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1. Executive Summary 
 

1.1 Purpose 
This is the final report for the ‘Attitudes Towards Mental Health Careers’ project. The Attitudes project 

supports the Mental Health Implementation Plan’s aim to increase the mental health workforce by 27,000 

staff. It does this by providing insights based on primary and secondary evidence to help shape a mental 

health career promotions campaign.  

 

1.2 Background 
The project originated in and brings together strands from (1) ‘Supporting Promotion of Mental Health 

Careers and Developing Psychology Graduate Pathways’ and (2) ‘Psychology Graduates – Mental Health 

Nursing’. These and the (3) ‘Attitudes Towards Mental Health Careers Project’, were commissioned by 

Health Education England (HEE).  

 

1.3 Project Objectives 
This report combines findings of the mental health careers project with evidence around mental health 

nursing to: 

 

• Explore attitudes towards mental health careers in the NHS to influence a promotional campaign 

 

• Use the findings to make recommendations to enhance targeted promotional campaigns for mental 

health roles. 

 

1.4 Scope 
HEE initially asked us to look at all graduates’ attitudes to all mental health careers. Through a series of 

discussions with HEE and stakeholders, we narrowed the scope to focus on Mental Health Nursing and 

initially Mental Health Occupational Therapy. This was in recognition that these are key shortage areas. 

 

The focus on mental health nursing led us to widen the brief from all graduates to all people. This is 

because the most common pathway into mental health nursing is the undergraduate route. We also added 

an additional latter focus on psychology graduates’ attitudes to mental health nursing. This was in response 

to the reported lack of awareness of mental health nursing by psychology graduates in (1) mental health 

careers, and a request from HEE as part of the (2) psychology graduates - mental health nursing review. 

 

1.5 Method 
We commissioned the Nuffield Trust to complete a literature/evidence review (Annex 3) to understand the 

existing evidence available on attitudes towards mental health careers.  
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The literature available that was specific to mental health was extremely limited. This led us to develop 

survey which was completed by over 700 participants. A further survey was developed for Occupational 

Therapists, but we did not get enough respondents for a meaningful analysis. 

 

1.6 Findings 
We drew upon relevant findings from our other projects noted above to augment the evidence and insights 

from the evidence review and our survey. 

 

1. Our survey showed a high proportion of people may be interested in considering mental health 
nursing as a career. 
 

2. The large number of mental health careers and the complexity of entry requirements, career 
progression, education and training can be difficult to understand. 

• It is specifically difficult to get information on postgraduate mental health nursing courses. 

• Practice hours requirements for postgraduate mental health nursing course are unclear and there is 

limited information explaining what these are or how to achieve them. 

 

3. There is a lack of awareness of the variety of mental health careers and a specific lack of 
understanding of the mental health nursing role. This ties to a reported lack of career advice and 

work experience opportunities. 

 

4. Most psychology graduates are interested in a mental health career, but psychology students also 

tend to be unaware of the range of mental health careers available. When specifically asked, our 

sample indicated a disproportionate interest in considering mental health nursing, however; 

 

5. Most psychology students who are interested in a mental health career are focussed on clinical 
psychology. 

 

6. Mental health nurses are seen to be of lower status than doctors and psychologists.  

 

7. While there is evidence from our mental health careers project that mental health nursing tends to 

attract slightly more men than other nursing disciplines, it remains predominantly female and is 
perceived as such. 

 

8. Personal experience of a mental health problem is the primary motivator for people pursuing a 
career in mental health. 

 

9. Many do not view the NHS as a positive place to work and our sample viewed mental health nursing 

as ‘badly paid’. 
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10. Postgraduate mental health nursing application numbers are sufficient to fill existing course 
places. 

 

11. Mental health nurse registration requires 2,300 hours of theory and 2,300 hours of practice. Therefore, 

postgraduate courses generally require 2-6 months of practice hours outside of the two 
academic years and prior to the course.  

 

12. Postgraduate mental health nursing courses cost c.£25,000 and are full time. This can make it 

difficult for students to support themselves. Funding is being made available for placement time, but a 

substantial financial barrier remains. 

1.7 Recommendations 
Based on the findings above and a more detailed analysis of the evidence we have developed the headline 

recommendations below. Most of these headline recommendations are confined specifically to the 

promotions campaign scope of the project. The recommendations in the main body of the report expand 

and build on these to highlight wider work that is needed to ensure a promotions campaign can have 

maximum impact.  

1. To ensure any promotions activity for mental health careers is not carried out in isolation. 
 

2. Any promotions campaign should account for personal experience of mental health issues as a 
primary motivator for those considering a mental health career. 

 

3. A promotions campaign should move away from gendered portrayals and emphasise that mental 

health nurses are extremely skilled professionals. 
 

4. A promotions campaign should acknowledge the positive aspects of a challenging and stressful 
role as a mental health nurse. 

 

5. Mental health nurses should be portrayed as potential and actual leaders. 
 

6. A promotions campaign should emphasise the positive aspects of NHS employment terms and 
career progression. 
 

7. A mental health nursing promotions campaign should focus on psychology graduates, but further work 

is required to remove barriers they may encounter when accessing training. 

 

8. A mental health nursing promotions campaign should target those in the 26-35 age group, but further 

consideration of measures to support this group is required. 
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9. Any promotions campaign should continually evolve in response to ongoing evaluation and to 

account for new findings and developments. 

 

10. Employers should be supported to value, reward and support their staff to make the NHS an 

attractive place to work.
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Attitudes towards mental health careers in the NHS 
 

2. Background 
This project provides evidence and insights to support the design of a potential promotions campaign to 

attract more people into mental health careers in England. The project was commissioned by Health 

Education England (HEE) in 2019. 

 

Recruitment of mental health staff is central to the objectives of The Five Year Forward View for Mental 

Health (5YFV4MH). Stepping Forward to 2020/21 calls for a net growth of 19,000 staff, including 8,000 

moving into new roles. Beyond the requirements for the Stepping Forward plan, the Mental Health 

Implementation Plan aims to increase the mental health workforce by 27,000 staff by 2023/24.  

 

A promotional campaign, particularly for roles/professions that struggle to recruit, is an important 

component of meeting these targets.  

 

2.1 The origins of the project 
The project originated in our project “Supporting Promotion of Mental Health Careers and Developing 

Psychology Graduate Pathways”.  Part of the project focused on psychology graduates’ attitudes to mental 

health careers which were explored in a report by the National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health 

(NCCMH).  

 

This piece of work prompted HEE to ask us to consider widening the brief to understand all graduates’ 

attitudes to mental health careers. Through a series of discussions with HEE and stakeholders, the 

Attitudes project focused on Mental Health Nursing and initially Mental Health Occupational Therapy as key 

shortage areas. The focus on mental health nursing led us to widen the brief from all graduates to all 

people. This was in recognition that the undergraduate route is the most common pathway into mental 

health nursing.  

 

2.2 Initial objectives 
The initial objectives of the project were:   

 

• To explore attitudes towards nursing, allied health professions and psychological mental health careers 

in the NHS with the goal of influencing a promotional campaign. 

• To utilise the findings to make recommendations to enhance targeted promotional campaigns for 

mental health roles. 
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In the course of the project, it became clear that it made more sense to focus on selected mental health 

roles/professions that struggled to recruit the most. The ones that were identified were mental health 

nursing and occupational therapy in mental health.  

 

2.3 Our approach  

 
2.3.1 Literature review 
We commissioned a literature review of attitudes towards mental health careers to understand what 

information was already available. Once we had identified mental health nursing and mental health 

occupational therapy as target professions, we commissioned the Nuffield Trust to review the available 

evidence and literature.  

 

The Nuffield Trust found limited information specific to mental health nursing and very little relating to 

occupational therapy. The findings of this report are summarised later in this document and the full report 

can be found in Annex 3. 

 

2.3.2 Survey on attitudes  
The survey was based on the limited but potentially generalisable findings of the literature review, the 

findings from our other projects, consultation with our Clinical Professor of Nursing, and input from an 

expert reference group. We commissioned Qualtrics to conduct focus groups on attitudes to mental health 

nursing with over 700 people in two groups – psychology graduates and the ‘general public’.  

 

Throughout this process we struggled to engage widely with occupational therapists. The surveying 

organisations that we spoke with also did not have access to them. We held a series of positive discussions 

with the Royal College of Occupational Therapists but survey participation was low and has not been 

included in our analysis.  

 

Counsellors and psychotherapists were identified as a further information gap. We worked with the British 

Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) to conduct a survey among their members. 

Participation was similarly low and again is not included in our analysis.   

