health challenges faced by marginalised academics remain 

inconsistent and often inadequate. Institutional efforts to support DEI initiatives are 

frequently performative, lacking the structural changes needed to address the root causes of 

discrimination and inequality. 

Some universities have implemented mental health programs aimed at supporting employee 

well-being, such as Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) and access to counselling 

services. Some countries, like Malaysia, are exploring legal frameworks to support EAP 

implementation (Azmi et al., 2022). However, these services are often underfunded, 

understaffed, or not tailored to the specific experiences of marginalised academics. 

Academics may also be reluctant to utilise institutional mental health resources due to 

concerns about confidentiality, stigma, or fear of professional repercussions. Efforts to 

address systemic inequities in academia require comprehensive policy changes. Some 

institutions have introduced mentorship programs for underrepresented academics, affinity 

groups, and targeted recruitment efforts to improve diversity in hiring. While these initiatives 

can encourage a sense of community and belonging, they must be accompanied by 

structural reforms in permanent positions and promotion processes, workload distribution, 

and institutional accountability for discrimination and harassment. 

Another critical area for improvement is the provision of accommodations for academics with 

disabilities. Many universities lack clear guidelines and proactive policies to ensure 

accessibility in hiring, professional development, and daily work environments. Creating 

inclusive workspaces that prioritise flexibility, assistive technology, and reasonable 

adjustments would significantly improve the mental health and job satisfaction of disabled 

academics. Moreover, universities must acknowledge and address the burden of diversity 

work placed on marginalised academics. Recognising and compensating DEI efforts as 

legitimate academic contributions rather than optional service work would help alleviate 

some of the emotional and professional strain experienced by underrepresented lecturers. 

This clearly indicates that marginalised academics face profound mental health challenges 



due to systemic unfairness, discrimination, and institutional shortcomings. Addressing these 

issues requires more than symbolic gestures; it necessitates meaningful policy reforms, 

adequate mental health resources, and a commitment to promoting truly inclusive academic 

environments. Without these changes, academia will continue to be an exclusionary and 

mentally taxing space for academics from underrepresented backgrounds. 

6. The Role of Innovation in Addressing Academic Mental Health 

6.1 AI, Automation, and Mental Health 

The integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and automation in academia has transformed 

various aspects of academic life, offering both opportunities and challenges for mental 

health. AI-driven tools can reduce lecturers’ workload by automating tasks like grading and 

administrative processes (Mulally, 2024; Abimbola et al., 2024). These technologies can 

personalise learning experiences and enhance student engagement (Lampou, 2023).  AI-

driven tools, such as automated grading systems, administrative workflow automation, and 

AI-assisted research, can significantly reduce the workload of academics, reducing stress 

associated with time-consuming tasks.  

By streamlining grading and paperwork, AI allows academics to focus on more intellectually 

engaging and fulfilling activities, such as mentoring students and conducting research. 

However, it also raises concerns about job security among educators, who fear potential 

devaluation of their roles and replacement by AI systems (Yusriani et al., 2024; Jose & Jose, 

2024). While AI can improve efficiency and provide valuable support, it lacks essential 

human qualities like empathy and creativity, suggesting it will likely complement rather than 

replace teachers (Nikitina & Ishchenko, 2024; Farooq et al., 2024). Challenges include 

ethical concerns, data privacy issues, and the need for balanced integration to maintain 

human-centered education (Chisega-Negrilă, 2024; Farooq et al., 2024). The long-term 

impact of AI on higher education may lead to significant changes in teaching focuses and job 

markets, potentially reshaping the purpose of education itself (Nzoka, 2024). Additionally, the 

reliance on digital surveillance tools for online learning environments has raised concerns 

about privacy and academic freedom. Educators must navigate these challenges while 

adapting to the evolving landscape of technology in education, which can contribute to 

mental health strain. 

6.2 The Promise of Technology for Well-Being 

There is a growing concern for mental health in academia and various research explores 

technological solutions to support employees’ well-being. Studies have shown that 



mindfulness-based interventions, delivered through digital platforms, can significantly 

improve psychological flexibility, mental health, and time management among academics 

(Guedes et al., 2020; Marais et al., 2020). Digital mental health tools, including smartphone 

apps, virtual therapy, and AI-powered chatbots, offer accessible and flexible ways for 

academics to manage stress and emotional well-being (Dar et al., 2023; Boucher et al., 

2021; Torous et al., 2021). These technologies can provide guided meditation, stress-

reduction techniques, and self-help resources (Johnson & Lester, 2021). However, 

challenges remain, including ensuring privacy, data security, and bridging the digital divide 

(Dar et al., 2023). Despite these concerns, the integration of technology in mental health 

support for academics shows promise in improving access to care and enhancing overall 

well-being (Hammoudi Halat et al., 2023; Hammoudi Halat et al., 2024).  

