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Rethinking Student Mental Health: 
Counselling, Ethics, and 

Transformation in Higher Education.
An Editorial Perspective on JCDHESA Volume 4

Henry D Mason1, 2 
1 Tshwane University of Technology, 2 SAACDHE EMC

Introduction
In recent years, student mental health has moved from the margins of higher education discourse 
to its very centre. Across Southern Africa, the twin pressures of academic intensity and complex 
sociocultural realities have made mental well-being a defining challenge for student development 
and institutional sustainability. A national study of South African students reported that trauma 
is widespread, anxiety symptoms are commonplace, and suicidal thoughts are normative among 
many of the nation’s young adults (Bantjes et al., 2020). These sobering trends underscore the 
urgency of ethical, contextually grounded, and transformative interventions.

This edition of the Journal of Counselling and Development, Higher Education Southern Africa 
(JCDHESA), contributes to this growing body of work by presenting four diverse yet interconnected 
articles. Collectively, they foreground how career motivations, ethical decision-making, social 
norms, and mental health literacy shape the student experience in profound ways. The contributions 
reflect a tapestry of inquiry that advances our understanding of student development in higher 
education.

Article Highlights
The four contributions featured in this edition offer distinct but complementary perspectives on the 
evolving landscape of student counselling and development in Southern Africa. Collectively, they 
examine the intersections of career identity, technological innovation, cultural norms, and student 
knowledge, each addressing a critical facet of mental health and higher education. By drawing on 
diverse methodologies and lenses, these articles illuminate both the challenges and opportunities 
that shape the student experience. What follows is a closer look at each article, highlighting the 
unique insights they bring and the broader questions they provoke for our field.

Coovadia et al.: Male psychologists and career motivations
The edition opens with Coovadia and colleagues’ investigation into the motivations of male 
psychologists in Johannesburg. Drawing on role congruity theory, the authors challenge gendered 
assumptions that position psychology as a “female” profession. Through rich interviews, they 
uncover how male psychologists are driven by intrinsic motivations, such as fascination with human 
behaviour and a search for meaning, as well as by extrinsic influences like inspirational role models. 
Their study not only addresses gaps in scholarship but also poses a practical question for higher 
education: how can institutions foster environments that welcome men into helping professions 
without reinforcing restrictive gender binaries?

Kayser & Khan: Navigating ethical waters in AI-based mental health care
Kayser and Khan tackle the promise and perils of AI chatbots in student mental health support. 
In contexts of rising demand and constrained counselling capacity, AI interventions such as the 
Wysa chatbot offer scalability and accessibility. Yet, as the authors argue, these innovations cannot 
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be divorced from pressing ethical considerations—privacy, consent, fairness, and human oversight. 
Their contribution is timely, reminding us that technology in higher education must be critically 
examined for both its emancipatory potential and its capacity to reproduce inequities if left unchecked.

Moagi: Socially constructed norms and male help-seeking behaviour
Moagi adds a vital socio-cultural dimension, confronting the entrenched norms that dissuade 
male students from seeking counselling, even when such services are freely available on campuses. 
Cultural scripts around masculinity, stigma, and perceptions of counselling as “not for men” or “for 
whites only” remain powerful barriers. These insights echo earlier work emphasising how masculine 
norms, stigma, and self-concealment exacerbate mental health challenges. Moagi’s reflections thus 
call on student counselling units: transformation requires not only service provision but also cultural 
critique, community dialogue, and proactive strategies to disrupt harmful gender norms.

Greener & Pillay: Assessing mental health literacy among students
Finally, Greener and Pillay present an empirical study of mental health literacy among health sciences 
students at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. Their findings reveal encouraging levels of awareness 
but also concerning misconceptions, for example, that mental illness is a sign of weakness or that 
individuals can “snap out of it.” These results confirm the importance of sustained educational 
efforts to embed mental health literacy in curricula, awareness programmes, and peer-led initiatives. 
Significantly, the study underscores that information alone is insufficient unless accompanied by 
accessible, visible, and trusted support pathways.

Synthesis: Cross-Cutting Themes
Taken together, these four articles advance several propositions critical to higher education 
counselling and development in Southern Africa. They highlight four important themes that we, as 
counselling and development practitioners in higher education, ought to take to heart.  

Gendered Realities Shape both Careers and Care
From Coovadia et al.’s exploration of male psychologists to Moagi’s account of male students’ 
reluctance to seek help, gender emerges as a recurring thread. Psychology as a career, and counselling 
as a service, are mediated by cultural constructions of masculinity and femininity. Unless universities 
acknowledge and respond to these realities, they risk perpetuating exclusions that diminish both the 
profession and the student body.

Ethics and Innovation Must Walk Hand in Hand
The promise of AI-driven mental health solutions is undeniable, yet as Kayser and Khan remind us, 
ethical lapses could undermine trust and exacerbate vulnerabilities. Students will only engage with 
such tools if they feel their privacy, agency, and dignity are safeguarded. The lesson here is broader: 
innovation in student development must never outpace ethical reflection.

Literacy and Stigma Remain Two Sides of the Same Coin
Greener and Pillay highlight knowledge gaps, while Moagi illustrates the lived consequences of 
stigma and cultural scripts. Both underscore the need for comprehensive strategies that address not 
only what students know about mental health but also how they feel about it, how their communities 
interpret it, and how institutions create enabling environments for disclosure and support.

Student Development is Both Individual and Systemic
Across the contributions, there is an implicit recognition that student counselling is not only about 
individual therapy but also about systems, cultures, and structures. Career motivations, ethical 
technologies, gender norms, and literacy initiatives all intersect in shaping how students access and 
experience development services.
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Implications for Counselling and Development
For practitioners and policymakers, this edition offers several key implications. First, with reference 
to recruitment and representation, this edition emphasises that efforts must be made to attract and 
support men into psychology and counselling-related careers, not only to balance representation but 
also to challenge the gendered assumptions that currently restrict entry.

Second, when considering ethical frameworks for digital support, universities experimenting 
with AI chatbots must implement robust ethical guidelines, regular audits, and human oversight 
structures. AI should complement, not replace, human relationships in counselling. Third, regarding 
the cultural transformation of services, counselling units must actively engage with communities 
to dismantle stigma and reshape perceptions of who counselling is for. This may involve outreach 
campaigns, peer-led dialogues, and partnerships with cultural leaders.

Finally, the importance of embedding mental health literacy is an idea whose time has come. 
Specifically, the time has come to move beyond one-off workshops; mental health literacy must be 
integrated into curricula, residence life, and student governance structures. Students need not only 
information but also spaces for critical reflection to challenge myths and reimagine mental health.

Conclusion
This edition of JCDHESA illustrates that the challenges of student mental health and development 
are multifaceted, entangled with culture, technology, ethics, and identity. As student counselling 
professionals, we are called to move beyond reactive responses and towards holistic, anticipatory 
strategies.

The contributions presented here do not offer simple solutions. Instead, they provoke us to ask better 
questions: How do we reimagine helping professions in ways that transcend gender stereotypes? 
How can we harness technology without losing sight of ethics and humanity? How do we dismantle 
the stigma woven into the fabric of culture? Moreover, how do we cultivate literacies that empower 
students to seek help and support one another?

