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[bookmark: h.4el4it72osl]About USI
 "The Union of Students in Ireland (USI) is the sole representative body for students in Ireland and represents 354,000 students in over thirty member colleges across Ireland, North and South. Throughout its history, USI has worked relentlessly in the pursuit of student rights in all areas of the student experience."




[bookmark: h.y62iwh9s5793]Objectives of the Union of Students in Ireland
1. An education and training system open to all, irrespective of any consideration, including consideration of national origin, ethnic background, age, ability, sex, sexuality, creed, political beliefs or economic circumstances, so that each individual can realize their full potential. 
2. An education and training system which truly serves the interest of the people of Ireland. 
3. The right of students to a decent standard of living including the right to adequate financial support, proper housing and future prospects of employment in Ireland. 
4. The defence and promotion of all democratic and human rights. 
5. The provision of student services for the benefit of the membership on the principle that control of student service should lie with the membership. 
6. To represent the interests of the students if Ireland at international level. 
[bookmark: h.ioo5uuu3bs6]


[bookmark: h.xewph8qbotf0]
[bookmark: h.rz672buz42z5]USI Mental Health Strategy

This strategy aims to provide a framework for good practice for the support of students, the promotion of mental well-being and prevention of mental health difficulties, to be implemented by both the Union of Students in Ireland and local Students’ Unions.


The USI Vice President for Welfare must follow the USI Mental Health Strategy and assist local officers in following through with its recommendations by disseminating the strategy at the beginning of each year.

 ‘It is internationally recognised that mental illness is a public health problem in need of urgent attention. Mental health disorders account for a significant burden of disease in all societies. Effective interventions are available but are not accessible to the majority of the people who need them.’ — World Health Organisation World Health Report 2001 Mental Health New Understandings New Hope.








[bookmark: h.ibwconewa231]Collaborations and Partnerships
USI acknowledges the importance of collaborations and partnerships when it comes to mental health organisations. USI recognises the need to work with others in the mental health sector to further our aims and ambitions.

Objectives:
· To build support for the work that USI does in the area of mental health.
· To develop new initiatives through collaborations with students’ unions and external organisations.
· To build upon a coalition for effective lobbying for mental health supports and legislative change. 
· To build a network of partners and stakeholders across 3rd level institutions in Ireland.

[bookmark: h.ltpffhyjfhmt]Actions:  
· Seek support from external organisations to strengthen campaigns on the issue. 
· Collaborate and consult with students’ unions, student groups and external organisations to support and develop new campaigns, resources, research and training.
· Sustain coalitions, such as the Mental Health Working Group for 3rd Level. 
· Sustain membership to organisations such as Mental Health Reform
· Develop an accreditation scheme in consultation with external organisations for 3rd level institutions and develop an Annual Forum for Mental Health.
· Establish and maintain links with HSE resource officers to provide support and resources to Students’ Union Officers.
· Establish and maintain links with Mental Health Ireland development officers to provide support and resources to Students’ Union Officers.

Suggested Action For Students’ Unions:
· [bookmark: h.s81sxx1r2zlz]To aim, where possible, to establish links with local organisations and resources and promote local supports to students in campus community.
· [bookmark: h.lqdovup1lr3n]To support the development of local coalitions and committees that aim to promote mental health supports and resources.




[bookmark: h.grzna18ib3zl]Training and Support - Students’ Unions
We believe, through knowledge gained by working with young people as student leaders, and through our lived experience as students, that Students’ Union Officers are uniquely positioned to work for the better mental health of our student populations. 
	
We believe our colleges and universities are communities and families, and to ensure the relationships within these institutions are strong and healthy, all members must be safeguarded, cherished and protected. We recognise that the lack of resources in Students’ Unions contributes to stress and pressure upon officers, and their ability to support others in difficulty. It is important Students’ Union are trained and supported throughout their terms.
 
Objectives: 
· To support officers throughout their term in dealing with casework in relation to mental health.
· To equip officers with the skills and tools necessary to promote understanding of and a positive approach to mental health and help seeking on campus.
· To support officers to develop new initiatives to improve the mental health of their student population
· For Students’ Unions to be encouraged to seek consultation with mental health professionals, where possible. 
· For Students’ Unions to be equipped with the skills and information necessary to partake in lobbying efforts.
· For Students’ Unions to be equipped with the skills and information necessary to develop and review campus policy and to seek representation on student services management committees.
· For Students’ Union officers to be aware of Self Care best practice and promote the importance of Self Care to officers in their line of work
Action:
· Provide training for relevant officers during the summer term in mental health promotion.
· Provide training for relevant officers during the summer term in dealing with casework and referral. 
· provide an online mental health resources and contacts for Students’ Unions through the USI Mental Health Hub on USI.ie
· 
· Support officers in establishing links with local, community based support services to establish referral pathways and to support their work in promoting positive mental health, coping skills and therapies.
· Promote the St Pats Helpline to SU Officers
· Lobbying training Policy training Campaign Training - Briefing Session on issues
The VP Welfare shall support MOs in organising lobbying for local representatives with the support of regional officers.