Teletherapy and AI-powered mental health support have expanded access to psychological 

care, particularly for underserved populations (Bina, 2024). Platforms like BetterHelp and 

Talkspace enable remote counselling, while chatbots like Woebot and Wysa provide real-

time emotional support (Dwyer et al., 2020; De Nieva et al., 2020). These technologies offer 

benefits including accessibility, anonymity, and personalisation (Saqib & Saqib, 2023). AI 

chatbots can improve mental health outcomes, enhance disclosure, and reduce distress 

(Lopes et al., 2024). They are beneficial for addressing academic stress among students 

(Fredes et al., 2022). However, challenges remain, including a potential lack of emotional 

skills, accountability issues, and privacy concerns. Despite limitations, teletherapy and AI-

powered mental health support are poised to grow, potentially reshaping mental health care 

delivery (Bina, 2024). Therefore, collaboration between technology companies and mental 

health professionals is crucial for their safe and ethical development. 

Institutions are responding by implementing mental health interventions and well-being 

platforms. These initiatives often include personalised resources, self-assessment tools, and 

virtual support networks. However, their effectiveness depends on integration within 

university systems and academics’ engagement. Some institutions offer training programs to 

help lecturers support student mental health (Goel et al., 2024). Despite challenges, there 

are opportunities for innovation in promoting mental health literacy and creating health-

promoting cultures in academia. Addressing academics mental health is crucial for overall 

well-being and educational effectiveness in higher education. 

6.3 Balancing Innovation with Human Connection 

The relationship between technology and mental health support in academic settings is quite 

complex. While digital tools offer valuable resources for mental health, they should not 



replace human connection and in-person support. The integration of technology in mental 

health services requires careful consideration, with hybrid models combining virtual and in-

person support recommended for better accessibility (Mirbahaeddin & Chreim, 2024). While 

digital tools can enhance social-emotional learning and skills development (Rout, 2024), 

maintaining a balance between technological innovation and human-centred approaches is 

crucial for enhancing mental health and community in academic institutions. One challenge 

of digital mental health solutions is their potential to depersonalise the support process. AI-

driven mental health tools lack the depth of human empathy, making it essential for 

institutions to complement these innovations with robust human-centred support systems. 

Institutional well-being initiatives should include peer support groups, mentorship programs, 

and institutional policies that prioritise mental health in addition to technological solutions. 

Moreover, universities must create environments where academics feel valued and 

supported beyond their productivity. This includes addressing workplace culture and 

encouraging open discussions about mental health. While technology can aid in reducing 

some burdens, it cannot substitute the role of genuine human interaction in promoting 

emotional resilience and job satisfaction. Therefore, innovation plays a critical role in 

addressing academic mental health by expanding access to mental health resources. 

However, the challenges of AI-related anxieties, ethical concerns, and the need for human 

connection must be carefully managed. A holistic approach that integrates technology with 

meaningful interpersonal support will be essential for fostering a mentally healthy academic 

environment.  

7. Institutional Reforms and Solutions 

7.1 Best Practices in Supporting Academic Mental Health 

Institutions around the world have recognised the importance of mental health support for 

academic staff and have begun implementing various wellness initiatives to address these 

challenges. Higher education institutions are implementing various interventions, such as 

counselling services, stress management workshops, and flexible work arrangements (Coats 

et al., 2024). Some universities have developed comprehensive mental health programs that 

provide academics with access to counselling services, stress management workshops, and 

peer support networks to decompress, engage in relaxation activities, and participate in 

mental health workshops. Institutions that have developed comprehensive mental health 

programs that provide staff with access to counselling services, stress management 

workshops, and peer support networks include:  



 University of Utah: Provides an Employee Assistance Program (EAP) tailored for staff 

members offering short-term support and referrals for longer-term assistance. This 

resource is a complimentary benefit for university employees, emphasizing the 

institution's dedication to employee well-being (Office for Faculty, 2024).  

 University of Pittsburgh: Through a collaborative effort with the University Senate’s 

Benefits and Welfare Committee, the Mental Wellness Task Force promotes mental 

health and wellness by offering year-round resources to staff members. This initiative 

highlights the university's proactive approach to mental health (Office of Human 

Resources, 2024). 

 University of Oxford: The university has emphasized mental health support for both 

students and staff. Initiatives include promoting physical activities, such as running, 

to enhance mental well-being, and fostering community engagement to create a 

supportive environment. 

Additionally, institutions have begun offering grants and funding for mental health research, 

allowing institutions to explore and implement innovative solutions for workplace well-being. 