If these questions guide our work, then counselling and development in higher education can 
be positioned not merely as support services but as catalysts for transformation. In this vision, 
counselling is not an adjunct to the academic project but an integral part of it, ensuring that higher 
education is not only about knowledge acquisition but also about cultivating whole, resilient, and 
flourishing human beings.
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Why psychology? 
An investigation into the career motivations 

of male psychologists practising in Johannesburg

Muhammad Coovadia1, Sally Ledwaba1, 2, Alexia Houndalas1, Prashanthanee Naidoo1

1 South African College of Applied Psychology  2 Tshwane University of Technology
Corresponding author: Muhammad Coovadia; 

South African College of Applied Psychology, mcoovie@gmail.com 

Abstract
In 2017, the Health Professions Council of South Africa recorded that only 20.3% of 
registered psychologists in South Africa were males. This gender disparity has been 
attributed to the perception that psychology is incongruent with traditional gender 
roles, with males expected to pursue analytical careers and females prompted 
to embark on careers in helping professions. This study aimed to understand why 
male psychologists in Johannesburg chose to pursue careers in the therapeutic 
setting of psychology, despite prevailing gender expectations, using role congruity 
theory. A qualitative collective case study approach was adopted, utilising a sample 
of six male psychologists selected through non-probability purposive and snowball 
sampling. Semi-structured interviews were employed to collect data, which was 
analysed using thematic analysis. Three main themes emerged from the data, 
namely, (1) understanding homo sapiens, (2) inspirational role models, and (3) filling 
the existential vacuum. The study found that male psychologists chose careers in 
the therapeutic setting of psychology for intrinsic factors, such as seeing the work 
meaningful, and for extrinsic factors, including having inspiring role models. These 
findings are anticipated to inspire and guide future male psychologists and to aid in 
developing effective recruitment strategies for male psychologists.

Keywords: Career motivations, gender expectations, male, psychologists, therapeutic setting 

Introduction
Societal and cultural expectations influence a person’s career choice, ultimately resulting in uneven 
gender ratios in certain professions. For example, the underrepresentation of females in science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) is evident (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Olsson 
& Martiny, 2018). Juxtaposed, male representation is diminished in helping professions such as 
teaching, nursing, social work, and psychology (Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 2018; Olsson & Martiny, 
2018).

Psychology has historically been a male-dominated profession, although a global feminisation of 
the field has been observed (Sbaratta et al., 2015).  In 1996, parity was reached in the number of 
male-to-female professionally registered psychologists in South Africa (Richter & Griesel, 1999). 
Subsequently, the gender distribution within the profession shifted, with a higher ratio of females to 
males (Skinner & Louw, 2009). The Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA) reported 

mailto:mcoovie@gmail.com
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that males comprise only 20.3% of registered psychologists in South Africa (HPCSA, 2017). This 
feminisation exists across all disciplines of psychology, although a greater imbalance was found in 
clinical, counselling, and educational psychology (Williams, 2014).

Whilst the lack of male psychologists is conspicuous, the causes of it are uncharted and require 
further exploration (Croft et al., 2015; Fox & Barth, 2017). Some theories attribute it to an increase 
in the number of females entering the field following feminist movements that permitted them to 
enrol in universities and enter the workforce, rather than a decrease in male participation (Richter 
& Griesel, 1999). Psychology is deemed to be a lucrative field for females as women tend to select 
careers that allow for part-time practice due to societal expectations of bearing and bringing up 
children (Skinner & Louw, 2009).

Gender expectations and gender-based discrimination are also conceptualised to be the cause 
of the feminisation of occupations (Van Rensburg, 2021). Gender expectations are defined as 
societal assumptions about how individuals of a specific gender should behave, whilst gender-
based discrimination refers to the negative consequences experienced by those who defy gender 
expectations (Baskwill & Vanstone, 2017). Deeply ingrained societal stereotypes influence perceptions 
of “appropriate” careers for different genders (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 
2018). This process is not neutral; rather, it is reinforced through early socialisation, educational 
guidance, media propaganda and even workplace cultures that value and reward gender-conforming 
behaviour (Martin & Barnard, 2013). It is also not an exclusive phenomenon to female-saturated 
fields, with women in male-saturated fields also experiencing gender-based discrimination, such as 
limited maternity support and lack of mentorship (Ledwaba & Nkomo, 2021). 

Literature establishes that due to gender expectations and gender based discrimination, a lack of 
support, feelings of being scrutinised, higher emotional distress, a reduced sense of belonging, and 
an overall negative experience are reported by males in female-saturated fields (Clark et al., 2012; 
Isacco et al., 2016). Furthermore, males in these professions are often questioned by themselves 
and others regarding their masculinity and sexuality (Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 2018), and economic 
penalties are experienced as clients may choose them less often (Halper et al., 2019). 

Whilst men in female-saturated professions are often challenged, they may not be completely 
disadvantaged (Halper et al., 2019; Shen-Miller & Smiler, 2015). In a female-dominated educational 
context, male participants reported several advantages, including increased job opportunities (Clark 
et al., 2012). In psychology, males during training reported a sense of meaning and fulfilment in 
their lives, a passion for the field, and a sense of being able to report a male perspective (Isacco et 
al., 2016). However, a lack of research surrounding the experiences of male psychologists’ post-
qualification is perceptible (Kang et al., 2018).

Individuals who defy gender stereotypes by selecting an incongruent career often espouse a speciality 
that conforms to societal norms (Baskwill & Vanstone, 2017). A sub-categorisation of psychology has 
emerged, with the development of service delivery disciplines, as well as academic and scientific 
disciplines (Rice, 1997; Skinner & Louw, 2009). Male psychologists are postulated to incline toward 
scientific areas of psychology, such as research, whereas females are theorised to gravitate toward 
service-delivery aspects, such as counselling (Skinner & Louw, 2009). 

Research has predominantly focused on the underrepresentation of females in male-dominated 
professions, leading to increased recruitment rates and retention of females in these careers over 
the past decade (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Halper et al., 2019). In contrast, the number of men 
pursuing careers in female-saturated fields has stagnated and, in some instances, decreased (Halper 
et al., 2019).

Understanding the experiences of males in female-dominated fields is important, as it helps in 
understanding the workplace in general (Henson & Rogers, 2001; Shen-Miller & Smiler, 2015). 
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Moreover, deepening the understanding of male experiences in female-saturated vocations has vital 
theoretical implications for the development of theories addressing gender-based equality, gender-
based discrimination, power dynamics, and the psychology of masculinity (Shen-Miller & Smiler, 
2015). Therefore, understanding why males are motivated to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting 
despite gender expectations and the plethora of challenges they may experience was postulated to 
be impactful. 

Theoretical Framework
This study was framed within the context of role congruity theory. Role congruity theory contends that 
individuals or groups who fail to behave according to gender-relevant stereotypes may experience 
adverse reactions (Diekman & Goodfriend, 2006; Eagly & Karau, 2002). The occupation of male 
psychologists is perceived to breach gender expectations as males are expected to pursue analytical 
careers, whilst females are postulated to assume communal, group-serving, and people-oriented 
occupations (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020). To conform to societal 
gender expectations, male psychologists were hypothesised to pursue a career in the scientific spheres 
of psychology, such as research (Skinner & Louw, 2009). Role congruity theory was valuable in the 
study, as it highlighted that despite psychology being perceived as incongruent for males, multiple 
factors continue to motivate males to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting of psychology.

Goal of the Study
Given the lack of empirical studies on male psychologists’ experiences, exploring the motivations 
of male psychologists to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting, despite it being perceived as 
incongruent with traditional gender expectations, was valuable. The study aimed to unpack the 
motivations of males pursuing a career in psychology within the therapeutic setting in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, at the time of the study. For this study, a therapeutic setting was defined as an 
environment, online or onsite, in which a client and psychologist safely engage in psychotherapy to 
overcome a presenting problem or problems. 

The objectives of the study were to uncover the motivations of males to initially pursue a career in 
psychology. Furthermore, the study examined the factors that continue to motivate males to pursue 
a career in psychology within a therapeutic setting.