 

3. Related projects  
The sections below provide a summary of the work that have fed into the attitudes project. We draw out the 

relevant findings to, understanding attitudes towards mental health careers, and how they have informed 

this piece of work.  
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3.1 Supporting promotion of mental health careers and developing psychology graduate 

career pathways 
We profiled mental health careers, mapped training and career pathways and recommended 

improvements. We also investigated psychology graduates’ attitudes to mental health careers. The latter 

work was led by the National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health (NCCMH) and focused primarily on 

the psychological professions. The report is included in Annex 1.  

 

The findings prompted HEE to ask us to consider all people’s attitudes to mental health careers. This led 

directly to the attitudes project covered in this document. Many findings from the research are relevant to 

this project and informed questions for our survey on attitudes towards mental health careers. 

 

The work revealed that psychology graduates show a high level of interest in mental health careers. 

However, this interest is largely focussed on psychological professions. Many were not aware of other 

career options, particularly mental health nursing. It was felt that psychology graduates may provide a 

highly receptive audience to a promotions campaign for mental health careers outside of the psychological 

professions. This led us to further explore whether psychology graduates might be interested in mental 

health careers.  

 

3.1.1 Relevant Findings  

 
Psychology graduates:  
 
• Most psychology graduates are interested in a mental health career. 

 

• Personal experience of a mental health problem is the primary motivator for students pursuing a career 

in mental health and for studying psychology. 

 

• Psychology students tend to be unaware of the range of mental health careers available.  

 

• Most psychology students who are interested in a mental health career are focussed on clinical 

psychology. 

 

• Psychology students reported a lack of career advice and opportunities for work experience. 

 

• Many psychology students did not view the NHS as a positive place to work citing issues such as 

‘underpaid and overworked’.  
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Mental health nursing and Occupational Therapists:  
 
• Mental health nursing students tend to be more male, more ethnically diverse and older than the other 

nursing specialities.  

 

• Occupational therapy students are overwhelmingly female and also tend to be older than other student 

groups. 

 

3.2 Psychology Graduates – Mental Health Nursing 
We were asked to undertake a rapid review of training to begin to understand the options and barriers for 

psychology and other graduates to accessing a career in mental health nursing. This necessarily focused 

on postgraduate courses and identified the courses available, access requirements, financial barriers and 

varying models of delivery across England. The full report can be found in Annex 2.  

 

3.2.1 Relevant Findings 

• Application numbers appear sufficient to fill existing course places. This means additional training 

capacity is needed to enable more psychology graduates’ access via the postgraduate route. 

 

• These courses take a minimum of 24-26 months to complete and require 2,300 hours of theory and 

2,300 hours of practice. This is necessary to meet the Nursing and Midwifery Council’s (NMC) 

requirements for registration. 

 

• 2-6 months’ worth of practice hours are to be completed prior to the course for all but one training 

provider. 

 

• It is difficult to find information about these courses and how you acquire the theory and practice hours. 

 

• These courses cost c.£25,000. While there are maintenance grants and loans available students are 

still likely to require additional funds to support themselves through the duration of the course. 

 

• These courses are full time which can make it difficult for students to work to support themselves. 

Financially they can compare poorly to other options for psychology graduates interested in a mental 

health career.  IAPT training is a key comparator as fees are paid and trainees receive salaries.  
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4. The Attitudes Project 
 

4.1 Literature Review  
We commissioned the Nuffield Trust to undertake an evidence review on attitudes towards mental health 

careers. The review excluded doctors in line with the project objectives.  

 

The research revealed that there is a lack of published evidence specifically on mental health 

roles/professions in England. While some research did relate to mental health nursing, no articles were 

found relating to mental health occupational therapy. Instead, the approach was to learn lessons from 

existing research into people’s attitudes and choices towards all clinical careers in England and similar 

health settings beyond mental health. 

 

4.1.2 Findings  
The findings of this report are summarised in the diagram below which outlines the key themes: 
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The Nuffield Trust identified some key factors that might affect attitudes to a mental heatlh career: 

 

• Perceived status – negative perceptions and opinions around mental health may lead to a lower 

perceived status of mental health clinicians versus physical health professionals 

 

• The role – the large number of mental health careers and the complexity of entry requirements, career 

progression and education and training can be difficult to understand 

 

• Exposure – early exposure to mental health services and roles may be less common than exposure to 

physical health services. This could lead to lower overall awareness of these careers. 

 

• Age – mental health nursing is a more common choice among older students than other strands of 

nursing. 

 

• Gender – evidence suggests that mental health nursing in particular may appeal more to men than the 

other nursing specialities. 

 

4.2 Survey on attitudes towards mental health nursing and occupational therapy  
Based on the findings outlined in the sections above, we then commissioned a survey to gain further insight 

into attitudes towards mental health nursing and occupational therapy. Survey questions were put together 

with the help of experts and based off the key themes uncovered by the literature review and our other 

projects.   

 

Unfortunately, the survey on occupational therapists did not gather enough responses and was therefore 

not included in the analysis.  

 

4.2.1 Mental health nursing survey method 
The survey’s main lines of enquiry were:  

• Would psychology graduates consider a career in mental health nursing?  

 

• How does the general public feel about a career in mental health nursing?  

o Which groups are more likely to consider it (gender, age)?  

 

• Why do people consider a career in mental health nursing or not?  

 

• What are the general perceptions of mental health nursing that may impact career choice?  

o Gender 

o Status 

o Employment terms 
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• What influences people in their opinion?  

 

The survey ran from Friday 10th April to Friday 24th April 2020 and was undertaken by Qualtrics. The 

survey had 32 questions (see Appendix 2), which produced 715 complete responses from individual 

respondents.  

 

The survey was developed and distributed via: 

 

• Psychology graduate and undergraduate panels and general public panels provided by Qualtrics.  

• Distribution of the survey link through Unit social media and communications channels. 

 

4.2.3 Occupational therapy survey method 
Occupational therapy studies are not specialised in mental or physical health. Deciding on a mental health 

career is therefore likely to occur during studies. Based on this assumption, we put together a survey 

addressed at students in occupational therapy and occupational therapists working in the profession. The 

main lines of enquiry were (see Appendix 3 for detailed questions):  

 

• Why do students consider working in mental health or not? 

  

• What are the perceptions of occupational therapists in mental health?  

o Gendered 

o Status 

o Employment terms  

 

• What influences occupational therapists in their opinion on working in mental health?  

 

The survey component of the Attitudes project ran from Friday 10th April to Friday 24th April 2020 and was 

undertaken by Qualtrics and gathered 43 responses. We did not further analyse the survey due to the low 

response rate.  

 

4.3 Survey Findings  
In this section we summarise the main findings from the mental health nursing attitudes survey. A more 

detailed picture as well as information on participants’ backgrounds can be found in Appendix 1.  

 

These findings are further developed and combined with other evidence in the discussion section which 

inform our recommendations.  

 

Survey participants were in two groups:  
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1. Psychology students  

2. General population (participants not undertaking a degree in psychology) 

 

4.3.1 Would you currently consider a career in mental health nursing?   
• Psychology students: Psychology students were more likely to consider a career in mental health 

nursing (67%) than the general public (26%).  
 

• 26-35 year olds: the 26-35 years old group had a much larger share of participants interested in mental 

health nursing than the other age groups. People under 25 were least interested.   

 

• Men: 57% of general population male participants and around 50% of psychology graduate participants 

said they would consider a career in mental health nursing.  

 

4.3.2 Why mental health nursing?  

• Working with mental health patients: The most selected reason for people interested in a career in 

mental health nursing was “[participants] feelings about working with people with mental health 

problems”.  
 

• The challenges of the job: Participants from both groups who were considering a career in mental 

health nursing valued the challenges of the job - such as coping with high stress levels and aggressive 

behaviour. Conversely, the same reasons put many of those in the general population group off a 

career in mental health nursing. Participants considering a career in mental health nursing also ranked 

the “intellectual challenge” among the top reasons for considering it.  
 

• Employment terms: For general population participants not considering mental health nursing, the 

main factors were linked to employment terms (working hours, shift patterns, pay). Pay featured high in 

the list of factors that would need to change for participants to consider a career in mental health 

nursing for both groups.  For participants considering a career in mental health nursing, employment 

terms did not seem to be important.  

 

• Education cost and requirements: Education cost and requirements were at the bottom of the list of 

reasons across participant groups. We think it is likely that this is largely due to a lack of awareness 

around the details of funding and course requirements, but we do not have evidence for this.  
 

4.3.4 Perception of mental health nursing  
• Perceived status: Most participants from both groups thought of nursing as lower in status than 

doctors. Participants interested in a career in mental health nursing did not necessarily think of 

psychologists as higher in status whereas participants not interested in mental health nursing did. For 
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psychology students both those interested and not interested in a career in mental health nursing 

thought that psychologists were higher in status. 