Other initiatives include national frameworks like the University Mental Health Charter, 

developed by Student Minds to offer guidelines and support for universities aiming to 

enhance mental health and well-being across their communities (University Health Charter, 

2024). These examples demonstrate a growing recognition among universities of the 

importance of mental health programs tailored for academics, enhancing supportive 

environments that address the unique challenges faced by university staff. 

Another promising practice is integrating mental health education into employee 

development programs. Training sessions on stress management, resilience-building, and 

work-life balance can empower academics to develop healthier coping mechanisms. By 

institutionalising mental health awareness, universities can help reduce stigma and 

encourage open conversations about employee well-being. 

7.2 Mental Health Days and Flexible Work Arrangements 

Flexible work arrangements and mental health days have become increasingly recognised 

as essential components of a healthier academic environment. As indicated earlier, 

academics often experience high levels of stress due to heavy workloads, rigid schedules, 

and expectations to constantly produce research. To address these challenges, institutions 

are exploring various interventions, including mental health days for teachers and other staff 

members (Wang, 2021; Maxwell & Praetorius, 2024). Employee disclosure of personal 

mental health experiences has shown promise in reducing stigma and encouraging help-



seeking behaviours among residents (Vaa Stelling & West, 2021). Other strategies include 

improving mental health policies, providing professional development opportunities, and 

implementing workplace wellness programs. Flexible work arrangements, such as remote 

teaching options, reduced course loads, and adjustable deadlines, have proven to be 

effective in reducing burnout. Allowing academics to tailor their schedules to their personal 

and professional needs promotes a healthier work-life balance.  

Universities are increasingly addressing work-life balance issues related to digital 

connectivity. Some institutions have implemented "core hours" policies to limit meetings and 

work commitments to specific timeframes. The concept of a "right to disconnect" is becoming 

popular, allowing employees to disengage from work-related communications outside normal 

hours without penalty (Lagutina, 2022). However, the prevalence of communication 

technologies has blurred work-home boundaries, leading to expectations of constant 

availability (Farivar et al., 2023). This "always on" culture can result in compulsive working 

and "hyperprofessionality" among academics. To address these challenges, universities are 

developing policies and practices to manage digital communication and ICT use, focusing on 

balancing flexibility with boundaries and establishing clear expectations around 

responsiveness (Potter et al., 2021). These efforts aim to improve work-life balance and 

employee well-being in higher education settings. Sabbaticals play a crucial role in academic 

mental health, providing academics with extended time to focus on research, personal 

development, and rejuvenation. Institutions that offer well-structured sabbatical programs 

with financial support allow lecturers to return to their roles refreshed and with renewed 

motivation. Expanding access to sabbaticals beyond permanent staff members and making 

them more inclusive can ensure that all employees, including hourly paid and junior 

lecturers, benefit from these programs. 

7.3 The Role of Leadership in Creating Supportive Academic Cultures 

Leadership within academic institutions plays a central role in shaping a culture that 

prioritises mental health. University administrators and department heads must actively 

promote employee well-being by encouraging an environment that encourages open 

discussions about mental health. The normalisation of conversations around stress, burnout, 

and work-life balance is essential in reducing stigma and fostering a culture where seeking 

mental health support is not perceived as a professional weakness. 

Developing policies that explicitly prioritise mental health such as mandatory mental health 

training for administrators, the establishment of employee well-being task forces, and 

institutional commitments to staff mental health signals a leadership-driven commitment to 



meaningful change. Transparent communication regarding the availability of mental health 

resources and policies ensures that employees are well-informed about the support 

mechanisms in place. 

Institutional leaders should also advocate for dedicated funding toward employee well-being 

initiatives. Financial investment in on-campus counselling services, mental health insurance 

benefits, and access to external therapy can significantly enhance employee well-being. 

Additionally, leadership should promote mentorship programs that connect staff members at 

different career stages, facilitating peer support and reducing professional isolation. 

Ultimately, encouraging a supportive academic environment requires a comprehensive 

approach that combines immediate mental health interventions with long-term systemic 

reforms. By embedding best practices, implementing flexible work policies, addressing 

structural issues, and fostering an institutional culture that values well-being, universities can 

create a work environment in which staff members can thrive both personally and 

professionally. 

8. Evolving Trends and Emerging Conversations 

The future of mental health in academia is at a critical juncture, with new challenges and 

opportunities shaping the discourse. In the coming years, mental health support within 

academic institutions will likely evolve due to factors such as technological advancements, 

cultural shifts, and policy changes. Among these factors, artificial intelligence (AI), post-

pandemic academic restructuring, and increasing awareness of work-life balance will play 

significant roles in shaping mental health trends. 

One of the most influential trends is the integration of AI into research, teaching, and 

administrative tasks. While AI can alleviate workload burdens by automating routine 

responsibilities, its rapid integration also presents new stressors. Academics may experience 

increased pressure to adapt to AI-driven workflows, leading to anxieties about job security 

and skill obsolescence. Additionally, AI-powered assessment tools may introduce concerns 

about academic integrity and ethical implications, further contributing to stress levels within 

academia. Institutions will need to implement strategies that balance AI's benefits with the 

psychological well-being of their academic communities. 