Method
The study used a qualitative collective case study design to explore the subjective motivations of 
male psychologists practising in a therapeutic setting in Johannesburg. This allowed for an in-depth 
investigation. The study was exploratory because the topic is under-researched. This enabled the 
authors to rely solely on participants’ views and experiences to inform the findings.

Participants
Non-probability sampling was utilised, with purposive sampling used to determine the initial 
participants and snowball sampling used to identify additional participants. Six English-speaking, 
male, registered psychologists aged 25 to 50 were selected. Participation was restricted to clinical, 
counselling, or educational psychologists registered with the HPCSA who had a minimum of two years 
of post-registration experience working in a therapeutic setting. Information about each participant 
is presented in Table 1, with specific details withheld to maintain participant confidentiality.
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Table 1. Participants’ demographic information.

Age Race Years of 
Experience

Stream of 
Psychology Sector

P1* 35 White 10 years Counselling Private practice

P2 37 White 10 years Clinical Private, public hospital, and university 
lecturer

P3 31 White 2 years Educational Private practice and university lecturer

P4 28 White 3 years Counselling Private practice

P5 34 Indian 8 years Clinical Private practice, public hospital, and 
university lecturer

P6 38 White 8 years Educational Private practice

*P = Participant

Procedure and Ethical Considerations
After receiving ethical clearance from the South African College of Applied Psychology (REC-
240719-057:0066), data were gathered by three researchers. Participants were identified using an 
advert that was distributed on the following social media platforms: (1) WhatsApp, (2) Facebook, 
(3) Instagram, and (4) LinkedIn. Once-off semi-structured online and in-person interviews were
employed, with a pilot interview conducted with a single participant who met the sampling criteria to
strengthen the research tools. Interviews were conducted in English only, without a translator, and
lasted approximately 60 minutes. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis
Thematic analysis was used to interpret and organise the information obtained from the semi-
structured interviews into themes, following the six phases identified by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
During the familiarisation phase, an overview of the data was gained by reading the transcriptions. 
Secondly, through coding, phrases in the text were highlighted to determine specific codes to describe 
their content. Thirdly, broader themes were identified, whilst irrelevant codes were discarded. Next, 
themes were reviewed to ensure they were representative of the data or to identify and add any 
missing themes. Then, once the themes were finalised, each was named and defined accurately to 
reflect each theme’s contents. Finally, each theme was addressed in this research paper. 

Findings and Discussion
This study aimed to investigate the factors that motivated males to pursue a career in the therapeutic 
setting of psychology and to explore the reasons for their continued engagement in the profession. 
Three main themes were identified, namely, (1) understanding homo sapiens, (2) inspirational role 
models, and (3) filling the existential vacuum. A brief description of each identified theme, together 
with relevant quotes from the transcribed interviews, follows. The referencing system used to qualify 
the verbatim quotes in parentheses denotes participant numbers (e.g., P1 for Participant 1).

Understanding Homo Sapiens
Participants identified a desire to understand human beings as a motivating factor for pursuing a 
career in the therapeutic setting of psychology. Two subthemes were noted regarding understanding 
human beings, namely, (1) marvelling over the human mind, behaviour, and psychopathology, and 
(2) the beauty of working with diversity.
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Marvelling Over the Human Mind, Behaviour, and Psychopathology
Participants noted that they were specifically intrigued by the human mind, behaviour, and 
psychopathology and hence pursued a career in psychology. While this served as an initial motivator 
for male psychologists to pursue a career in therapeutic psychology, it continues to be a driving force 
for their ongoing engagement in the field. The following quotations allude to this subtheme

“And in third year, I did community psychology and health psychology, and I finally 
got to do the pathology stuff as well as another course. And I was like, okay, like, this is 
interesting. It’s now piqued my interest enough that maybe I could see myself forming 
some career.” (P1)

“I’ve always been interested in, curious in the mind, and I suppose that is how people 
behave in the ways that they do.” (P4)

Whilst participant five stated that he was initially interested in human behaviour in general and not 
necessarily psychopathology, he mentioned that psychosis and pathology grew on him, leading him 
to select the clinical psychology stream. 

“Psychosis. As real as it sounds, psychosis, and I think even up until today, is the most 
fascinating thing for me.” (P5)

Psychology is defined as the study of the human mind and behaviour (APA, 2015), and hence offers 
an opportunity to explore this intriguing dimension of humans. Previous research has established 
that understanding the causes of human behaviour has intrigued many, causing them to explore 
psychology further (Landrum & Davis, 2020; MacDonall, 2016). This includes an interest in 
psychology as an active profession and as a hobby (Laundrum & Davis, 2013). The current study 
aligns with these findings, suggesting that males are motivated to pursue a career in the therapeutic 
setting of psychology due to its focus on exploring the human mind, behaviour, and psychopathology.

Men are socially expected to gravitate toward analytical professions (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; 
Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 2018). Due to this, studies have highlighted that male psychologists pursue a 
profession in analytical disciplines of psychology (Rice, 1997; Skinner & Louw, 2009). Whilst practising 
in the therapeutic setting of psychology is perceived to be a communal and social profession and not 
an analytical career, the current study’s findings indicate that males may be motivated to pursue a 
career in the therapeutic setting because of its analytical elements, such as understanding human 
behaviour and treating psychopathologies. Importantly, given that all participants highlighted this 
theme, the exploration of the human mind, behaviour, and psychopathology may serve as a motivator 
for psychologists across the clinical, counselling, and educational psychology streams.

The Beauty of Working with Diversity
 Participants highlighted that they were motivated to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting of 
psychology because they enjoyed working with diverse populations. This includes, but is not limited 
to, diversity in terms of multitudinous religions, cultures, and ethnicities. Participants disclosed that 
interacting with diverse people provides them with an opportunity to learn more about others, an 
aspect they found fascinating. Participants one and four stated, respectively:

“And then I mean, the other thing I think that I really, really enjoy is working with 
people who are very different from me. I mean, that’s not to say I don’t have, you know, 
white heterosexual male clients or whatever. But I love working with people from dif-
ferent cultures, different world views, different religions and being able to build mean-
ingful relationships across those differences.” (P1)

“You know being able to work with different people from different walks of life, and you 
know whether it’s in a particular project or you know something you, you learn that peo-
ple are different. I think beyond the fact of perhaps the natural kind of differences.” (P4)
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Although both participants one and four are clinical psychologists, the interest in working with 
diversity was noted by all participants. Participant three, an educational psychologist, testified to 
enjoying working with children, as each child is unique. He disclosed:

“So, I think each child is different and that makes it so cool and so interesting.” (P3)

Whilst there is a lack of evidence to support the current research findings that diversity is a motivating 
factor for male psychologists, previous research has stated that people are interested in learning 
history because they are intrigued by different cultures and worldviews (Wineburg, 2018). This 
underscores that while studying the theoretical elements of cultures may be intriguing, engaging 
with clients in a therapeutic setting offers male psychologists an opportunity to experience culture 
first-hand through direct immersion. However, further research is required to substantiate the 
current study’s findings.

Inspirational Role Models
Participants reported being inspired to pursue a degree in psychology and practice within the 
therapeutic setting due to role models or influencers in their lives who encouraged them to study 
psychology or served as an influence in their decision to adopt it as a career.

Participant one emphasised the influence the role that his older brother, a psychology lecturer, and 
a supervisor each had, independently, in shaping his career path

“And I think part of that, I have an older brother who studied psychology. He’s not a 
psychologist, he’s a psychometrist, but sort of he’s much, much older than I am. He’s like 
14 years older than me, and sort of even at kind of that age, at quite a young age, kind 
of hearing him talk about things that he was learning about, I was like, okay, that’s 
quite cool.” (P1)

“But then towards the end of my first year studying psychology, I had a really good 
lecturer”. (P1)

Participant two revealed that he discovered his passion for psychology when he attended a talk by a 
prominent female psychologist.