 

• Perceived nature of the job: Participants across groups believed that nurses are at risk of violence 

and that mental health nursing is stressful. All groups thought of mental health nursing as rewarding.  

 
• Characteristics of MH nursing: Participants generally had a positive impression of mental health 

nurses’ characters. They were seen as being trustworthy and compassionate.  

 
• Career progression: Participants from both groups who were interested in working in mental health 

nursing, thought there was good career progression and academic development whereas participants 

who had said they were not interested tended to neither agree nor disagree with this statement.  

 

• Words associated with mental health nursing: Participants associated mental health nursing with 

words that are often characterised as female, such as “compassionate” and “caring”.1 Although the 

word “skilled” was among the top 5 selected words, scientific/professional words were not as commonly 

selected. Words relating to leadership or intellect were usually the least selected words.  

 

• General impression of mental health nursing and nursing: Overall, participants considering a 

career in mental health nursing had a more positive view of mental health nursing than those who did 

not. For the latter, their view of the profession was mostly mixed. Psychology students had a more 

favourable view of mental health nursing than the general population. Interestingly, when asked about 

nursing in general, participants from both groups had a more positive view compared to mental health 

nursing.  
 

4.3.5 Determinants/influencers 
Just over half of all participants indicated that the main contributor to their understanding of mental health 

were personal contacts/friends who are in the profession. This was followed by portrayals in media/TV 

programs.  

 

4.3.6 Limitations 

• Survey participant groups:  

o Our initial aim was for participants of up to 35 years. However, more than 56% of the general 

population group were over 35.  

 
1 Ross DA, Boatright D, Nunez-Smith M, Jordan A, Chekroud A, Moore EZ (2017), Differences in words used to 
describe racial and gender groups in Medical Student Performance Evaluations. PLoS ONE 12(8): e0181659. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0181659 
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o More than 75% of the general population group held an undergraduate, masters or PhD. This is 

much higher than estimates for the UK population. 2 

 

• The survey was distributed in the early days of the Covid crisis and this may have impacted response 

rates. It is possible that a more positive attitude towards health professionals in general could also have 

had an impact.  

  

• Since the Occupational Therapy survey did not get enough participants, we did not analyse the results 

further.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
2 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/11-01-2018/sfr247-higher-education-student-statistics/qualifications, last 
accessed on 03/06/2020 
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5. Discussion - What are attitudes towards mental health nursing?   
In this section, we synthesise and analyse the findings from the different pieces of work. This informs our 

recommendations to support HEE promoting mental health nursing careers building on the ‘We are the 

NHS’ nursing campaign.  

 

5.1 How is mental health nursing perceived?  
Each headline below addresses common perceptions that have come out of our survey and the other 

pieces of research for this project.  

 

5.1.1 Stressful, challenging and rewarding  
The Nuffield trust’s analysis showed that professions in this field were often seen as valuable but suffered 

from a poor image. Our survey came to similar conclusions.  

 

Most participants agreed that mental health nursing is rewarding. The top words associated with mental 

health nursing were all positive (caring, compassionate, skilled, brave and helpful). At the same time, they 

viewed mental health nursing as stressful and challenging with mental health nurses being at risk of 

violence.  

 

Survey participants strongly believed that both mental health nurses and general nurses are at risk of 

violence from patients. It was out of scope to investigate reasons for this and whether this perception is in 

line with reality. However, we do think it is important this is investigated further.  

 

Mental health nursing is seen as stressful and challenging. However, these are not necessarily seen as 

negatives. Participants who said they would consider a career in mental health nursing seem to relish these 

aspects, listing these challenges as main reasons for Their interest. At the same time, this factored highly 

for those not interested in mental health nursing.   

 

For psychology students specifically, participants not considering a career in mental health nursing did not 

rank the stressful and challenging nature of the job as reasons not to consider it. This might be because 

many psychology students might still consider alternative careers in mental health nursing that would have 

similar challenges.  

 

5.1.2 But what is mental health nursing?  
The Nuffield trust analysis shows that non-medical, clinical careers are not well understood. Studies with 

primary school, secondary school and university students found that there was limited awareness of 

healthcare professions even for more well-known areas such as nursing.3 Psychology students responding 

 
3 Research Works Limited, Male participation in nursing and allied health higher education courses (January 2020), 
Prepared for Office for Students, p.35 
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to the focus group for the NCCMH report confirmed that they had a poor understanding of mental health 

nursing. This is of particular note given the high level of psychology graduate interest in a mental health 

career.  

 

Our project on mental health careers4 highlighted that understanding of the different roles is not even 

necessarily clear among NHS staff themselves. Mental health nurses in particular indicated that 

competencies for their profession and role distinction were not clear. It is not surprising then, that those 

outside of the NHS find this complex.   

 

Exposure to the profession may help address this. Research has shown that being exposed to professions 

is often a key factor for people going into that profession5. There is no reason to believe that this would be 

different for mental health nursing. Studies show that students want to be introduced earlier to the range of 

career opportunities that would apply to them and that they value experience to make career decisions.6  

 

5.1.3 Mental health nurses are not leaders  
The Nuffield Trust report notes a perceived hierarchy in clinical professions with medics at the top. Our 

survey confirmed that participants saw mental health nurses as lower in status than doctors. Many 

participants also perceived them to be lower in status than psychologists. This indicates there is also a 

perceived hierarchy between mental health professions. This is despite mental health nurses being able to 

work at the same bands as psychologists and use psychological therapies as part of their role.   

 

Participants did not see mental health nurses as leaders in health care or society and leadership was not a 

word often associated with mental health nursing. In reality, mental health nurses can and do occupy 

leadership positions and are on par in decision making with other clinical professions.  

 

This perceived hierarchy and lack of leadership skills is likely to negatively impact people’s views on mental 

health nursing.  

 

5.1.4 Mental health nurses are not technical experts  
Our survey indicates that people might have a simplistic view of the mental health nursing skill set. Words 

such as “compassionate” and “caring” were the most associated with nursing. These are subjective 

concepts7 linked to virtues and values. The perception of these qualities is likely to shift the focus from the 

skills that nurses require. 8  

 
4 Supporting promotion of mental health careers and developing psychology graduate career pathways (April 2020) 
5 Nuffield trust review 
6 Research Works Limited, Male participation in nursing and allied health higher education courses (January 2020), 
Prepared for Office for Students 
7 Traynor, Michael (2017), Critical Resilience for Nurses, An Evidence-based Guide to Survival and Change in the 
Modern NHS, Routledge: London 
8 Traynor (2017) 
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In our survey, mental health nurses were not related to technical expertise. While the word “skilled” was 

highly associated with nursing, “scientific” ranked low on the list. This might again be because people lack 

understanding of the role and because of the portrayal of nursing.  

 

The picture is slightly less clear when it comes to the intellectual challenge of the role. The Nuffield trust 

review showed that nursing is not seen as an intellectual occupation. However, in our survey participants 

considering a career in mental health nursing ranked the “intellectual challenge” as a key motivator. This 

may reflect a naturally more positive perception of mental health nursing amongst those considering it as a 

career.  

 

5.1.5 Mental health nurses are women  
Mental health nursing is often seen as more male than other nursing specialities, but our mental health 

careers project has shown the actual difference between them to be small. Interestingly, our survey has 

shown that out of participants considering mental health nursing more than half were male. This indicates 

that there is an interest among men to go into the profession, but this does not translate into similar 

numbers of men entering the profession.   

 

One of the main reasons for this is likely to be linked to the fact that mental health nursing is perceived as a 

female profession. In addition to being value based, the words “caring”, “compassionate” and “nurturing”, 

which were high up in the list of words associated with mental health nursing, are also often associated with 

women9. 

 

The female stereotype may discourage men from going into the profession. This is reinforced by a study on 

male participation in allied health and higher education which found that female stereotypes were 

dissuading men from going into nursing.10 The study found that male students were conscious of these 

gendered aspects in marketing communications. Men also particularly factor pay, workload, career 

progression and status into their career decisions11, all of which are negatively perceived for mental health 

nursing.  