Suggested Action for Students’ Unions:
· Where possible, attend training events promoted or organised by USI.
· Utilise appropriate resources and supports provided through USI or locally by relevant organisations and support services.
· Aim to establish local links with community based services and identify a referral path for students in need.
· Utilise personal support either from the VP Welfare or from Walk In My Shoes Helpline to debrief and discuss casework.
· To follow best practice for Self Care during officer terms.
· To seek, where possible, representation on campus decision making boards/committees in relation to mental health.
Aim to develop and review new or existing campus mental health policies.


· 
[bookmark: h.6lc4z4bpunxs]Stigma Reduction and Awareness Campaigns
It is vitally important for USI to aim to reduce the stigma surrounding mental health issues in the student population and encourage an open attitude towards the discussion and treatment of mental ill-health. The experience of mental ill health and its associated stigma can mean real personal suffering and distress for some students. Stigma is a barrier that deters students from accessing mental health supports. “The number of those in receipt of mental health services is considered to be far lower than the level of need” (Rothi and Leavey. 2006).
Objectives:
· To support and develop new initiatives that will reduce stigma of mental ill health among 3rd level students.
· To equip officers in developing new campaigns and initiatives on campus to reduce stigma associated with mental ill-health.
· To encourage and support campus events to promote positive mental health
· To encourage new student media to promote positive mental health in campus publications
· To promote material from those who have lived life experience as a means to reduce stigma and encourage open discussion of mental health. 
· To promote stigma reduction in national campaigns
· To increase support for USI’s efforts to reduce stigma

Actions:
· Develop a USI Mental Health Campus Ambassador scheme. Run a recruitment drive at the beginning of each academic year and communicate campaigns and training opportunities to ambassadors throughout the year.
· Develop a secondary Mental Health Hub for students/student ambassadors and provide a resource to log positive mental health events. 
· Include guides on media production in Mental Health Hub
· Develop a promotion plan and outreach programme through the ambassador scheme.
· Promote student blogs on Mental Health Hub/Please Talk
· Collaborate with student ambassadors to include stigma reduction material in national campaigns
· Maintain relationships with organisations that promote stigma reduction such as Please Talk etc.
· Encourage on campus initiatives such as Mental Health Officers in 3rd level institutions.


Suggested Actions For Students’ Unions:
· Where possible aim to promote campaigns and initiatives that reduces stigma and encourages an open attitude towards the treatment of mental ill-health.




Suicide Prevention and Postvention - Therapy and Help Seeking Promotion.
In the past few years, there has been an evident shift in the way that third level institutions view their role with respect to the health and specifically mental health of students. Initiatives such as UCC Health Matters have been established to improve upon campus community health and well being. 
Our college communities need to be safe, suicide aware spaces for all students. 
with targeted approaches to reduce suicidal behaviour and improve mental health among students. 
Creating ongoing awareness of services and supports on campus is a challenging task.  Students may not seek help for mental health issues due to lack of awareness about available services or misconceptions about those services. According to Reach Out Ireland “ a high proportion of students with poor mental health may not be aware of the need for support.”. (ReachOut Ireland 2015)
Objectives:
· Increase campus capacity to prevent and respond to suicidal behaviour.
· Enhance communications and awareness of support services among students.
· Build awareness of positive mental health or mental fitness and its important relationship with academic and workplace success.
· Promote personal growth and development among students to prevent mental ill-health.
· Provide suicide intervention training appropriate for students.
Actions:
· Research and collaborate to review existing training and where necessary develop new training to equip students in suicide intervention skills. 
· Support Students’ Unions in developing an on campus Help Seeking Promotion Plan
· Develop an online promotion plan for helplines or text support services, to facilitate help seeking promotion on social media platforms.
· Encourage officers to provide support information to students in financial difficulty.
· Include promotions of various therapies and coping skills in national mental health campaigns.
· Promote the provision of staff roles to facilitate a supportive environment and promote and lobby for improved mental health training and resources for academic and other staff to equip them with the tools and skills necessary to assume a more supportive role for students.
· Promote physical activity and exercise programmes as a protective factor in national campaigns.
· Promote help‐seeking and mental fitness as part of academic and career success.
· Create awareness of post‐trauma resources, providing support where necessary for students’ union to develop a protocol for responding to a traumatic event on campus such as a student death by suicide.