“I went to a talk by Professor (omitted for confidentiality), and I was quite taken with 
the idea, I thought it was more in keeping with my areas of interest”. (P2)

The relationship between participants and their motivating individuals varied, with some identifying 
educators, family members, or professionals in the field as sources of inspiration. This finding 
highlights the critical role that inspirational role models play in males pursuing careers in the 
therapeutic setting of psychology. However, the specific influential individual differs from person to 
person. Moreover, it suggests that motivation can be derived from influential individuals regardless 
of their gender or career path.

Participant four reported a familial background rich in medical professionals, which fostered his 
passion for a career in the health professions spectrum, despite psychology not being his initial 
aspiration. This illustrates that family members served as role models for him, even if they were 
not in the same profession or directly influenced his career choice, highlighting that persuasion can 
occur both directly and indirectly.

Existing research has established that the absence of positive role models and narratives about 
male psychologists contributes to the feminisation of psychology (Halper et al., 2019; Sbaratta 
et al., 2015). Consequently, admiration for an individual who exhibits an affection for a field of 
study has been shown to enhance one’s passion for pursuing a career in that field (McDermott et 
al., 2019; Olsson & Martiny, 2018). The current study further supports the notion that having role 
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models who endorse or work within the field of psychology significantly contributes to motivating 
males to pursue careers in the therapeutic setting of psychology.

While the data indicated that encouragement from individuals to pursue a degree in psychology 
can propel one forward, it also revealed the potential for role models to dissuade individuals from 
psychology, particularly from practising within the therapeutic setting. For instance, Participant One 
noted that his passion for psychology was derailed by high school educators, ultimately leading him 
to apply for a degree in politics and philosophy. However, he eventually majored in psychology as 
well.

“Just off the subject choice actually, the deputy principal at the school that I was at, 
sort of taking a lesson on kind of career counselling and kind of thinking about what 
we wanted to study and whatever. And sort of saying something about, and then you’ve 
got people who want to be psychologists and just want to listen to people’s problems all 
day. And I was like, whoa, that doesn’t sound like such a great thing to do.” (P1)

This aligns with previous research that suggests a person may be deterred from pursuing a career 
due to negative comments made by a role model (McDermott et al., 2019; Olsson & Martiny, 2018).

Filling the Existential Vacuum
The third theme identified emphasises that male psychologists pursue a career in the field because it 
addresses an inherent existential vacuum, thereby providing meaning to their lives. All participants 
reported that practising psychology in a therapeutic setting imparts a sense of meaning and purpose 
to their lives, as evidenced by the quotes below.

“Once you find meaning and are able to change aspects of their life, that for me gives me 
purpose and meaning.” (P2)

“Getting a purpose for their life, that makes my life, that gives me purpose for why I am 
doing this.” (P3)

“So, there’s a benefit in that sense that it’s a meaningful career.” (P6)

Human beings engage in activities that bring meaning to their lives and are postulated to adopt 
careers to fulfil this need (Challenger et al., 2022; Miller & Rottinghaus, 2014; Ramasawmy et al., 
2012). The current research study aligns with this theory, highlighting that males are motivated 
to pursue a career in psychology, particularly in a therapeutic setting, as it provides meaning and 
purpose to their lives.

Additionally, the study’s findings suggest that intrinsic motivators encourage males to pursue a career 
in the field of psychology within a therapeutic setting. Intrinsic motivation refers to engaging in a 
profession, hobby, or activity because it is inherently satisfying, rather than due to external pressures 
or rewards (Van den Broeck et al., 2021). While previous studies have indicated that external factors, 
such as societal expectations, deter males from pursuing careers in female-dominated sectors 
(Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 2018; Olsson & Martiny, 2018), the current 
study demonstrates that intrinsic factors may serve as motivators.

However, pursuing a profession in psychology due to its meaningful nature may not be a unique 
motivation for male psychologists, as there is a lack of evidence to determine if females are drawn to 
the field for the same reason. This theme reiterates the findings of Isacco et al. (2016), who asserted 
that male psychologists experience a sense of meaning and fulfilment in their lives during training.

Regarding the fulfilment of the existential vacuum through practising in the therapeutic setting of 
psychology, one sub-theme was identified, namely, being an agent of change. This sub-theme will be 
explored further below.



w 11 w
JCDHESA 2025 Vol. 4, Nr. 1

Being an Agent of Change
The current study revealed that males are motivated to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting of 
psychology due to the feelings of satisfaction they experience after assisting clients, witnessing the 
growth they have inspired, and seeing the positive impact they have made. Participants noted that 
this satisfaction gives them meaning and purpose in their lives, ultimately gratifying their existential 
needs. Participants two and five captivatingly said:

“The odds are against a lot of them to change and to make meaning in their life, and 
I think for those who beat the odds, so you’re, once you find meaning and are able to 
change aspects of their life, that for me gives me purpose and meaning.” (P2)

“The most fulfilling part is when you’re sitting there and you’re working, and you see 
every time there’s this feedback or you make this discovery with the patient. It’s this, 
they almost sit there and light up, and they’re like, oh, so that’s what it was, this is what 
I’ve done, or I can see what I do, it’s the same nonsense. For me, that’s the most, I feel 
like I’m doing something, something’s being done.” (P5)

Psychology, similar to teaching and nursing, is seen as a feminine career as it provides a person with 
an opportunity to assist others, by being a means of nurturing change in individual and communal 
experiences (Charlesworth & Banaji, 2019; Halper et al., 2019; Ndou & Moloko-Phiri, 2018; Olsson 
& Martiny, 2018). Males who adopt psychology as a career are postulated to experience adverse 
reactions according to role congruity theory, as it contravenes gender expectations (Diekman & 
Goodfriend, 2006; Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020).

Existential theories in psychology suggest that if a person can discover a purpose and meaning in 
their life, they can overcome any negative experiences they face (Wong, 2010). This coincides with 
the statement made by participant three, who highlighted that despite the negative situations he has 
experienced, the ecstasy he receives when facilitating change eclipses all these occurrences.

“To see them stop cutting, see them improving in their lives and getting a purpose for 
their life, that makes my life, that gives me purpose for why I am doing this, why I am 
managing all these other negative situations.” (P3)

The findings of the current study are significant, as they suggest that, while psychology is traditionally 
viewed as a helping profession, this perception may carry a more positive connotation than a negative 
one. Males may be drawn to psychology not only to assist others but also to find meaning and purpose 
in their own lives, thereby fulfilling their existential needs. However, there is a scarcity of research to 
substantiate these findings, necessitating further investigation into this phenomenon.

Whilst the role of being an agent of change may not necessarily be exclusive to male psychologists 
and may also be experienced by female psychologists, participant one noted that male psychologists 
may be advantageously positioned to assist other males encountered with gender-specific challenges. 
Consequently, male clients often prefer male psychologists to help them navigate these specific 
concerns, allowing male psychologists to be agents of change in a distinctive way. Participant two 
stated:

“I think it comes back to when it’s specifically, let’s call it traditionally male difficulties, 
where men might not want to talk about that, so where I’ve worked with some men 
who have had some difficulties, where they haven’t mentioned to their female doctor 
or to other female members of staff certain challenges that they’ve been having, but 
then would bring that up, so let’s call it adherence to medication, so we know a lot 
of anti-psychotics and some anti-depressants as well can result in things like erectile 
dysfunction, and then to actually bring that up, because that’s why I’ve gone off the 
medication, or I’m not too keen to take this medication, and I think then we can always 
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negotiate and look at what could be done differently, what could we change, should we 
look at a different medication, should we speak to the doctor about a different medica-
tion.” (P2)

Isacco et al. (2016) emphasised that male psychologists reported an ability to bring a distinctly 
male perspective to the field. However, this was not explicitly related to the therapeutic setting of 
psychology. There is insufficient data to determine whether being an agent of change in addressing 
challenges unique to males is a common experience among other male psychologists, necessitating 
further research. Therefore, investigating whether male clients facing unique male-specific 
challenges feel more comfortable speaking with a male psychologist could be a valuable approach. 
This exploration may inspire aspiring male psychologists by highlighting the significant impact they 
can have in the field.