 

The words “compassionate” and “caring” are also commonly used in NHS recruitment. Yet, neither NHS 

careers nor RCN highlight compassion as a prime requirement for nursing.12   

 
9 Ross DA, Boatright D, Nunez-Smith M, Jordan A, Chekroud A, Moore EZ (2017), Differences in words used to 
describe racial and gender groups in Medical Student Performance Evaluations. PLoS ONE 12(8): e0181659. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0181659 
10 Research Works Limited, Male participation in nursing and allied health higher education courses (January 2020), 
Prepared for Office for Students 
11 Research Works Limited, Male participation in nursing and allied health higher education courses (January 2020), 
Prepared for Office for Students 
12 Traynor (2017) 
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5.1.6 Mental health nursing is badly paid and has poor working conditions  
Low pay is a reoccurring theme in our research on mental health nursing. Participants who were not 

considering a career in mental health nursing think of it as being badly paid and selected this as one of the 

top factors that would need to change. Other employment terms such as shift patterns were also seen as 

negative factors.   

 

Attitudes towards career progression in mental health nursing were mixed. Most participants neither agreed 

nor disagreed on whether mental health nursing has good career progression. This might point to the fact 

that people do not have a good understanding of career progression. Our project on mental health careers 

has shown that even nurses themselves do not necessarily have a good understanding of all the career 

progression opportunities.  

 

5.1.7 Is a degree in mental health nursing worth the investment?  
The Nuffield Trust’s research suggested that people may be put off by education costs and the time 

requirement to undertake studies in non-clinical careers. Our survey found that these factors were not 

primary reasons for people not to consider mental health nursing.  

 

However, this does not necessarily mean it is not preventing interest in mental health nursing from 

translating into entry to the profession. Participants were asked whether they would consider a career in 

mental health nursing, not whether they were at the stage of actively engaging with this option. Participants 

who were not interested in mental health nursing are unlikely to have gone as far as evaluating practical 

considerations. Those who are considering mental health nursing are equally unlikely to be at the stage of 

engaging with it on a more practical level. There is also likely to be confusion around this issue with people 

still being under the impression that these courses are funded.  

 

Our rapid review suggests that funding and the practice hours requirement for postgraduate nursing 

degrees would in fact represent significant barriers.  

 

5.2 Who is interested in mental health nursing? 
 

5.2.1 A surprising amount of the general population  
Almost 1 in 4 of our participants said they would consider a career in mental health nursing. While we do 

not have figures to compare this to, the literature review and discussion with stakeholders indicated that 

mental health nursing was not a popular career choice. This result seems comparatively high. However, we 

need to bear in mind that considering a career in something is not the same as then actually taking the 

steps to get into it.  
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5.2.2 Psychology students 
Our survey showed that psychology students are more interested in mental health nursing than the general 

population. The previously conducted psychology graduate attitudes research showed that many 

psychology students were interested in mental health careers which might extend to mental health nursing.  

At the same time, the psychology graduate research has shown that they may not necessarily be aware of 

mental health nursing as a career option.  

 

To enter mental health nursing, psychology graduates most likely route would be a postgraduate degree in 

mental health nursing. Our rapid review has shown that postgraduate courses have sufficient applications 

to fill places. Additional places would need to be made available to enable psychology graduates to access 

mental health nursing careers by this route.  

 

5.2.3 26-35-year olds 
This age group is the most interested out of the general population. This is in line with the average age of 

the mental health nursing student population which tends to be higher than the average student population.  

 

Among the survey participants, the majority are currently working full time (81%) and 97% of them have an 

undergraduate degree or higher (a third have a master). This audience would therefore qualify for a 

postgraduate degree. As highlighted for psychology graduates above, even if more were done to attract this 

population additional postgraduate places would need to be made available. Most mental health nurses still 

enter via the undergraduate route.  

 

5.2.4 Men 
In our survey, out of the general population there were more men than women interested in mental health 

nursing (57% vs. 43%). Yet, mental health nursing is still a predominantly female profession as shown in 

our mental health careers project. The reasons stated above including the gender stereotype, perception 

around pay, career progression and status are likely to keep more men from going into the profession.   

 

5.3 Who is not interested in mental health nursing? 
 

5.3.1 Younger people   
Our survey shows that younger audiences (under 25) were the least interested in mental health nursing. 

However, there were also fewer of them surveyed (n=70). The Nuffield trust study has shown that exposure 

is a key determinant in choosing clinical careers. They note that this may contribute to lower awareness of 

mental health roles due to more limited or later exposure to services. This later exposure to service may 

partly explain the generally higher age of mental health nursing cohorts.  
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5.4 Who or what influences people in their opinions and motivations?  
 

5.4.1 Personal contacts over TV and media   
Our participants believe that personal contacts/friends who are in the profession are the bigger influence on 

participants attitudes towards mental health nursing than TV/media. This confirms findings by the Nuffield 

Trust who argue that relatives and close acquaintances as well as career advisors have an important impact 

on people’s attitudes towards non-medical careers. 

 

This will also include mental health nurses talking about their profession. Negative work experiences are 

likely to get passed on. Any effort to promote mental health nursing will therefore need to think about the 

current working conditions of nurses and what can be done to improve these. 

 

5.4.2 Personal experience is a key motivator  
The Nuffield Trust review suggests that personal experience of a mental health problem, or via a family 

member or friend, is a key motivator for choosing a mental health career. This was also found in the 

psychology graduate research which underlined the importance of personal factors as a motivation for 

studying psychology.  
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6. What we recommend  
We have drawn upon the strands of work to provide a set of recommendations. A number of these are 

specific to mental health nursing where others have wider applicability.  

 

Recommendation 1. To ensure any promotions activity for mental health careers is not 
carried out in isolation 
 

The expert reference group was clear that a promotions campaign alone will have limited impact. The 

evidence we have described in this document supports and reinforces this assertion.  

 

While much of this is outside the direct remit of Health Education England and beyond the scope of a 

promotion campaign, it is recommended that HEE use influence to leverage change in the following areas: 

 

1.1 Understand and address the perception around exposure to violence – This perception discouraged 

some survey participants from considering a career in mental health nursing. Further work with nurses and 

relevant stakeholders should be undertaken to investigate this. 

 

1.2 Improve mental health nursing role clarity – We have evidence that people are not always clear about 

the role of mental health nurses and this includes staff within the NHS. We acknowledge and endorse the 

work that HEE and Skills for Health have done developing mental health nursing competency frameworks 

which may help with this. We suggest addressing the following factors by working with nurses, training 

providers, Arm Length Bodies, nursing bodies and employers: 

 

1.2.1 Work with schools and universities to enhance exposure to work experience and placements 

 

1.2.2 Improve knowledge, marketing materials and awareness of mental health nursing among 

those providing careers advice. A promotions campaign may help address this in part, but we 

suggest wider activity would have greater impact 

 

1.2.3 Work with media and journalists outside direct promotional activity to develop accurate and 

positive portrayals of mental health nursing in popular culture. Recommendations we make below 

should provide insights around elements to consider emphasising  

 

1.3 Encourage those working within a mental health role to portray it positively and support employers to 

enable this – We have seen how important exposure to health professionals can potentially be for those 

choosing a career and we have no reason to assume this is any different for mental health careers. It is 

therefore important for those working in a mental health role to portray it positively. However, there is also a 

responsibility for employers in ensuring that wherever possible, this is easy for professionals to do. 

Employers should support their staff to feel psychologically safe, valued and rewarded.  



26 
 

Recommendation 2. Any promotions campaign should account for personal experience of 
mental health issues as a primary motivator for those considering a mental health career 
 

All the evidence we have reviewed has highlighted personal experience as the key motivator for those 

wanting to work in mental health. This can be one’s own experience or that of a friend or family member. 

We are not experts in marketing, promotions nor public relations so do not make recommendations on how 

this might be capitalised on.  

 

Recommendation 3. A Promotions campaign should move away from gendered portrayals 
and emphasise the mental health nurses are extremely skilled professionals 
 

Mental health nursing student cohorts have a slightly higher proportion of men than other specialities, but it 

remains an overwhelmingly female profession.  

 

Nursing campaigns have often portrayed nurses being ‘compassionate’, ‘nurturing’ and ‘caring’. Some 

would primarily associate these descriptions in gendered terms as female. This is borne out in the work we 

have done.  

 

We recommend that the skills sets deployed by mental health nurses are emphasised and that potentially 

gender associated terms are neutralised or balanced.  

 

Recommendation 4. A promotions campaign should acknowledge the positive aspects of a 
challenging and stressful role as a mental health nurse 
 

Many participants in our survey responded positively to the notions of challenge and stress – citing these 

as motivations for considering the role. While these words can have negative connotations for some, for 

others they appear attractive. The design and messaging of a promotions campaign should seek to 

capitalise on this and not shy away from it.  

 

Recommendation 5. Mental health nurses should be portrayed as potential and actual 
leaders 
 

Many of our survey respondents did not associate leadership and status with mental health nursing. This 

can put people off as it gives an impression of limited career progression and a low status role – neither of 

which are true.  

