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Research Findings

college, as cautioning that it is easy to “over-connect academic stress and the risk of suicide.” He
said stress is actually a low predictor of suicidal feelings. “The best predictor is a long history of
mental health issues,”
Mr. Crace a
said.
This claim
is false. Stress
is as good a predictor as mental
Taking
Public
Health
Approach
health (neither is good alone, however).
Compounding the problem of saying publicly that suicide is a mental health issue, and apparently
believing this to be true, is the set of difficulties at the College that stem from its trying to
improve student mental health at the College through the individualized delivery of treatment
and help. This approach is almost 20 years out of date.
A public health approach to suicide and the problems of mental illness is ecological. It focuses on
risk factors, preventive factors, and warning signs, as described below.

RISK FACTORS, PROTECTIVE FACTORS, WARNING SIGNS

Key points about risk and protective factors for suicide prevention
• Risk and protective factors play a critical role in the prevention of suicide for both individuals and communities.
• Risk factors are not warning signs.
• Major risk factors include prior suicide attempt(s), mood disorders, substance abuse, and access to lethal means.
• Major protective factors include effective mental health care, connectedness, problem-solving skills, and contacts
with caregivers.
• Risk and protective factors provide targets for intervention in both individuals and communities: Decreasing risk
factors generally decreases risk, and increasing protective factors generally decreases risk.
• Suicide prevention efforts should begin with a strategic planning process that, among other goals, identifies and
targets specific risk and protective factors for intervention.

FOR EXAMPLE: INCREASE HELPING BEHAVIORS,
INCREASE KNOWLEDGE, AND REDUCE STIGMA THROUGH
A STUDENT PEER PROGRAM LIKE ACTIVE MINDS
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MEDIAN AGE OF ONSET OF THE THREE MAJOR TYPES OF MENTAL HEALTH DISORDER
ANXIETY, MOOD, AND SUBSTANCE ABUSE
15 YRS OLD, 23 YRS OLD, 18 YRS OLD IN THE UNITED STATES

ANXIETY – AGE 15

HIGH SCHOOL GRADS OFTEN LEAVE HOME
WITHOUT A DISORDER –
MANY GET THEIR FIRST DIAGNOSIS IN COLLEGE
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MOOD – AGE 23

SUBSTANCE ABUSE – AGE 18
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STUDY OF EFFECTS OF MENTAL HEALTH DISABILITY ON ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE

Summary of data
Female students are more likely to experience symptoms of each mental health
problem of interest (depression, anxiety, and eating disorders). Younger students are
more likely to experience symptoms of depression and eating disorders, but not
anxiety. For the most part, the racial/ethnic composition of students across mental
health categories is consistent; the only exception is that Asian students are less likely
to report elevated anxiety.
Depressed or anxious students are more likely to report having grown up in a poor
family, whereas symptoms of eating disorders are not correlated with one’s financial
situation while growing up.

Depression lowers GPA
A 15-point increase on the scale measuring depression (an amount that would be the
difference between what is considered a mild depression and a severe one)
corresponds to a 0.17 drop in GPA. This difference in GPA is modest in absolute terms
but represents 0.7 standard deviations in the GPA distribution. Thus, the worsening of a
depression from mild to severe would lower a student with a 50th percentile GPA down
to the 23rd percentile.

The symptom of depression that predicts the fall in GPA is anhedonia (loss of interest in
activities)
Among the symptoms of depression, the strongest negative predictor of academic
performance is anhedonia (lack of pleasure and interest in usual activities). By contrast,
negative affect per se (feeling depressed or hopeless) is not independently associated
with a lower GPA.
[Note: Studies show that hopelessness is the component of depression most
closely connected to suicide.]
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Depression increases the chances a student will drop out of college
Depression is a significant predictor of not only GPA but also the likelihood of dropping
out. Controlling for covariates, each additional point on the depression scale is
associated with a 0.31% increase in the probability of dropping out, which would imply
that a 15-point increase on the depression scale corresponds to a 4.7% increase in the
probability of dropping out, or a 60% increase relative to the mean probability of
dropping out.

Depression is not correlated with changes in credit hours
Although depression is associated with lower GPA, it is not a significant contributor to
people’s dropping courses during the semester.