Limitations
A few limitations to the study are noteworthy. Firstly, psychologists practising within the metropolitan 
city of Johannesburg were selected only based on their experiences, which potentially varied from 
those of psychologists in other cities and provinces. Secondly, the lack of existing literature on the 
topic posed challenges when scrutinising the study’s findings. Lastly, although a diverse sample 
was sought, the demographics of the sample did not accurately reflect many of the diversities. For 
example, five of the six participants were White, whilst one was Indian, with a lack of other racial 
representations in the sample. 

Recommendations
Given the paucity of research on this topic, it is advised that future investigations focus on the 
motivations of male psychologists to pursue a career in the therapeutic setting. While the present 
study has identified some of the motivations of male psychologists, it remains unclear whether they 
are unique to the therapeutic setting or if they also exist in other areas of psychology, such as research 
or industrial psychology. Therefore, it is recommended that future studies explore the motivations of 
males pursuing careers in research and industrial psychology, in contrast to the therapeutic setting. 
It is also undetermined whether the identified motivations are unique to male psychologists. Thus, it 
is advised that research be conducted to explore the motivations of female psychologists.

To increase male participation in the field, disseminating the findings and results of research on this 
topic through workshops at local universities, specifically targeting male undergraduate psychology 
students, is a plausible approach. Furthermore, sharing these motivators during career guidance 
days could assist male high school learners considering a profession in the therapeutic setting of 
psychology. It is also advisable to communicate these motivations to educators, counsellors, and life 
coaches involved in career guidance. 

Conclusion
This qualitative collective case study interviewed six male participants to determine their motivations 
for pursuing a career in the field of psychology. Three themes emerged when analysing the data, 
namely, (1) understanding homo sapiens, (2) inspirational role models, and (3) filling the existential 
vacuum. It was observed that males are motivated to pursue a career in the therapeutic field of 
psychology, despite it being perceived as incongruent with their gender, and hence are expected to 
encounter negative experiences in the field, according to role congruity theory. This motivation is 
driven by a combination of intrinsic factors, such as perceiving psychology as a meaningful career, 
and extrinsic factors, such as having positive role models. Whilst these findings may motivate men 
who are contemplating entering the field of psychology and could aid in the development of strategies 
to recruit male psychologists, further research in this area is required. 
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Abstract
Abstract

The increasing prevalence of mental health challenges among university students has 
prompted higher education institutions to explore innovative support mechanisms, 
including the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) chatbots. These tools offer accessible, 
immediate, and stigma-free assistance, positioning them as a promising supplement 
to traditional counselling services. However, their integration into mental health 
support raises critical ethical considerations. This paper examines the promise and 
limitations of AI chatbots within university settings, focusing on issues of privacy, 
informed consent, algorithmic bias, and the need for continued human oversight. 
Using the implementation of the Wysa chatbot at the University of the Western Cape 
as an illustrative case, the paper highlights how ethically grounded deployment can 
enhance student well-being while maintaining trust and safeguarding autonomy. The 
discussion underscores the responsibility of higher education institutions to develop 
robust ethical frameworks that ensure technology is used in ways that are safe, 
equitable, and supportive of student mental health.

Keywords: Student well-being, mental health, AI chatbots,  student success. 

Introduction
Artificial intelligence (AI) chatbots in higher education mental health support systems mark a new 
era in services for an increasingly vulnerable student population. Today’s university students are 
finding themselves hemmed in by academic pressures, social isolation, and a world recovering from 
recent global events—all of which make them more likely to experience mental health crises (Rwafa-
Ponela, 2022). A national study of about 70,000 students across 17 universities in South Africa 
found that 21% of students reported signs of clinical trauma,37.1% of students reported anxiety 
symptoms,30.6% of students had thoughts of suicide,16.6% had made a suicide plan and 2.4% had 
attempted suicide (Bantjes et al., 2023). In addition, universities struggle with capacity and resources 
to address the growing problem. Mental health challenges significantly impact the lives of students 
and impede their overall functioning and well-being. Due to these grim statistics, Universities across 
South Africa are acutely aware of the importance of addressing students’ mental health. With this 
in mind, the introduction of digital technology shows promising possibilities to assist in alleviating 
this issue. 
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Digital technology has made considerable strides in connecting people, generating information at 
the touch of a button, and changing the pace at which things can be done.  One such promising 
innovation in the digital space is Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the form of chatbots, which holds 
significant potential for providing support and assistance in mental health.  This pioneering way of 
using AI can transform the way mental health care is accessed and approached. As universities reach 
for the AI chatbot lifeline to better serve students, they must simultaneously and with great urgency 
grasp another lifeline: the ethics of using AI. But what exactly is at stake?

The Promise of AI Chatbots in Higher Education
AI chatbots offer a range of benefits that can enhance mental health support for students. They 
provide 24/7 availability, allowing students to access help at any time, which is particularly crucial 
in moments of crisis. According to a study by Harris et al. (2024), AI chatbots can deliver immediate 
responses, engage users in therapeutic conversations, and provide resources tailored to individual 
needs. These capabilities are especially valuable for students who may feel uncomfortable seeking 
help through traditional channels due to stigma or fear of judgment.

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated the adoption of digital health solutions, 
including AI chatbots, as institutions sought innovative ways to support students remotely (Madiba, 
2024). Research indicates that chatbots can bridge gaps in traditional mental health services, 
particularly for those hesitant to seek help due to stigma or fear of judgment (Harris et al., 2024). 
However, while the potential benefits are substantial, the deployment of AI chatbots also raises 
pressing ethical concerns that institutions must address.

Privacy and Data Security
One of the foremost ethical considerations is the protection of student privacy. When students 
interact with AI chatbots, they often share sensitive information regarding their mental health. 
Institutions must ensure that any data collected is stored securely and used responsibly. This includes 
implementing robust encryption methods and limiting access to authorised personnel only (Inkster, 
2021).

Moreover, universities must be transparent about data usage policies. Students should be informed 
about what data is collected, how it will be used, and who will have access to it. This transparency 
fosters trust between students and the institution, which is essential for effective mental health 
support. In practice, this means that institutions should develop clear privacy policies that outline 
data handling procedures. For instance, data should be anonymized whenever possible to protect 
student identities. Additionally, institutions should conduct regular audits to ensure compliance 
with privacy regulations such as the Personal Information Act (POPI Act, Act 4 of 2013) and the 
HPCSA guidelines for ethical practice. 

Informed Consent and Autonomy
Informed consent is another critical ethical issue. Students must understand the nature of their 
interactions with AI chatbots and the potential risks involved. Institutions should develop clear 
guidelines that outline how consent is obtained and ensure that students are fully aware of their 
rights regarding their data (Bauer et al., 2018).

Furthermore, maintaining client autonomy is vital. Students should feel empowered to choose 
whether or not to engage with AI tools without feeling pressured by institutional policies or peer 
expectations. Institutions must create an environment where students can make informed choices 
about their mental health care options (Abd-Alrazaq et al., 2020). This could involve providing 
comprehensive awareness campaigns on how AI chatbots work and what students can expect from 
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these interactions.  Additionally, institutions should consider implementing opt-in policies rather 
than default enrollments in chatbot services. This approach respects student autonomy by allowing 
them to choose whether they wish to engage with technology for their mental health needs.