 

There is work outside of a promotions campaign that needs to be done to challenge this view, but any 

campaign should capitalise on the strong leadership that already exists within mental health nursing and 

make career progression opportunities clear. 
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Recommendation 6. A promotions campaign should emphasise the positive aspects of 
NHS employment terms and career progression 
 

Many people are put off from considering mental health nursing by a perception of poor pay and career 

progression.  

 

This perception should be countered by an emphasis on comparative graduate pay, pension benefits, job 

stability, career progression opportunities (academic, clinical and managerial/leadership) and job variety. A 

further example of this is the traditional negative perception of shift work in the NHS versus other industries 

who may talk about the ability to work flexibility around family commitments.  

 

Recommendation 7. A mental health nursing promotions campaign should focus on 
psychology and other graduates, but further work is required to remove barriers they may 
encounter when accessing training 
 

It is clear that psychology graduates have a higher than average interest in a mental health career. It is also 

clear from our focus group that our sample were disproportionately interested in considering mental health 

nursing as a career.  

 

However, our review of postgraduate courses suggests there are significant potential barriers for 

psychology and other graduates in accessing these courses. Health Education England should address the 

issues raised in our review of postgraduate mental health nursing courses around awareness and 

information, funding, and practice hours.  

 

Expanding postgraduate nursing apprenticeships in mental health nursing could help overcome some of 

the issues we have highlighted relating to graduate entry into the profession.  

 

There are likely to be opportunities to encourage more creativity from training providers. Training providers 

could create combined degrees and sandwich programmes so that students can study psychology and 

mental health nursing in four years as part of an integrated masters. These could include opportunities to 

work in mental health over holidays combined with appropriately focused modules of study in psychology.  

We envisage a progression to a shortened nursing programme where hours of theory and practice have 

been counted thereby shortening or reducing the intensity of the nursing programme element.  

 

More fundamentally, work needs to be done to increase postgraduate course places as at present there is 

sufficient demand to fill those places available.  
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Recommendation 8. A mental health nursing promotions campaign should target those in 
the 26-35 age group, but further consideration of measures to support this group is 
required 
 

This age group is the most likely to be considering a career as a mental health nurse. This is supported by 

other evidence and the fact that mental health nursing cohorts tend to be older than other trainees.  

 

This age group may have different priorities and support requirements to younger groups. This needs to be 

explored further. Part time courses and further financial support may make it easier for this group to enter 

training. We also think there is a higher likelihood that a proportion of this group would favour accessing 

postgraduate training meaning a comprehensive response to recommendation 7 could have wider benefits.  

 

This recommendation does not suggest that other age groups should be ignored. In fact, we suggest 

further work to understand younger audiences’ motivations and capitalise on these would be extremely 

helpful. Our sample suggested this group are the least likely to consider a mental health nursing career and 

yet training infrastructure is most pertinent to this group (undergraduate courses being the main entry route 

is one example). 

 

Recommendation 9. Any promotions campaign should continually evolve in response to 
ongoing evaluation and account for new findings and developments 
 

Our expert reference group emphasised that a one-off promotions campaign is unlikely to have significant 

impact. As we have noted throughout our recommendations, impact would be further limited by being 

carried it out in isolation.  

 

We therefore recommend that thorough evaluation is carried out through the lifespan of any campaign, and 

that any campaign is flexible enough to respond to developments.  

 

Recommendation 10. Employers should be supported to value, reward, and support their 
staff to make the NHS an attractive place to work 
 

We believe this to be hugely important – people will want to work and stay in an environment that is 

supportive, encourages psychological safety, and recognises the intrinsically challenging and stressful 

nature of being a clinician. The pandemic has focused the minds of many on the value of the NHS. 

However, this will be quickly forgotten if the negative perceptions of working within it, as identified in the 

literature, persist.   
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7. Conclusion 
We need to build on the ‘We are the NHS’ nursing campaign in any further promotion activity. This 

campaign successfully demonstrates the range of nursing but the specifics around mental health are 

limited. Some of the evidence highlighted below suggests areas that would benefit from further design and 

development specific to mental health nursing which are picked up in our recommendations.  

 

We have a unique opportunity to capitalise on the positive profile and interest in health careers resulting 

from the pandemic. We also recognise that the pandemic has restricted opportunities for graduates and 

nursing and other mental health career offer many possibilities.  

 

We encourage swift action in adopting these recommendations by building, adapting and developing the 

work already done in ‘We are the NHS’ campaign.  
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Appendix 1 – survey results  
 

There was a total of 715 participants completing the survey, although not all participants consistently 

completed all questions. Participants were further divided into two groups: 

• Psychology undergraduates/graduates (n=356). Participants in this group will be referred to as 

“psychology students”.  

• The general population (n=359) designating everyone who did not indicate that they were a psychology 

graduate or student. Participants in this group will be referred to as “general population”.  

Our analysis below has split survey answers into these two groups.  

 

These two groups were at times further split based on whether they would or would not consider a career in 

mental health nursing as follows:  

• General population: 

o Participants stating they would not consider a career in mental health nursing referred to as “no 

to mh nursing” (n=178) 

o Participants stating they would consider a career in mental health nursing referred to as “yes to 

mh nursing” (n=88) 

o Participants stating that they did not know referred to as “don’t know” (n=75). Answers for this 

category were broken out where relevant  

• Psychology students:  

o Psychology students stating they would not consider a career in mental health nursing referred 

to as “no to mh nursing” (n=236) 

o Psychology students stating they would consider a career in mental health nursing referred to as 

“yes to mh nursing” (n=76) 

o Psychology students stating that they did not know referred to as “don’t know” (n=38).  

 

Participant background 
General population  
The gender spread of participants was roughly equal, with women accounting for 48% and men for 50%. 

Participants’ age groups are displayed below. Most participants were over 35 years old.  
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General population by age group 

 

Most participants in the general population group were white as per graph below. The group was more 

diverse than the UK census in terms of ethnicity.  

 
General population by ethnicity  

 

More than 75% of participants held a degree (BA, BSc) or master’s degree as per graph below. There was 

only a small proportion whose highest qualification was GCSE and A-levels.  
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“Other” participants group by highest level of education obtained  

 

Psychology students  
As with participants from the general population, psychology students were representative in terms of 

gender and diversity.  

 

There were slightly more female participants with 57% against 42% male participants. The graph below 

shows participants by age group.  

 

 
Psychology students – age groups 
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Most participants were white as per graph below. The survey participants were more diverse than the 

general UK census.  

 
Psychology students – ethnicity  

 

Out of all psychology students, 68% (n=113) were undergraduate students and the remaining 32% (n=243) 

graduates.  
 
 

Would you currently consider a career in mental health nursing?  
General population  
Out of the general population group, 26% of participants indicated that they would consider a career in 

mental health nursing as per graph below.  
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General population -  answer to question “Would you currently consider a career in mental health nursing?” 

 

By age group  
We further split the participants into age groups. The graph below shows that the 26-35 years old group 

had a much larger share of participants interested in mental health nursing than the other age groups.  

 

 

 
General population – “Would you currently consider a career in mental health nursing?” by age bracket 

 

By Gender 
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Out of the general population participants who said yes to mental health nursing, 57% (n=50) were male.  
 

Psychology students 
The graph below shows the answer to the question whether participants would consider a career in mental 

health nursing. Most participants (67%) answered with yes.  

 
Psychology students - Would you currently consider a career in mental health nursing? 

 

Reasons why participants would or wouldn’t consider mental health nursing  
General population  
Participants were asked what influenced their previous answer by selecting five reasons. The table below 

shows the answers ordered from most to least for no and yes to mh nursing. 

 

 Factors influencing answer on whether to go into mental health nursing ordered from most 
selected to least selected   
Position Participants having said no to MH nursing 

career 
Participants having said yes to MH 
nursing career 

1 The challenge of coping positively with 

disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

Your feelings about working with people with 

mental health problems 

2 The working patterns, e.g. shift work The challenge of coping positively with high 

levels of distress  

3 Your existing career plans The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

4 The challenge of coping positively with high 

levels of distress  

The challenge of coping positively with 

disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

5 The working hours The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 
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6 The working environment  of mental health 

nurses 

The range of specialist mental health area 

that mental health nurses work in 

7 The pay of mental health nurses The range of career opportunities open in the 

role 

8 The status of mental health nurses in 

healthcare settings 

The image you have of working with people 

with mental health problems 

9 Your feelings about working with people with 

mental health problems 

Your existing career plans 

10 The level of intellectual challenge in the role The status of mental health nurses in 

healthcare settings 

11 The range of career opportunities open in the 

role 

The image of mental health nurses 

12 The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 

The working environment  of mental health 

nurses 

13 The range of specialist mental health area 

that mental health nurses work in 

The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

14 The image you have of working with people 

with mental health problems 

The pay of mental health nurses 

15 The image of mental health nurses The working hours 

16 Financial cost of undertaking an additional 

degree 

Financial cost of undertaking an additional 

degree 

17 Time involved in undertaking an additional 

degree  

Time involved in undertaking an additional 

degree  
 

Participants in the no to mh nursing group were then asked what factors needed to change and what might 

influence them to consider training and working as a mental health nurse. The table below lists the factors 

in order of most to least selected.   
 

