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Abstract 

Statement of the Problem: Mental health is high on the 

higher education agenda in the United Kingdom. More than a 

quarter of UK students suffer from a mental health problem. 

Social work is one of the most popular subjects in the country, 

receiving more than 12,000 applicants annually, however 

students in this subject also suffer from mental distress. More 

than one third of them have high levels of depressive symptoms 

and 4% report recent occurrence of suicidal thoughts. The 

majority of students progress towards employment in the social 

work field, which is known to be a rewarding yet high-stress 

profession. Addressing mental health difficulties is of great 

importance to students, educators and employers. This 

presenting study explored the impacts of positive psychological 

constructs on mental health in social work students, in order to 

bypass their strong mental health shame (identified in our 

previous study). 

Methodology: One hundred sixteen UK social work students 

responded to measures regarding mental health, resilience, self-

compassion, motivation and engagement. Correlation and 

regression analyses were performed. Results: Mental health 

problems were negatively associated with resilience, self-

compassion, and engagement. Self-compassion was a negative 

predictor, and intrinsic motivation was a positive predictor of 

mental health problems. Resilience did not predict mental 

health problems. 

Conclusion & Significance: While resilience is emphasised in 

social work, it was self-compassion that predicted the level of 

mental health problems. Teaching students how to practice self-

compassion, being kind towards themselves, may be an 

alternative means to protect their mental health. Also, our 

findings may imply the overuse and misunderstanding of 

‘resilience’. Lastly, contrary to previous motivation studies, 

intrinsic motivation was a positive predictor of mental health 

problems, suggesting that their passion may backfire on their 

mental health. Future research should explore mechanisms 

behind these relationships. 
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