Algorithmic Bias and Fairness
AI systems are not immune to biases that can affect their effectiveness and fairness. Biases may arise 
from the datasets used to train these systems or from the algorithms themselves (Harris et al., 2024). 
universities must actively work to mitigate these biases by employing diverse datasets and regularly 
auditing their AI systems for fairness (Inkster, 2021).  For example, if an AI chatbot is primarily 
trained on data from a specific demographic group—such as young adults from urban areas—it may 
not respond appropriately or effectively to users from different backgrounds or experiences. This 
lack of inclusivity can perpetuate existing inequalities in mental health care access.

To combat this issue, universities should prioritize diversity in both their training datasets and their 
development teams. Engaging stakeholders from various backgrounds can help ensure that the 
chatbot’s responses are culturally sensitive and relevant across diverse populations (Madiba, 2024). 
Moreover, institutions should establish independent feedback mechanisms that allow users to report 
issues related to bias or insensitivity in chatbot interactions.

Human Oversight
While AI chatbots can provide valuable support, they should not replace human counsellors. The 
human element in therapy is irreplaceable; thus, institutions must maintain oversight over AI 
interactions (Harris et al., 2024). This oversight includes establishing protocols for when a chatbot 
should escalate issues to human professionals—particularly in cases where a student may be at risk 
of self-harm or experiencing severe distress.

Universities should also invest in training staff on how to integrate AI tools effectively into their 
existing mental health services while ensuring that technology complements rather than supplants 
human interaction (Madiba, 2024). For instance, institutions could establish clear guidelines on 
how chatbots can assist counsellors by providing preliminary assessments or gathering information 
before a human counsellor engages with a student (Fadhil et al., 2020).

Moreover, regular training sessions for staff on recognising when chatbot interactions indicate 
serious concerns are essential. This proactive approach ensures that human counsellors remain, 
integral members of the mental health support system, while leveraging technology’s advantages.

Ethical Frameworks for Implementation
To effectively navigate the ethical considerations of implementing AI chatbots in mental health 
services, universities should establish robust ethical frameworks that prioritize key principles: 
ensuring user safety, promoting transparency in data practices and functionalities, fostering 
accountability through mechanisms addressing ethical breaches, and designing inclusive systems 
that serve diverse populations and minimize bias (Inkster, 2021). By integrating these principles, 
institutions can leverage AI technology to support student mental health while safeguarding 
individual rights.

In addition to these frameworks, universities may benefit from forming dedicated ethics committees 
to oversee AI chatbot implementation. These committees would play a critical role in monitoring 
data usage, evaluating bias mitigation strategies, and reviewing user feedback processes, ensuring 
ongoing adherence to ethical standards in AI applications (Zhang, 2021).
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A case in point is the University of the Western Cape (UWC), which has taken proactive measures 
in mental health support by integrating Wysa, an AI-driven chatbot renowned for its expertise in 
mental health support. Wysa’s AI-first approach allows users to engage in evidence-based exercises, 
including Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) techniques, tailored to their individual needs. 
Launched at UWC on September 21, 2023, Wysa has been adopted by over 3,600 users, including 
students and staff, who frequently engage with the platform to address challenges such as academic 
and work-related pressures. Wysa’s interactive model encourages high engagement, with users 
averaging significant interaction times and many completing multiple sessions. Importantly, nearly 
2,000 users have completed mental health assessments through Wysa, contributing to a deeper 
understanding of stress, anxiety, and depression prevalence within the university.

Testimonies from Wysa users underscore the impact of this AI-based intervention, with individuals 
noting improvements in relaxation, goal-setting, and emotional acknowledgement, highlighting the 
platform’s role in enhancing mental health support (Khan& Kayser, 2024). Through thoughtful, 
ethically guided implementation, UWC exemplifies how AI can be harnessed to foster a supportive 
and responsive mental health ecosystem for its academic community.

Conclusion
As universities increasingly turn to AI chatbots for mental health support, they must recognise 
their ethical responsibilities in this endeavour. Prioritising student privacy and data security is not 
merely a legal obligation but a moral imperative that underpins effective mental health care. By 
implementing robust ethical frameworks and maintaining human oversight, educational institutions 
can harness the potential of AI while protecting the well-being of their students.

In navigating these ethical waters, universities have an opportunity not only to improve access to 
mental health resources but also to lead by example in responsible technology use within higher 
education. By addressing these critical ethical considerations head-on—privacy protection, informed 
consent, algorithmic fairness, and human oversight—institutions can create an environment where 
technology serves as a valuable ally in supporting student mental health without compromising 
individual rights or safety.
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Abstract
The disparities in mental health care utilisation based on gender highlight a lower rate 
of help-seeking behaviour among males compared to females, where an increasing 
rate of suicide cases has raised global concerns. Societal expectations and gender 
roles play a significant role in shaping the help-seeking behaviour of male students. 
Ezeugwu and Ojedokun (2020) highlight cultural influences that perpetuate stigma 
around mental health issues among men. These perspectives collectively suggest that 
male students’ perceptions of mental health are significantly influenced by social 
constructs, indicating that our society may not provide a conducive environment for 
men to address mental health concerns.

Introduction 
According to the World Health Organisation (2022), mental health is determined by how people 
feel and think about themselves, their lives, and their impact on how they handle and cope with life 
stressors. This opinion piece focuses on a subject matter that is slowly being explored. The rate of 
seeking help in males is lower than that of females. A study by Wettstein et al. (2022) indicates a low 
rate of males who seek mental healthcare compared to females.  South Africa has a high prevalence 
of mental illnesses, with the most common being anxiety disorders, depressive disorders, mood 
disorders, and substance-related disorders (Meyer et al., 2019). Conflict and trauma, hunger and 
poverty, limited access to health and social care, and social inequality all contribute to the highest 
prevalence of mental health issues in countries like South Africa (Meyer et al., 2019). According 
to Meyer (1995), majority of males do not seek help due to stigma and societal pressures. Current 
research from Korb (2022) shows that most males do not seek mental healthcare. This is influenced 
by their knowledge of mental health beliefs and disorders. Mental health literacy is based on their 
perceptions. 

Goal of the Paper 
Universities in Africa offer free counselling sessions for students to improve their mental health 
and navigate university life. However, male students do not use these facilities. This exploration 
was prompted by most male clients in the Student Counselling Unit I had, which constituted 
approximately 23.75%. This opinion piece aims to encourage dialogue in African student counselling 
units and encourage critical reflection on why male students do not seek help from the university 
counselling unit. Furthermore, it seeks to demonstrate that using the social constructionism theory 
in the distinctive role socially constructed norms play in male students not seeking help compared 

mailto:mmoagi@ufh.ac.za
mailto:marthamoagi16@gmail.com


w 22 w
JCDHESA 2025 Vol. 4, Nr. 1

to female students. Social constructionism is a perspective which agrees that human life exists 
subject to social and interpersonal influences (Galbin,2014). Social constructionism theory will aid 
in critically thinking about males’ understanding and perceptions of mental health and barriers to 
mental healthcare, which affects their help-seeking behaviours. 

Literature Review
Gender influences
Research has proven that women seek mental health services, but fewer men do (Ngwenya & Sumbane, 
2022). According to Warria (2017), societal pressures and traditional ideals of masculinity harm 
men’s health, resulting in increasing death rates and a reluctance to seek healthcare.  Masculinity 
beliefs are frequently related to risky behaviour by some men in most societies, and it has been noted 
that some men claim to be strong enough to take care of themselves throughout illness without 
requiring assistance from anyone (Warria, 2017). 