Another major factor influencing mental health is the ongoing recovery from the COVID-19 

pandemic. The pandemic fundamentally altered how academia functions, from the 

widespread adoption of remote learning to increased flexibility in research collaboration. 

However, these shifts have also brought new challenges, such as digital fatigue, blurred 



boundaries between work and personal life, and lingering social isolation. As institutions 

transition to post-pandemic models, ensuring that mental health remains a priority will be 

essential. Universities must recognise that academic professionals and students are still 

adjusting to these changes, requiring continued support and adaptability. 

Beyond technological and structural shifts, the normalisation of mental health conversations 

within academia is an encouraging development. In recent years, academic institutions have 

increasingly acknowledged the prevalence of burnout, anxiety, and depression among 

employees. Initiatives such as mental health awareness campaigns, counselling services, 

and peer support networks are gaining traction, signalling a cultural shift toward prioritizing 

well-being.  

8.1 Recommendations for Sustainable Academic Careers 

To ensure sustainable academic careers, institutions and academics must take proactive 

steps in fostering long-term mental well-being. A comprehensive approach that includes 

systemic changes, personal resilience-building, and institutional support is necessary to 

create an environment where scholars can thrive without compromising their mental health. 

First and foremost, institutions must recognise the importance of workload management. 

Universities should implement policies that set realistic expectations for academics, ensuring 

that workloads remain manageable. This can be achieved through structured time-off 

policies, clear guidelines on work hours, and greater flexibility in scheduling. Additionally, 

universities should provide resources for academics to delegate non-essential tasks, such as 

offering administrative support for grant writing and data management. 

Another key recommendation is encouraging a culture of resilience and self-care. Resilience 

does not mean enduring stress without support but rather developing strategies to manage 

challenges effectively. Institutions can offer workshops on stress management, mindfulness, 

and time management to equip staff members with coping mechanisms. Furthermore, 

promoting self-care as an institutional priority rather than an individual responsibility can help 

mitigate the stigma associated with prioritising mental health. 

Advocating for systemic changes within academia is also critical. Many of the mental health 

challenges faced by academics emanate from deeply ingrained structural issues, such as 

the "publish or perish" culture, job insecurity, and the competitive nature of funding 

opportunities. Universities should work toward creating an environment that values quality 

over quantity in research outputs, reducing the pressure to constantly publish at the expense 

of well-being. Additionally, institutions should provide more stable employment opportunities, 



reducing the reliance on hours paid lecturers and short-term contracts that contribute to 

financial and psychological stress. 

Peer support networks also play an essential role in sustainable academic careers. and 

students alike benefit from mentorship programs, peer counselling services, and community-

building initiatives. Universities should encourage employee mentorship programs where 

early-career academics receive guidance from experienced colleagues on managing 

workloads and navigating the academic landscape.  

Lastly, institutions must continue to invest in accessible mental health services. While many 

universities offer counselling and psychological support, these services are often 

underfunded and overburdened. Expanding mental health resources, hiring additional 

counsellors, and offering confidential online support platforms can significantly improve 

access to care. Moreover, mental health support should be integrated into academic training 

programs, ensuring that academics are aware of available resources and encouraged to 

seek help when needed. 

9. Conclusion  

This chapter has explored the evolving landscape of mental health in academia, highlighting 

the critical factors influencing well-being among academics and students. Several key 

insights emerge from this chapter include heavy workloads, job insecurity, and the pressure 

to publish contribute to chronic stress and burnout in academia. Without systemic 

intervention, these challenges will continue to impact mental health. AI and digital tools have 

the potential to alleviate some administrative burdens, but they also introduce new stressors 

related to adaptation, ethical concerns, and job displacement. Universities must therefore 

take an active role in encouraging mental well-being through workload management, 

resilience training, mentorship programs, and accessible mental health services. Addressing 

mental health in academia requires systemic reform to create sustainable careers and 

healthy work environments. The following actions are essential to improving well-being in 

higher education: 

Policy Changes: Institutions must implement policies that prioritise mental health, including 

workload limits, flexible work arrangements, and stable employment opportunities. 

Continued Research: Institutions must invest in research on academic mental health to 

develop evidence-based interventions and best practices. 



Open Dialogue and Advocacy: Academics, students, and administrators should engage in 

ongoing conversations to destigmatise mental health struggles and advocate for meaningful 

reforms. 

By committing to these changes, academia can move toward a future where mental well-

being is integrated into institutional priorities, ensuring that academics can thrive both 

intellectually and emotionally. 
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