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Methodology

Methodological Approach: 
Qualitative

Reasoning: Inductive

Research Design: Cross Sectional 
with longitudinal component (follow 
up interviews)

Limitations: Generalisability; 
COVID 19 disruption to planned 
data collection

Data Collection and Ethics

Sampling technique: Purposive sampling of UG 
WP students at UoE Business School

Sample: 49 semi-structured interviews (6 with 
staff, 38 with students including 2nd interviews 
across Oct – Dec’19, Nov’20, Nov’21) + 1 focus 
group with WP UoE experts in Oct 2019

Ethical Approval: Level 3 ethical approval 
granted in Sept 2019 by UoE Business School 
Research Ethics Committee. 

Data Analysis

Thematic analysis of transcripts: 
open and axial coding in NVivo 12

Peer debrief to develop final 
aggregate dimensions

Growing numbers of HE students coming from WP 
backgrounds 

Considered more vulnerable to experiencing a greater 
range of challenges to their mental well-being, such as 
social isolation, loneliness, financial insecurity, complex 

family circumstances and longer working and commuting 
hours outside of university.

Experience of HE may differ from others due to class 
politics, other forms of exclusion, the negotiation of various 

identities while at university and the support networks 
(personal and professional) available to them.

Experience can be amplified for WP students who 
gain admission to “Elite” universities

Project Aim 
To explore, identify and understand the journeys of WP students in, and through, an elite university 

in terms of mental health challenges, perceived well-being, and institutional supports and impact.

Context

Research Design and Ethics

Multidimensional 
Nature of Mental 

Health Issues

Own mental health 
issues, coping with 
poor mental health 
of significant others 

Financial Concerns, 
Paid work outside 
of study, Lockdown 

challenges

Family commitments, 
duties and difficult 

relationships 

Pressure to achieve, 
study challenges, 

dealing with stress 

Dealing with mental 
health issues 

Experiencing 
pressure in many 
dimensions and 

directions

Multidimensional Nature of Mental Health Issues Identity and Transition

Challenges Navigating the Institutional and its Systems Independence and Proactivity

Emerging  Themes

Identity and

Transition

Perceived fit on 
entering elite HEI, 

integration, age gap

Finding your tribe, 
diversity and inclusion, 

sexuality

Perception of being 
an outside, considered 
dropping out, lack of 

self confidence 

Identity, friends, 
entitlement to be 

looked after by the 
University

Self-Identification as 
a minority

Belongingness 
Social and Cultural 
capital differences 

Independence and 
proactivity

Setting personal 
goals, active 
choices and 

decision making

Seeking fulfilment, 
embracing 

opportunity, 
purpose in life

Openness to 
learning and 

managing time 
wisely

Help seeking 
behaviours, 

confidence in 
efficacy of services, 

dissatisfaction with 
services, jumping 
through hoops

Proactivity and 
purposeful intension

Self Help and 
Resilience

Importance of, and 
Navigating, Institutional 

Support Services  

Lucky to be here, 
external 

encouragement and 
guidance

Aspirational identity, 
financial security, non-

traditional entry 

How HE and University 
can address social 

inequalities

Navigating the system, 
personal tutor, learning 
to make sense of the 

transition to HE

Journey and change 
over the years of study, 

enjoyment of Uni, 1st

year so challenging

WP as an opportunity
Experiencing support 

from the university

WP students are heterogeneous with differing 
levels of knowledge, identification and 

comfort with their WP status and a perception 
that others know the rules of the game and 

they are always playing catch up. 

WP students reported high levels of self 
reliance, resilience and independence leading 

some to reject institutional support services

WP students need support to build connections 
with, and belonging to, a community of 
students, staff and alumni “like them”

Better integration across levels, and collaboration 
between, complex multi level institutional support 
services in order to reduce barriers to asking for 
help, improve communication about, and between 
services, reduce administrative burden on students 

and improve student experience.

Hybrid Learning may help level the playing 
field for some WP students by helping to 
enhance belonging, building unexpected 

friendships, and fostering a stronger sense of 
community. 

When comparing to their non-WP peers, 
WP students perceive that they under 

achieve, are unable to compete 
academically and professionally. No matter 

how hard they work they are slipping 
behind there non WP peers. This hampers 
their academic attainment, restricts their 

professional opportunities and limits the co-
and extra-curricula opportunities they can 

take-up at University.

Emerging Lessons