[bookmark: h.9xvgvvjhp6tq]Suggested Actions For Students’ Unions:
· [bookmark: h.4u0ul9x5kcko]Ensure that sources of help and support are well publicised on campus.
· To attend, where possible, training provided or promoted by USI to equip officers with the skills and tools needed to support fellow students.
· To promote campus based therapies and programmes that encourage coping skills among students.
· To develop new initiatives on campus in relation to Suicide Prevention and Postvention Therapy and Help Seeking Promotion
· Develop a campus Help-Seeking Promotion Plan at the beginning of academic term.

· Develop a referral path to Mental Health Supports for students in financial difficulty.
[bookmark: h.h9um8afme35q]
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[bookmark: h.jcptsn7k8y7g]
[bookmark: h.b2ry4ri3ol3d]Funding and Services
Ireland has one of the highest levels of participation in third-level education within the EU (Careersportal, 2013 - Eurostat Figures). The importance of promoting positive mental health among the large third-level student population cannot be underestimated, with recent research showing a high percentage of students experiencing mental health difficulties including depression, anxiety,loneliness, substance misuse and suicidal behaviour (Vision for Change, 2006). 

The number of mature students, international students, students with disabilities and students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds has also grown steadily. Yet the provision of counselling services to meet the growing numbers and diverse needs of students has not kept pace. 
One in four people will experience mental health problems in the course of their lives. A small percentage of persons affected will require access to mental health services to address their mental health needs.
Currently waiting lists can be up to six weeks which raises serious concern if a students is in distress. . Given the increasing numbers of students reporting mental health issues this causes serious concerns if a student is in distress. Currently, as a result of hiring restrictions most institutions may not be able to afford to hire extra counselling staff to meet the demand. Access to 24/7 crisis intervention services remain extremely poor. Some patients who present to A&E with a mental health crisis face lengthy waits of 8 hours or more before receiving support.

Objectives:
· To protect and improve funding for mental health services within our college communities.
· To build support through the production of reports and research to lobby.


Actions:
· Lobby for the creation of a promotion plan for positive mental health or mental fitness, building coalitions to support its development and progress included within the development and implementation of a Health Promoting College Network.
· Lobby for budget allocations for counselling services to be ring fenced. 
· Lobby for the introduction of community based 24/7 crisis intervention services. 
· Retain membership of MHR and actively partake in the coalition of organisations campaigning to transform mental health and well-being supports in Ireland.
· Lobby for budgets to services to be protected during cuts through the provision of reports and research.
· Work with the CSSI and ISHA to research access to and integration of support services on campus and in catchment area.

[bookmark: h.ugcfvmq2yjsi]Suggested Actions For Students’ Unions:
· [bookmark: h.exj56enacr1z]Students’ Union Officers should aim to partake, where possible, in lobbying opportunities with support from regional officers locally and the VP Welfare on a national basis. 
· [bookmark: h.ppiptlkvyvd4]Establish a referral pathway for students in need of mental health supports.
[bookmark: h.g1oozpjqwgkf]


[bookmark: h.bvuam0saakc3]
[bookmark: h.gzc0aphhnyw5]Research, Monitoring and Evaluation
It is vital for USI to review progress under the Mental Health Strategy on an annual basis. By providing basic annual progress reports on the action points outlined in the strategy, progress and effect can be tracked and with the provision of annual reviews, updates or changes can be suggested if deemed necessary. 

Objectives:
· To monitor the impact of USI campaigns to promote mental health awareness.
· To evaluate and review each campaign yearly and to update the strategy accordingly.
· To continue to collaborate and partner with organisations to collect research and data to guide USI’s work in mental health promotion.


Actions:
· Map progress of the strategy and produce a yearly progress update document.
· To review all campaigns and evaluate impact with support from external expert groups and consultation with VP Campaigns.
· Implement the strategy with regular monitoring and review of its effectiveness by USI National Council, Welfare Working Group, Campaign Working Group and Regional Working Groups.


Suggested Action For Students’ Unions:
· Where possible, review local campaigns on campus level to ensure messaging is effective, appropriate and relevant to students. 


[bookmark: h.y14hnkyt4ays]
[bookmark: h.c9vsm7huupv8]Relationship With Other Strategies:
Ireland’s National Strategy to Reduce Suicide 2015-2020
Higher Education Authority – Commitments List Role Action Work with the HSE to develop national guidance for higher education institutions in relation to suicide risk and critical-incident response, thereby helping to address any gaps which may exist in the prevention of suicide in higher education. 
Lead 3.3.3 Support the coordination and streamlining of research completed by third-level institutions. 
Lead 7.4.2 Encourage the coordination of suicide-prevention initiatives and research across the higher education sector. 
[bookmark: h.tewnyhp55vl8]Support, in relation to suicide prevention, the Substance Misuse Strategy, to address the high rate of alcohol and drug misuse. 
[bookmark: h.23esj9sy2djb]3.3 Enhance the supports for young people with mental health problems or vulnerable to suicide.