Factors impacting participants not considering a career in mental health nursing to 
consider a career in mental health nursing ordered by question and from most to 
least selected 
What factors would need to change for you to consider training and working as a 
mental health nurse? (select 5) 
1 Your existing career plans 

2 The challenge of coping positively with high levels of distress  

3 The challenge of coping positively with disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

4 The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

5 The pay of nurses 

6 The working hours 
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7 The working environment of nurses 

8 The range of career opportunities open in the role 

9 Your feelings about working with people with mental health problems 

10 The image you have of working with people with mental health problems 

11 The status of nurses in healthcare settings 

12 The availability of opportunities to continue to develop academically 

13 The image of mental health nurses 

14 The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

15 The range of specialist mental health area that mental health nurses work in 

What might influence you to consider a career in mental health nursing? (select 5) 
1 Better pay  

2 Working conditions 

3 Better understanding of the role 

4 
Better understanding of the wide range of career opportunities for mental health 

nurses 

5 
Better understanding of the wide range of specialities in which mental health 

nurses can work 

6 Career progression 

7 Better understanding of salary progression 

8 Research opportunities 

9 Other: 

 

Psychology students 
Participants were asked what influenced their previous answer by selecting five reasons. The table below 

shows the answers ordered from most to least for no and yes to mh nursing. 

 

 Factors influencing answer on whether to go into mental health nursing ordered from most 
selected to least selected   
Position Yes to mh nursing No to mh nursing  
1 Your feelings about working with people with 

mental health problems 

Your existing career plans 

2 The challenge of coping positively with high 

levels of distress  

The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

3 The level of intellectual challenge in the role The pay of mental health nurses 

4 The range of career opportunities open in the 

role 

The working environment  of mental health 

nurses 

5 The challenge of coping positively with 

disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

The working hours 
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6 The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 

The challenge of coping positively with 

disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

7 The range of specialist mental health area 

that mental health nurses work in 

The range of career opportunities open in the 

role 

8 The image you have of working with people 

with mental health problems 

The challenge of coping positively with high 

levels of distress  

9 The pay of mental health nurses The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 

10 The working environment  of mental health 

nurses 

The status of mental health nurses in 

healthcare settings 

11 The working hours Your feelings about working with people with 

mental health problems 

12 The working patterns, e.g. shift work The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

13 Your existing career plans The image you have of working with people 

with mental health problems 

14 The status of mental health nurses in 

healthcare settings 

The range of specialist mental health area 

that mental health nurses work in 

15 The image of mental health nurses Time involved in undertaking an additional 

degree  

16 Financial cost of undertaking an additional 

degree 

The image of mental health nurses 

17 Time involved in undertaking an additional 

degree  

Financial cost of undertaking an additional 

degree 
 

 

Participants in the no to mh nursing group were then asked what factors needed to change and what might 

influence them to consider training and working as a mental health nurse. The table below lists the factors 

in order of most to least selected.   
 

Factors impacting participants not considering a career in mental health nursing to 
consider a career in mental health nursing ordered by question and from most to 
least selected 
What factors would need to change for you to consider training and working as a 
mental health nurse? (select 5) 
1 The pay of nurses 

2 Your existing career plans 

3 The working hours 

4 The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

5 The working environment of nurses 
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6 The availability of opportunities to continue to develop academically 

7 The range of career opportunities open in the role 

8 The challenge of coping positively with high levels of distress  

9 The status of nurses in healthcare settings 

10 The challenge of coping positively with disturbed or aggressive behaviour 

11 Your feelings about working with people with mental health problems 

12 The image of mental health nurses 

13 The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

14 The range of specialist mental health area that mental health nurses work in 

15 The image you have of working with people with mental health problems 

What might influence you to consider a career in mental health nursing? (select 5) 
1 Better pay  

2 Career progression 

3 Better understanding of the wide range of career opportunities for mental health 

nurses 

4 Better understanding of salary progression 

5 Better understanding of the role 

6 Better understanding of the wide range of specialities in which mental health 

nurses can work 

7 Working conditions 

8 Research opportunities 

9 Other 

 

Perception of MH nursing  
General population 
All participants were then asked to rate a series of statements on mental health nursing, nursing and other 

professions. Answers are shown in the table below. The first table shows answers of all participants, the 

second of no to mh nursing and the third of yes to mh nursing. 

  



40 
 

 
General population - to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
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No to mh nursing - To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
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Yes to mh nursing - To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  

 

Participants were asked to pick five words they associated with nursing and then with mental health 

nursing. The table below shows words selected ordered from most to least selected and by participant 

group.   

 

Words associated with overall nursing and mental health nursing  
Overall nursing Mental health nursing 

No to MH nursing 

career 

Yes to MH nursing 

career 

No to MH nursing 

career 

Yes to MH nursing 

career 

Caring Caring Caring Caring 

Skilled Compassionate Compassionate Compassionate 

Compassionate Respected Skilled Skilled 

Helpful Skilled Brave Brave 

Nurturing Helpful Motivated Helpful 

Respected Nurturing Stressed Nurturing 

Motivated Brave Helpful Motivated 

Brave Motivated Nurturing Respected 

Stressed Stressed Respected Honest 
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Honest Honest Perceptive Intuitive 

Female Intellectual Intuitive Intellectual 

Leaders in 

healthcare 

Dependent Intellectual Stressed 

Perceptive Perceptive Honest Academic 

Intuitive Intuitive Technical experts Leaders in 

healthcare 

Authoritative Decision makers Decision makers Questioning 

Dependent Academic Leaders in 

healthcare 

Decision makers 

Intellectual Technical experts Dependent Perceptive 

Scientific Female Authoritative Obedient 

Academic Leaders in 

healthcare 

Questioning Charismatic 

Passive Obedient Female Dependent 

Autonomous Scientific Academic Authoritative 

Male Autonomous Scientific Intellectually 

rigorous 

Charismatic Leaders in society Male Leaders in society 

Obedient Authoritative Intellectually 

rigorous 

Technical experts 

Intellectually 

rigorous 

Questioning Passive Passive 

Questioning Intellectually 

rigorous 

Charismatic Scientific 

Decision makers Charismatic Leaders in society Male 

Leaders in society Passive Obedient Female 

Technical experts Male Autonomous Autonomous 

 

Participants were asked about their general impressions of mental health nursing. The graphs below 

provide a breakdown of answers for participants in the general population, the yes to mh nursing, no to mh 

nursing and don’t know group.  
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General population - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 

 
Yes to mh nursing - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 
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No to mh nursing - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 

 
Don’t know - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 

 

Participants were then asked how they would rate the overall impression of nursing and mental health 

nursing in society. The results are displayed in the graphs below.  
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General population - How would you rate the overall impression of all types of nurses in society? 

 
General population - How would you rate the overall impression of all types of mental health nursing in society? 

 

Psychology students 
All psychology students were then asked to rate a series of statements on mental health nursing, nursing 

and other professions. Answers are shown in the table below. The first table shows answers of all 

participants, the second of no to mh nursing and the third of yes to mh nursing. 
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All psychology students - to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
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No to mh nursing psychology students - To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
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Yes to mh nursing psychology students - To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  

 

Participants were asked to pick five words they associated with nursing and then with mental health 

nursing. The table below shows words selected ordered from most to least selected and by participant 

group.   

