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SPIT Project
Overview

Student Psychological Intervention Trial (SPIT):

• Cross-border project conducted at UU and LYIT funded by Chitin.



First year 
students

Saliva sample 
Oragene OG-500

Online survey 
WMH CIDI 

SPIT Project - Methodology

Year 1 – Sept 2019

1,984 consented

1,829 fully completed 
responses

72% female, 28% male.

Average age 21

Year 2 – Sept-Dec 2020

Follow up survey;

939 fully completed 

responses

Year 3 – Sept-Dec 2021

Follow up survey; 

739 fully completed 

responses



SPIT Project
Mental Health and Wellbeing

Year 1

• 15.7% depression

•  8.6% panic disorder

•  3.9% bipolar disorder

• 11.3% alcohol use disorder

• 11.6% drug abuse or dependence



SPIT Project – Phase 1
Suicidal Behaviour

Did you ever

• have thoughts of killing yourself? 28.0%

• make a suicide plan? 14.3%

• engage in self-harm? 13.4%

• attempt suicide? 7.7%

144 student participants triggered a high-risk alert and were contacted by 

Student Wellbeing or an accredited counsellor



SPIT Project – Phase 1
ADHD and suicidal behaviour



SPIT Project – Phase 1
Risk Factors

Gender Females – higher depression and self harm

Males – higher drug dependence 

Age Over 21 – approx. 2.5 time more likely to have depression, 

drug dependence, suicide plan and attempt (not self-harm)

Sexuality Non-heterosexual students – 2 to 3 time more likely to have a 

range of mental heath problems

Courses Art – depression, bipolar disorder, self-harm, suicide attempt

Law – alcohol abuse, suicidal ideation and suicide plans

Psychology – panic disorder, social anxiety



• Students are starting courses with pre-existing mental health problems





SPIT Project – Phase 1
Psychology students



Press releases



SPIT Project
Help seeking 

Prior to starting college:

• 23.1% received counselling previously

• 13.1% took medication for an emotional problem

• Only 5.4% of participants were currently receiving treatment

•  11.3% felt they may have needed treatment (21.7% psychology students)



SPIT Project
Help Seeking 

Students from some courses reported that they were afraid that seeking help 

might do harm to their college or professional career - psychology (22.9%) 

nursing (22.8%), mental health nursing (20.7%) and law (20.3%)

Main Reasons for not seeking professional help

• Wanted to handle the problem on their own

• Talked to family or friends about it

• Were unsure where to get help



Addressing the Issue
Student Wellbeing Programme

A pilot study of a student-led peer support wellbeing programme

Ulster University have adopted several initiatives to help address the transition                                            
to university, including Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS).

▪ Semester 1 – focused on academic skills 

▪ Semester 2 - include wellbeing materials and activities 

The main objectives of this pilot study were to enhance the wellbeing and 
resilience of students.

 -resilience, optimism, mental wellbeing (scores increased)

 -depression anxiety and stress (scores decreased)



SPIT Project
Randomised Control Trial

Aim:

• Test the efficacy of an online, CBT-based, guided 

intervention to reduce symptoms of mild/moderate 

levels of anxiety/depression.



SPIT Project
Time 1 (pre), Time 2 (post) and Time 3 (6 month follow up)

Decrease in depression scores remained significant 6 months post intervention 

but decrease in anxiety scores were no longer significant. 



Irish Student Wellbeing & ADHD Project
(I-SWAP)

Students living with ADHD

Mental Health and Wellbeing Survey

Focus groups exploring the transition to university

Mental Health Literacy and Wellbeing Sessions

- 1-hour sessions - 8 weeks

- Weekly evaluations

- Focus groups with participants

- Interviews with facilitators



Recommendations

• Many students are coming to university with a range of mental health 

problems.

• It is important for educators to be aware of such issues and for colleges to 

provide information and support to students at risk.

• When promoting help-seeking behavior among those in the health 

professions it is important to be mindful of their fears. 

• Tailored interventions and prevention strategies may be beneficial to address 

the needs of students from different academic disciplines.



SPIT Project
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