Cultural beliefs 
A study by Booysen et al. (2021) shows that culture plays a significant role in help-seeking 
behaviours. The function of culture in mental health is little understood, although the cultural idea 
of the self significantly impacts how the condition is presented and interpreted. Indigenous cultural 
perspectives influence the majority of males’ understanding of mental illnesses. 

Stigma 
Stigma is yet another factor contributing to individuals’ reluctance to seek help. Mental health stigma 
is described by Masuda et al. (2012) as negative ideas that people have about people with mental 
health issues because they believe that people with mental health disorders might come across 
as unpredictable and untreatable. Stigma plays a significant part in the ongoing pain, incapacity, 
and financial constraints caused by mental disorders (Kakuma et al., 2010).  People with mental 
disorders are frequently persecuted by their families, friends, and the community at large because of 
their conditions and endure unjust judgement, such as difficulty accessing housing, jobs, and other 
social roles (Kakuma et al., 2010). 

Discussion  
Ngwenya and Sumbane (2022) indicated that men in South Africa experience substantial mental 
health difficulties as a result of cultural pressures and conventional masculine ideals. Sub-Saharan 
African cultural conceptions, attitudes, and behaviours play a significant role in shaping perceptions 
of men (Uwimana et al., 2023). The study conducted in the Eastern Cape shows that individuals 
are mistreated and discriminated against for suffering from mental health issues due to the stigma 
infused by cultural beliefs (Ezeugwu & Ojedokun, 2020). In societies, young men are taught to imitate 
a sheep and not cry out loud. This statement gives a brief yet precise context of how the African boy 
child is raised. This kind of masculine norm places males at risk. 

It is such knowledge they construct that influences their help-seeking behaviour, not opening up about 
their emotions and going for therapy because of societal and cultural norms they should conform to. 
The influence of culture on help-seeking behaviours includes ancestor worship, a practice used to 
heal and regarded as critical for maintaining health in traditional African societies (Booysen et al., 
2021). In Booysen et al.’s (2021) study, participants sought traditional and medical help because 
they had a strong belief that their illness was due to witchcraft. Studies conducted in Malaysia and 
Ethiopia indicate that when there is belief in supernatural causes, traditional healing practices are 
feasible. Additionally, in both countries, they prefer traditional over Westernised ways of healing 
(Meyer et al., 2019). 
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Kakuma et al. (2010) further argued that the stigma associated with mental health and or seeking 
mental healthcare aggravates individuals who suffer from the loss of loved ones, employment, and 
coping with the daily stresses of life. This often leads to a greater risk of substance misuse and 
criminal engagement. Literature by Booysen et al. (2021) revealed that their communities often 
label the majority of the individuals living with mental disorders, and sometimes they tend to label 
themselves. Korb (2022) indicates that in South Africa, majority of males continue to be denied 
access to vital health due to societal stigmas. 

Conclusion 
These perspectives collectively suggest that male students’ perceptions of mental health are 
significantly influenced by social constructs, indicating that our society may not provide a conducive 
environment for men to address their mental health concerns openly. Traditional beliefs are a factor 
in African men’s mental health (Ngwenya & Sumbane, 2022). Various factors, including ethnicity and 
culture, influence stigma. These norms include societal beliefs like men do not cry and counselling 
is for whites only, hence the stigma (Corrigan et al., 2014). In black communities, mental health is 
perceived as healthcare for whites, Indians, and Coloureds. 

Men with solid cultural beliefs are less willing to discuss their health issues due to fear of stigma 
(Milner et al., 2019). Masuda et al. (2012) refer to shying away from getting help for mental health 
issues as self-concealment. This includes keeping what bothers you a secret from everyone, even 
from those around you. Moreover, stigma has been a factor in preventing individuals from seeking 
mental healthcare. Korb (2022) reported that some males are reluctant to seek therapy because they 
fear being judged by their families and friends, while others are too ashamed. Galson (2009) stresses 
that although mental health is a personal struggle, it is a public health issue that needs to be treated 
like any other chronic disease. Society should take note of this to find the courage to do away with 
the stigma. Hence, medical personnel must provide a secure environment where men can accept 
therapy. (Korb, 2022). 
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Abstract
Mental health literacy is essential for identifying mental health challenges, accessing 
appropriate support, and combating the stigma associated with mental illness. A 
lack of knowledge or negative attitudes toward mental health among students can 
lead to harmful consequences. Therefore, addressing gaps is essential in promoting 
a healthier and more supportive educational environment. This study aims to assess 
students’ mental health literacy, focusing on their perceptions, understanding of 
mental health, and the effectiveness of available support resources. As part of the 
Mental Health Reset Programme, participants completed the Mental Health Literacy 
Scale, which consisted of 17 Likert scale items along with open-ended questions. 
The survey had 67 student participants. Findings revealed that students generally 
understand mental health, but misconceptions persist, including beliefs that mental 
illness is not a real medical condition and that individuals can simply “snap out of” it. 
Academic pressure and personal experiences emerged as significant contributors to 
mental health challenges. Although some resources are known, students expressed the 
need for improved mental health education and more accessible support. Confusion 
about how to access support resources underscores the need for clearer information 
dissemination.

Keywords: Mental health literacy, university students, wellness 

Introduction
Mental health is a vital component of overall health and well-being, influencing various aspects of 
an individual’s life. (Gautam et al., 2024). The World Health Organisation defines mental health as 
“a state of emotional, psychological, and social well-being in which individuals can cope with the 
challenges of daily life, work productively, and contribute to their communities” (Mental health, 
2022). Mental health challenges among university students are widely recognised. A global survey 
conducted by the American College Health Association (ACHA) revealed that 63% of university 
students experience overwhelming anxiety, 42% report struggling with depression and impaired 
daily functioning (National College Health Assessment, 2021). These mental health issues adversely 
affect academic performance, social relationships, and overall well-being (Eisenberg et al., 2012). 
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Nevertheless, fostering positive mental health, enhancing the ability to recognise signs of mental 
illness, promoting supportive attitudes that reduce stigma, and encouraging effective help-seeking 
behaviours can lead to improved academic performance, improved social relationships, and greater 
overall well-being among students. These factors not only contribute to personal growth but also 
create a healthier campus environment where students feel empowered to seek support (Marwood 
& Hearn, 2019).

Although substantial research has explored the prevalence and impact of mental health challenges 
in higher education, a deeper understanding of students’ perceptions and experiences of mental 
health remains necessary. Mental Health Literacy is the knowledge and attitudes individuals have 
about mental health and mental health services (Chao et al., 2020). Mental Health Literacy covers 
six broad areas: (1) knowledge and ability to identify symptoms of poor mental health; (2) knowledge 
and beliefs of causes of poor mental health; (3) knowledge and beliefs of self-compassion and self-
care practices to maintain good mental health; (4) knowledge and beliefs of mental health services; 
(5) attitudes toward poor mental health and mental health services; and (6) intentions to access
mental health services when needed (Gorczynski & Sims-Schouten, 2024).

Mental Health Literacy is associated with better mental health, improved knowledge and attitudes 
toward poor mental health, and greater intentions to seek support from mental health services 
(Rafal et al., 2018). Individuals with mental health literacy have been associated with better overall 
mental well-being, enhanced understanding and attitudes toward mental health challenges, and an 
increased likelihood of seeking support from mental health services when needed (Martin, 2010). 

This study was conducted among Health Sciences students at a South African university, who 
represent the next generation of healthcare professionals therefore, it is important that they develop 
a solid understanding of mental health, as this directly influences their ability to identify, respond to, 
and address mental health concerns in both themselves and others. Recognising the pressing need to 
support student mental health, the Mental Health Reset Program was launched to address growing 
concerns around student well-being. This initiative aims to promote mental wellness by enhancing 
students’ knowledge and attitudes, equipping them with the ability to identify and address mental 
health challenges effectively. It also seeks to reduce stigma, foster open discussions about mental 
health, and cultivate a supportive campus culture where seeking help is encouraged and normalised.