The USI Mental Health Strategy also relates to action points prescribed in the Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy, the USI Physical Health Strategy and the USI Sexual Health Strategy. 






Previous Mandates:
· The VP for Welfare to co-ordinate a campaign with literature that provides support, advice and support services to students who are suffering from bereavement.
· The USI VP for Welfare to provide training to Welfare Officers to support students in this position as well as providing links to organisations who work in the area of bereavement.
· The Vice-President for Welfare to include information on the use of medication in relation to mental health issues as part of their on-going mental health campaigns.
· The Vice President for Welfare to lobby the relevant bodies including the Minister for Disability, Equality, Mental Health and Older People to lift the embargo on the hiring of counselling staff in Higher Education Institutes and for increased funding to be given specifically for the provision of adequate Counselling services to all Third Level Students either through the direct employment of more Counsellors or in purchasing external counselling session hours.
· The VP for Welfare to find out the best practice of MOs regarding their individual bereavement policies and come up with a uniformed policy for MOs to use in the case of a bereavement. This mandate should be fulfilled by September 2014.
· The VP for welfare to ensure that Safetalk training are offered to all Welfare Officers and any other officer who wish to avail of such training by September before students return to college.
· The Vice President for Welfare to lobby the Minister for Disability, Equality, Mental Health & Older People to challenge the Minister for Education on the effects that the rising student contribution charge and 3% cut to the maintenance grant has on the mental health of students in Ireland.
· The Vice President for Welfare, in consultation with other members of Officer Board, to organise intensive casework training for Students’ Union officers each year. This training must include; referral, role plays, data protection and managing casework records. This training must be completed before September each year. 
· The Vice President for Welfare to organise Suicide Intervention Skills Training  each year for Students’ Union Officers. This must be completed by September each year.
· The USI President and VP for Welfare to call on the Government in the strongest possible terms to ensure that commitments to fund mental health services are met in future Budgets, and for the speedy roll-out of service developments for which these monies were earmarked.
· To provide supports to individual Students’ Unions by way of centralised sourcing materials and information, targeting the stigma surrounding mental health issues.
· To further engage with relevant groups and NGOs to publicise the various means of dealing with mental illness to the wider student population. To run a campaign on the issues raised above.
· The Welfare Officer to organise, design and run a National Suicide Prevention Campaign that would be rolled out right across the Country on a Specific Day.
· To both follow the USI Mental Health Strategy and assist local officers in following through with its recommendations by disseminating the strategy at the start of the year as well as providing support and training throughout the year.
· The Vice President for Welfare to create a new USI Mental Health Strategy with specific reference to reducing stigma, to be completed by January 2014.
· The Vice President for Welfare to implement the USI Mental Health Strategy and assist local officers in following through with its recommendations by disseminating the strategy at the start of the year as well as providing support and training throughout the year.
· The Vice President for Welfare to conduct a study on the effects of budget cuts on counselling services and in turn the danger which could leave young people at further risk. The results from the study carried out can be used to lobby Minister for Disability, Equality, Mental Health & Older People prior to Budget 2014.






Reporting and Progress
To ensure transparency, accountability and ongoing priority is placed on the mental health and wellness of students in Ireland clear and consistent communication on the progress of the implementation of the USI Mental Health Strategy and its initiatives is vital. The strategy’s progress will be documented in USI’s annual report, along with highlighting individual campus initiatives as they are launched throughout the year. An accreditation scheme will be developed to award individual campuses for excellence in mental health promotion and support.
The strategic objectives for Mental Health in 3rd level between now and July 2019 are set out in this strategy and reflect the ambition and intent of the Union of Students in Ireland to deliver on its mandate for its members.

In preparation, a range of significant / strategic risks facing the strategy’s implementation were identified.
· Budgetary and Insufficient or inadequate budgets to meet campaign delivery costs.
· USI having to discontinue work and downsize campaigns/Officer resources
· Failure to achieve collaborations on the action points set in the strategy. For the strategy to be effective USI will need to foster support from external organisations and establish links with institutions and external stakeholders. 
·  Failure to ensure that the strategic and operational policies of the USI are properly developed and implemented, and that targets are met. 

Risk Mitigation:
The Union of Students in Ireland will, over the life of this Strategic Plan, evaluate the above risks and will ensure that all actions and initiatives undertaken manage these challenges pro-actively, with actions being identified and implemented without delay, so that our mandate can be pursued and effectively delivered for our members.
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