Treating students for depression to keep them in college is probably worth the cost
We examine what our estimates would imply about the economic returns to increasing
treatment for mental disorders among college students… The net income return from
treatment in college is larger than the average cost of outpatient treatment (including
medication costs and physician time), even though it does not account for potential
returns via improved learning and GPA, nor does it account for arguably the main
benefit of treatment, improved quality of life. These estimates are imprecise and
subject to many assumptions, but they suggest that the economic returns to
depression treatment in college may be significant and would be worth quantifying
more accurately.
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CENTER FOR COLLEGIATE MENTAL HEALTH – SURVEY OF COUNSELING CENTERS
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IDEA OF USING STUDENT PEER ORGANIZATION
REPORT OF RAND STUDY OF “ACTIVE MINDS” ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES
W&M is one of 450 universities with an Active Minds chapter:
https://www.facebook.com/WMActiveMinds/

FAMILIAR WITH ACTIVE MINDS PROGRAMS

Here are the effects of
simply being familiar
with an Active Minds
program on campus.
Perceived knowledge
goes up.
Stigma declines.
Emotional support is
provided to someone.

INVOLVEMENT WITH ACTIVE MINDS CHAPTER

Here are the effects of
being involved in Active
Minds activities.
Perceived knowledge
goes up.
Stigma declines.
Emotional support is
provided someone.
Connection made with
professional help.

ALSO: CAMPUS CLIMATE
CHANGES IN A BIG WAY

Connection made to
other support.
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Strengthening College Students’ Mental Health Knowledge, Awareness, and Helping
Behaviors: The Impact of Active Minds, a Peer Mental Health Organization
Lisa Sontag-Padilla, PhD, Michael S. Dunbar, PhD, Feifei Ye, PhD, Courtney Kase, MPH,
Rebecca Fein, MPH, Sara Abelson, MPH, Rachana Seelam, MPH, Bradley D. Stein, MD, PhD

J Am Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 2018;57(7):500–507

Student peer organizations that establish an on-going presence on a campus can meaningfully
influence not only student perceived knowledge and attitudes but also their behaviors within a
single academic year.
Overall, we found that increased familiarity and involvement with Active Minds, a student peer
organization, was associated with increases in mental health perceived knowledge and decreases in
stigma over time. In addition, increases in involvement with the organization were associated with
increases in a range of helping behaviors. These findings suggest that, in addition to more traditional
education or contact-based programs that rely on short-term or singular experiences to reduce stigma
and improve knowledge of mental health issues, student peer organizations that establish an on-going
presence on campuses and use a combination of educational, contact-based, large-scale programs, and
small-group activities initiated and led by peers on campus throughout the year can meaningfully
influence not only student perceived knowledge and attitudes but also their behaviors within a single
academic year.

Student peer organizations can create a more supportive climate toward mental health issues on
campus. This change increases the chances that students with mental health issues will get
needed treatment.
For students with low engagement, likely most representative of the general student body, being familiar
with Active Minds was associated with decreased stigma and improved student perceived knowledge
about mental health issues. Such changes in how the general student population views and understands
mental health issues, brought about by student peer organizations, could be instrumental in shaping a
more supportive climate toward mental health issues on campus. This has important implications for
addressing student mental health treatment needs, because students with mental health problems are
more likely to receive needed services if they feel the climate on their college campus is more positive with
respect to mental health.

Students simply being familiar with the activities of Active Minds grew in their mental health
knowledge and awareness and declined in the amount they stigmatized. Students who became
actively involved were more likely to change their behavior and take action to support others.
Increased familiarity with Active Minds over the school year, whether resulting from exposure to a range
of on-campus activities (e.g., public exhibitions and interactive events) or simply general awareness of the
organization, appears to have successfully raised perceived mental health knowledge and awareness and
decreased stigma, regardless of whether students were actively involved in Active Minds programming.
Furthermore, students who became actively involved with Active Minds during the academic year appear
to be more likely to take action to support others with mental health issues, behavioral activation that is
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not commonly seen in many more traditional education or contact-based programs. There remains a
critical need for sufficient mental health services to meet the needs of students on college campuses.

Student peer organizations can play an important role in changing the campus culture and thus
making it possible to address what would otherwise be unmet student mental health needs.
Our findings suggest that campuses might consider the benefits from incorporating student-led mental
health programming in their efforts to support student mental health. Student peer organizations can play
an important role in changing the campus culture with respect to mental health and in supporting
students getting to the mental health services they need, important components of addressing the unmet
mental health needs of college students.