 

Words associated with overall nursing and mental health nursing 
Overall nursing Mental health nursing 

No to MH nursing Yes to MH nursing No to MH nursing Yes to MH nursing 

Caring Caring Caring Caring 

Skilled Helpful Compassionate Skilled 

Stressed Skilled Helpful Brave 

Compassionate Brave Skilled Helpful 

Helpful Compassionate Stressed Compassionate 

Nurturing Nurturing Respected Motivated 

Brave Honest Brave Respected 

Respected Respected Nurturing Nurturing 

Perceptive Motivated Motivated Honest 

Motivated Intellectual Honest Intuitive 
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Female Academic Intuitive Stressed 

Honest Stressed Academic Intellectual 

Decision makers Female Perceptive Perceptive 

Charismatic Leaders in 

healthcare 

Intellectual Charismatic 

Authoritative Charismatic Technical experts Leaders in 

healthcare 

Male Intuitive Decision makers Dependent 

Intellectual Perceptive Questioning Technical experts 

Obedient Passive Female Passive 

Dependent Scientific Dependent Decision makers 

Passive Technical experts Male Intellectually 

rigorous 

Scientific Dependent Charismatic Autonomous 

Academic Decision makers Scientific Academic 

Technical experts Leaders in society Authoritative Authoritative 

Intuitive Intellectually 

rigorous 

Leaders in 

healthcare 

Questioning 

Autonomous Male Autonomous Scientific 

Intellectually 

rigorous 

Obedient Passive Leaders in society 

Leaders in society Questioning Intellectually 

rigorous 

Obedient 

Questioning Authoritative Obedient Female 

Leaders in 

healthcare 

Autonomous Leaders in society Male 

No to MH nursing Yes to MH nursing No to MH nursing Yes to MH nursing 

Caring Caring Caring Caring 

Skilled Helpful Compassionate Skilled 

Stressed Skilled Helpful Brave 

Compassionate Brave Skilled Helpful 

Helpful Compassionate Stressed Compassionate 

Nurturing Nurturing Respected Motivated 

Brave Honest Brave Respected 

Respected Respected Nurturing Nurturing 

Perceptive Motivated Motivated Honest 

Motivated Intellectual Honest Intuitive 

Female Academic Intuitive Stressed 
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Honest Stressed Academic Intellectual 

Decision makers Female Perceptive Perceptive 

Charismatic Leaders in 

healthcare 

Intellectual Charismatic 

Authoritative Charismatic Technical experts Leaders in 

healthcare 

Male Intuitive Decision makers Dependent 

Intellectual Perceptive Questioning Technical experts 

Obedient Passive Female Passive 

Dependent Scientific Dependent Decision makers 

Passive Technical experts Male Intellectually 

rigorous 

 

Finally, participants were asked about their general impressions of mental health nursing. The graphs 

below provide a breakdown of answers for participants in the all psychology students group, the yes to mh 

nursing, no to mh nursing and don’t know group.  

 

 
All psychology students - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 
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Yes to mh nursing psychology students - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 

 

 
No to mh nursing psychology students - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 
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Don’t know psychology students - What impressions do you have generally of mental health nursing? 

 

Participants were asked how they would rate the overall impression of nursing and mental health nursing in 

society. The results are displayed in the graphs below.  

 

 
All psychology students - How would you rate the overall impression of all types of nurses in society? 
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All psychology students - How would you rate the overall impression of all types of mental health nursing in society? 

 

Determinants/influencers 
General population 
Participants were asked which factors had contributed to their understanding/impression of mental health 

nursing. They could choose between three factors. The graph below shows a breakdown. There are slight 

differences between people who said yes, no and I don’t know to a career in mental health nursing. Out of 

people having said yes, 56% attributed their understanding to personal contacts compared to 61% of 

people who had said no and 40% of people who did not know.  

 

 
General population - Which of these have contributed to your understanding / impression of the work of a mental 

health nurse? 
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Psychology students 
Participants were asked which factors had contributed to their understanding/impression of mental health 

nursing. They could choose between three factors as shown in the graph below.  There are slight 

differences between participant groups with 60% of participants in the yes group indicating that the main 

contributing factors were personal contacts compared to 54% for the no group and 50% for the don’t know 

group.  

 
All psychology students - Which of these have contributed to your understanding / impression of the work of a mental 

health nurse? 
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Appendix 2 – survey questions attitudes towards mental health nursing 
 

Document Information 
This document outlines the series of questions to be given to Qualtrics to conduct the survey to two 

audiences.   

 

• Audience 1: Psychology graduates and students (undergrad and postgrad). 

 

• Audience 2: Broader audience: members of the general public aged 18 – 30 (i.e. this age group might 

still be considering their career options). 

 

 

Questionnaire Sections 
1: Demographics 
Question Answers 
1.1 What is your gender? 1.1.1 Male 

1.1.2 Female 

1.1.3 Other 

1.2 What is your age?  

 

 

1.3 What is your ethnicity? 

 

1.3.1 White 
1.3.1.1 English / Welsh / Scottish / Northern Irish / British 

1.3.1.2 Irish 

1.3.1.3 Gypsy or Irish Traveller 

1.3.1.4 Other 

 

1.3.2 Mixed / multiple ethnic groups 
1.3.2.1 White and Black Caribbean 

1.3.2.2 White and Black African 

1.3.2.3 White and Asian 

1.3.2.4 Other 

 

1.3.3 Asian / Asian British 
1.3.3.1 Indian 

1.3.3.2 Pakistani 

1.3.3.3 Bangladeshi 

1.3.3.4 Chinese 

1.3.3.5 Other 
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1.3.4 Black / African / Caribbean / Black British 
1.3.4.1 African 

1.3.4.2 Caribbean 

1.3.4.3 Other 

 

1.3.5 Other Ethnic Group 
1.3.5.1 Arab 

1.3.5.2 Other 

1.4 What is your current or 

previous employment? 

 

 

1.5 Are you a Psychology 

undergraduate student? 

 

 

1.5.1 If yes, please 

indicate how many 

years you are into 

your degree. 

 

 

1.5.2 If not, please 

indicate the highest 

educational level 

you have achieved 

to date (tick one 

only)  

 

a) GCSE 

b) A Level 

c) Diploma 

d) Degree (BA, BSc) 

e) Master’s degree 

f) PhD 

g) Other- please state___________ 

 
2.1 Would you currently 

consider a career in 

mental health nursing? 

 

2.1.1 Y 

2.1.2 N 

2.1.3 I do not have enough of an understanding of this 

role.  

 

 

2.2 Please tick which of the 

following general issues 

about mental health 

nursing influenced your 

answer: 

2.2.1 Your existing career plans 

2.2.2 Your feelings about working with people with mental 

health problems 

2.2.3 The pay of mental health nurses 

2.2.4 The working environment of mental health nurses 
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2.2.5 The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 

2.2.6 The image of mental health nurses 

2.2.7 The status of mental health nurses in healthcare 

settings 

2.2.8 The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

2.2.9 The range of career opportunities open in the role 

2.2.10 The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

2.2.11 The working hours 

2.2.12 The range of specialist mental health area that 

mental health nurses work in 

2.2.13 The image you have of working with people with 

mental health problems 

2.2.14 The challenge of coping positively with high levels of 

distress  

2.2.15 The challenge of coping positively with disturbed or 

aggressive behaviour 

2.2.16 Financial cost of undertaking an additional degree 

2.2.17 Time involved in undertaking an additional degree 

2.3 What factors would 

need to change for you 

to consider training and 

working as a mental 

health nurse? 

2.3.1 Your existing career plans 

2.3.2 Your feelings about working with people with mental 

health problems 

2.3.3 The pay of nurses 

2.3.4 The working environment of nurses 

2.3.5 The availability of opportunities to continue to 

develop academically 

2.3.6 The image of mental health nurses 

2.3.7 The status of nurses in healthcare settings 

2.3.8 The level of intellectual challenge in the role 

2.3.9 The range of career opportunities open in the role 

2.3.10 The working patterns, e.g. shift work 

2.3.11 The working hours 

2.3.12 The range of specialist mental health area that 

MHNs work in 

2.3.13 The image you have of working with people with 

mental health problems 

2.3.14 The challenge of coping positively with high levels of 

distress  
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2.3.15 The challenge of coping positively with disturbed or 

aggressive behaviour 

 

2.4 If funding was provided 

for this course in the 

form of a loan, would 

you consider a career in 

mental health nursing? 

 

2.5 If funding was provided 

for this course in the 

form of a grant, would 

you consider a career in 

mental health nursing? 

 

2.6 If you answered “No” or 

“Not sure” to Q2.1.2, 

what might influence 

you to consider 

answering  “Yes” 

2.6.1 Better understanding of the role 

2.6.2 Better understanding of the wide range of 

specialities in which MHNs can work 

2.6.3 Better understanding of the wide range of career 

opportunities for MHNs 

2.6.4 Better pay  

2.6.5 Better understanding of salary progression 

2.6.6 Career progression 

2.6.7 Research opportunities 

2.6.8 Working conditions 

2.6.9 Other: ____ 

  

3 To what extent do you 

agree or disagree with 

the following 

statements? 