Methodology 
The study population consisted of 67 students completing studies in the field of Health Sciences. 
Participants completed the Mental Health Literacy Scale (MHLS), consisting of 17 Likert-scale 
questions and an open-ended question. Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly Agree), 2 (Agree), 3 
(Neutral), 4 (Disagree). The questionnaire was administered via Google Forms. All 67 participants 
provided informed consent, allowing their data to be used in this study.
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Results
The study examined demographic factors, including level of study, age, and gender. A comprehensive 
summary of participant demographics is presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Participant demographics.
Category Details Percentage

Level of 
Study

1st 16%
2nd 16%
3rd 16%
4th 9%
5th 2%
6th 11%

Post Graduate 30%

Age

16-21 39%
22-25 24%
26-29 12%
30+ 25%

Gender
Female 75%

Male 24%
Non-binary 1%

Students understanding of mental health
Students exhibited a general understanding of mental health, describing it as a state of psychological 
and emotional well-being. A prominent theme that emerged from their feedback was the perception 
of mental health as a holistic concept, shaping how individuals interact with others, handle various 
situations, and manage daily responsibilities. Many students associated mental health with calmness 
and effective stress management, with one student expressing:

“People who remain calm in situations are mentally healthy. They are secure in their 
emotions and are able to deal with difficult situations more easily than others. They 
have healthy coping mechanisms for stress and academic pressure and they do not 
bottle up their emotions.”

“You cannot really tell in most cases because they can put a smile on their face which 
can be deceiving unless they tell you how they feel and if Yall are really close it is still 
difficult to tell but in some cases you can.”

Causes of mental health issues
A common observation was that mental health issues are caused by distressing events that occur in 
life. One student had this to say: 

“Mental health issues are caused by distressing event that occurs in life, financial prob-
lems, losing loved ones, or failing academically, not being able to achieve your goals or 
social abuse.”

Another student remarked: 
“Personally, it’s interlinked with medical issues, such as a lifetime health condition that 
one has to deal with. It has to do with challenges and odds of life that people face such 
as losing a loved one; it is also linked with being financially unstable to fulfill one’s daily 
needs and the needs of people around them.” 
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Resources used to obtain mental health information
Students were asked about their awareness of available resources for accessing mental health 
information. The findings revealed that students generally felt confident in knowing where to seek 
help. Technology and social media emerged as primary sources of information, with one student 
stating,, “You can use Google and you find the information,” and another commenting, “Internet and 
also social media platforms are very helpful sources.”, On campus, students identified institutional 
resources as valuable for mental health support. These included university websites, Student Support 
Services (SSS), and campus clinics. One student specifically noted, “The university website, Student 
Support Services, Peer Wellness Mentors and Academic Development Officers are best sources 
within the university to access mental health information”. Additionally, some students mentioned 
external resources, specifically the South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG) and its 
helpline, 0800 456 789. 

Student perceptions of mental illness 
Using a Likert scale, students were asked to evaluate whether they believe people with mental 
health challenges are dangerous. The results reflected diverse viewpoints: 18% of students agreed 
with the statement, while 21% disagreed. 28% remained neutral, indicating uncertainty or mixed 
perspectives. Notably, 33% of students strongly agreed, suggesting that a considerable number held 
concerns about the potential danger posed by individuals with mental health challenges.”

Mental Health Challenges are a Sign of Personal Weakness
Students were asked to assess whether they believed mental health challenges are a sign of personal 
weakness. The responses revealed a concerning trend: the majority (56%) strongly agreed with the 
statement. A further 3% of students agreed, while 25% disagreed, rejecting the notion. A total of 16% 
remained neutral, indicating uncertainty or a lack of a definitive stance on the issue.

Misconceptions about Mental Health 
When asked if people with a mental challenge could “snap out of it” if they wanted, the responses 
revealed a concerning belief in the simplicity of overcoming mental health issues. More than 50% of 
participants (52%) strongly agreed, 7% agreed, 19% disagreed, and 22% remained neutral. 

Institutional Commitment to Students’ Mental Health
Students emphasised the need for the university to improve support related to mental health issues. 
They highlighted the need for more training, increased visibility, and greater awareness of where 
to access mental health services, as well as the availability of 24-hour mental health support on 
university premises. The consensus among students was the need for more mental health programs 
and for making mental health education compulsory. One student expressed:

“There is need to have more programs about mental health awareness every month if 
possible and make learning about mental health a compulsory course ensuring that 
students facing challenges attend the sessions. This will help students balance academic 
and non-academic issues.”

Discussion
The study’s findings indicate that while students possess a basic understanding of mental health, 
there is a clear need for more comprehensive mental health education. (Malla et al., 2015) emphasized 
that mental illness, much like heart disease or diabetes, is a medical condition with a biological 
foundation, similar to other physical health conditions. Students, however, expressed skepticism 
about mental illness being a legitimate medical condition, with mixed opinions about whether it 
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should be classified as such. This suggests that while students have an introductory awareness of 
mental health, they lack a deeper understanding of its biological and medical underpinnings. These 
mixed feelings highlight a knowledge gap that must be addressed to enhance mental health literacy 
and encourage a more informed and accurate perspective on mental illness.

Mental health issues among students were linked to distressing life experiences, including childhood 
trauma, social isolation, discrimination, and stigma. Academic pressure further exacerbates these 
challenges, often leading to conditions such as depression and stress-related disorders, which can 
negatively impact academic performance by impairing focus and retention. This aligns with (Roy et 
al., 2020) findings that mental health affects how people think, feel, and act, influencing their ability 
to handle stress and make healthy choices. While students showed some awareness of mental health 
signs, they noted difficulty in identifying them due to deceptive social behaviours. This highlights the 
challenge of assessing mental health accurately without deeper personal insight. 

Mixed feelings were shown on whether people with mental health issues are dangerous and if mental 
illness is a sign of weakness, and that people should snap out of. It was discovered that some students 
believe mental illness is contagious and not an actual medical illness. These findings reveal significant 
misconceptions about mental health among students, highlighting the urgent need for educational 
initiatives to address these misunderstandings. The portion of students who remained neutral on 
this issue may indicate a lack of sufficient exposure to mental health education or uncertainty about 
the topic. 

There was some uncertainty about the process for booking counselling sessions. Responses varied, 
with students noting that bookings could be made through “contacting Student Support Services,” 
“filling in a few forms,” “informing ADO,” or “getting in touch with your peer wellness mentor.” The 
varying responses indicate that the exact process for accessing mental health support is unclear, 
highlighting the need for more awareness campaigns to ensure all students are well-informed. 
While many identified key referral points, varying perspectives on whom to approach first suggested 
that students often prefer reaching out to those they feel most comfortable with or who are readily 
accessible.

Many of the topics requested by students are already covered by existing programs, but uptake 
remains a concern. Continued collaboration with schools, disciplines, and other Student Support 
Services departments is necessary to increase marketing reach and encourage greater uptake. 
Information about mental health should be disseminated in student residences through posters and 
by improving how students receive information. This indicates that while resources are available, 
they are underutilised due to poor dissemination and communication strategies. Enhancing the 
visibility and accessibility of mental health resources can significantly improve students’ Mental 
Health Literacy and their utilisation of available support services.

These findings emphasise the need for ongoing mental health education initiatives aimed at improving 
mental health literacy. Educational efforts should focus on dispelling myths, promoting factual 
information, and fostering empathy toward individuals experiencing mental health challenges. By 
enhancing mental health literacy, institutions can create a more supportive and informed environment 
where individuals feel empowered to seek help without fear of judgment or discrimination.
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