3.1 Mental health nurses and psychologists are equal in 

status 

3.2 Mental health nurses are junior to psychiatrists/doctors 

3.3 Nurses and doctors have equal influence in decisions 

about patient care 

3.4 Nurses and psychologists have equal influence in 

decisions about patient care 

3.5 Nurses and Occupational therapists…. 

3.6 Doctors are senior to nurses 

3.7 Psychologists are senior to nurses 

3.8 Nurses are at risk of violence from patients 

3.9 Mental health nursing is rewarding 

3.10 Mental health nursing has good career progression 
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3.11 Mental health nurses are more compassionate than 

the general population 

3.12 Mental health nurses are trustworthy 

3.13 Psychiatrists are trustworthy 

3.14 MHN is very stressful 

3.15 MHN pay is very good 

3.16 MHNs have no opportunities to develop 

academically after qualifying 

  

4 Which of the words 

below, if any do you 

associate with nursing? 

(Please tick all that 

apply) 

4.1 Caring 

4.2 Compassionate 

4.3 Nurturing 

4.4 Passive 

4.5 Skilled 

4.6 Technical experts 

4.7 Autonomous 

4.8 Dependent 

4.9 Stressed 

4.10 Intellectual 

4.11 Brave 

4.12 Scientific 

4.13 Academic 

4.14 Decision makers 

4.15 Leaders in healthcare 

4.16 Charismatic 

4.17 Intellectually rigorous 

4.18 Obedient 

4.19 Helpful 

4.20 Authoritative 

4.21 Questioning 

4.22 Perceptive 

4.23 Motivated 

4.24 Intuitive 

4.25 Respected 

4.26 Leaders in society 

4.27 Honest 

4.28 Male 

4.29 Female 
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5 Which words do you 

associate specifically 

with mental health 

nursing? 

5.1 Caring 

5.2 Compassionate 

5.3 Nurturing 

5.4 Skilled 

5.5 Technical experts 

5.6 Autonomous 

5.7 Dependent 

5.8 Stressed 

5.9 Intellectual 

5.10 Brave 

5.11 Scientific 

5.12 Academic 

5.13 Decision makers 

5.14 Leaders in healthcare 

5.15 Charismatic 

5.16 Intellectually rigorous 

5.17 Obedient 

5.18 Helpful 

5.19 Authoritative 

5.20 Questioning 

5.21 Perceptive 

5.22 Motivated 

5.23 Intuitive 

5.24 Respected 

5.25 Leaders in society 

5.26 Honest 

5.27 Male 

5.28 Female 

  

6 Do you have an 

impression of the work 

of a mental health 

nurse, either from? 

6.1 Personal contacts/ friends who are in the profession or 

(Y/ N) 

6.2 From portrayals in the media/ TV programs?    (Y/ N) 

6.3 Other (please state) 

  

7 What impressions do 

you have generally of 

the profession? (Please 

tick) 

7.1 Positive    

7.2 Negative 

7.3 Mixed 

7.4 No impressions 

  



62 
 

8 How would you rate the 

impression overall of all 

types of nurses in 

society? 

8.1 Positive    

8.2 Negative 

8.3 Neutral  

8.4 Mixed 

  

9 How would you rate the 

impression overall of 

mental health nurses in 

society? 

9.1 Positive    

9.2 Negative 

9.3 Neutral  

9.4 Mixed 
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Appendix 3 – Survey questions on attitudes towards occupational therapy 
in mental health settings  
 

Section 1: Demographics 
This section will collect background data on participants. Should be brief  

• Gender, age, ethnicity, current or previous employment.  

• For psychology undergraduates, questions relating to where they are in their degree  

• For OT undergraduates, questions relating to where they are in their degree  

All others: Please indicate the highest educational level you have achieved to date (tick one only)  

a) GCSE 

b) A Level 

c) Diploma 

d) Degree (BA, BSc) 

e) Master’s degree 

f) PhD 

g) Other- please state___________ 

 

Section 2: Interest in Occupational Therapy  
The section will help us understand whether the participants are considering or have considered a career in 

mental health (MH) occupational therapy (OT).  

 

2.1 Would you consider a career in mental health occupational therapy? (Y/N) 

 

• 2.1.1 – If yes, what are your top five reasons for considering a career as an occupational therapist in a 

mental health setting?  

o It matches my career ambitions 

o I have knowledge about the profession 

o Prospects for career progression 

o Salary 

o Financial cost of undertaking an additional degree is manageable 

o Time involved in undertaking an additional degree is reasonable 

o I feel sufficiently qualified  

o Intellectual challenge 

o The status of OTs in a mental health setting. 

o The status of OTs in society  

o Working environment i.e. hospitals, clinics 

o Work duration 

o Working in a mental health setting.  

o Other: ___ 
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• 2.1.2 If no, what are your top five reasons for not considering a career as an occupational therapist in a 

mental health setting?  

o Other career ambitions 

o I don’t know enough about it  

o Limited career progression 

o Salary 

o Financial cost of undertaking an additional degree 

o Time involved in undertaking an additional degree  

o I feel overqualified  

o Intellectual challenge 

o The status of OTs in healthcare 

o The status of OTs in society  

o Working environment i.e. hospitals, clinics 

o Work duration 

o Working in healthcare  

o Other: ___ 

 

• 2.2 – If no, which of your choices, if any, would need to change for you to consider a career as a mental 

health OT?  

o Other career ambitions 

o I don’t know enough about it  

o Limited career progression 

o Salary 

o Financial cost of undertaking an additional degree 

o Time involved in undertaking an additional degree  

o I feel overqualified  

o Intellectual challenge 

o The status of OTs in healthcare 

o The status of OTs in society  

o Working environment i.e. hospitals, clinics 

o Work duration 

o Working in healthcare  

o Other: ___ 

 

Section 3: Stigmas /  Attitudes to Working in Mental Health Settings 
• 3.1 – This will consist of a series of statements (below) where people chose how much they agree or 

disagree with a statement.  
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Statement Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neither agree 

nor disagree 

Agree Strongly  

e.g. I 
understand 

what the work 

of an 
occupational 

therapist entails 

     

 

• OTs and doctors have an equal say in deciding patient care 

• OTs and psychologists have an equal say in deciding patient care 

• Doctors are senior to OTs 

• Psychologists are senior to OTs 

• OTs are at risk of violence from patients 

• Mental health occupational therapy is rewarding 

• Mental health occupational therapy has a good path for career progression 

  

• Which words do you associate with Occupational Therapy? 

o Caring 

o Compassionate 

o Nurturing 

o Skilled 

o Technical experts 

o Autonomous 

o Dependent 

o Stressed 

o Intellectual 

o Scientific 

o Academic 

o Decision makers 

o Leaders in healthcare 

o Charismatic 

o Intellectually rigorous 

o Obedient 

o Helpful 

o Questioning 

o Perceptive 

o Motivated 

o Intuitive 
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o Respected 

o Leaders in society 

o Honest 

o Empathetic 

 

• Which words do you associate with mental health Occupational Therapy? 

• Caring 

• Compassionate 

• Nurturing 

• Skilled 

• Technical experts 

• Autonomous 

• Dependent 

• Stressed 

• Intellectual 

• Scientific 

• Academic 

• Decision makers 

• Leaders in healthcare 

• Charismatic 

• Intellectually rigorous 

• Obedient 

• Helpful 

• Questioning 

• Perceptive 

• Motivated 

• Intuitive 

• Respected 

• Leaders in society 

• Honest 

• Empathetic 

 

• OTs are (please tick all that apply) 

o Caring 

o Compassionate 

o Nurturing 

o Skilled 

o Technical experts 
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o Autonomous 

o Dependent 

o Stressed 

o Intellectual 

o Scientific 

o Academic 

o Decision makers 

o Leaders in healthcare 

o Charismatic 

o Intellectually rigorous 

o Obedient 

o Helpful 

o Questioning 

o Perceptive 

o Motivated 

o Intuitive 

o Respected 

o Leaders in society 

o Honest 

 

Section 4: Factors Which Shape Opinion  
This section would be around the outside influences on people’s opinions (Occupational Therapy in mental 

health settings, the press etc.). Again, not sure yet how to best ask these questions.  

 

• Do you know anyone working in mental health occupational therapy?  

• If yes, what impression have they given you on mental health OT:  

o Positive 

o Negative 

o None  

• How do you think OTs are viewed generally? 

• How do you think mental health OTs are viewed generally?  

 

Section 5: Incentives  
Trying to understand what might make people more likely to go into Occupational Therapy within a mental 

health setting. 

Probably best to have this question directly after the barriers one above-e.g.  which of the points above 

would need to be removed for you to consider a career in MH OT?  

 

What else might be important to you in making this decision? 
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o Financial prospects? Increased understanding of salary progression 

o Career progression 

o Research opportunities 

o Working conditions 

o An interest in mental health 

o Other: ____ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


