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' INTRODUCTION

Research can be emotionally demanding, particularly when addressing
certain topics or working within challenging environments. The mental
health and well-being of researchers are often overlooked, despite their
crucial role in producing high-quality, impactful, and meaningful
research.

These guidelines have been co-designed with an advisory group across
sectors, disciplines, and roles. The co-designed guidelines were based
on extensive research into best practices for supporting researchers
engaged in emotionally demanding research across academic and non-
academic contexts. They aim to foster a culture of care, inclusivity, and
psychological awareness that prioritizes researchers' well-being at every
level of the research ecosystem.

These guidelines are designed for academic and non-academic research
contexts and includes: organizations and academic institutions; funders
and research councils; conferences; line managers, principle
investigators and supervisors; and also the individual researcher.

By addressing each of these groups, the guidelines offer actionable
steps to create safer, more supportive environments for researchers,
ensuring that their mental health is protected without compromising their
professional contributions.

The open access link to this paper can be found here:
https://doi.org/10.1080/17482631.2025.2464380.

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS

demanding research

Emotionally demanding
research requires “a tremendous
amount of mental, emotional, or

physical energy and potentially
affects or depletes the
researcher’s health or well-
being.” [1]

Psychologically
informed

S

Psychologically informed
approaches, as part of the
psychologically informed
environment (PIE) model, are
concerned with understanding the
emotional and psychological needs
of people and tailoring interactions
and support accordingly. [2]

Mental health

Mental health is more than just the
absence of mental illness. It
encompasses indicators of both
mental illness and mental well-being.
(3) The World Health Organization
define mental health as “a state of
well-being that enables people to
cope with the stresses of life, realize
their abilities, learn well and work
well, and contribute to their
community.” [4]

—
_—_% Content notes

Content notes are short overviews
of the presentation (including
posters) or meeting topics. They
state the potentially emotionally
demanding topics or methods that
will be discussed. This provides
attendees with insight into the
nature of the talk and a choice
whether to engage with the content.

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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"% \WHO ARE THESE GUIDELINES FOR?

The responsibility for fostering a supportive research
environment extends beyond individual researchers. The
collective effort of peers, mentors, institutions, and their own
community plays a pivotal role in creating an inclusive and
supportive atmosphere.

ORGANIZATIONS

Academic (Universities or higher
. education institutions and their
Deliberate and o
proactive investment affiliated research centers) and non-
and resource is academic institutions, companies or
required from agencies (e.g., local, national or
organizations for best international organisations or non-
practice in emotionally . .
demanding research. profit/charity groups) that engage
researchers in research activities.

N\

FUNDERS/ RESEARCH COUNCILS

) Funders/research
Research funders may include councils’ have a key
government bodies, academic role in providing
institutions, industry partners, or financial support to

facilitate research.

N\

charitable organisations

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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CONFERENCES

Large-scale gatherings arranged by organisations or
professional governing bodies, or smaller, more
focused meetings, depending on the context and

purpose.

LINE MANAGERS/PRINCIPAL
INVESTIGATORS/SUPERVISORS

Individuals responsible to oversee and manage the
delivery of a research project and therefore the team
they support. They may also have additional roles
such as academic/teaching responsibilities including
supervising PhD students.

INDIVIDUAL
RESEARCHER

A researcher may also .
e e Someone engaged in
identities, for example research in a variety of fields

an academic and disciplines, including
rezeariﬁerdv‘;’?o_ G academia, industry, and
as tive vin c - .
VG public, private, and third
experience. ) )
sector organisations.

N\

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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05 How T0 USE THESE GUIDELINES

Not everything will work or be relevant

:__J - .
1 ri m oX for everyone. Rather, this is more a

“toolbox” that you can draw upon and
tailor to your own context.

e Treat topics deemed 'sensitive’ with care, as such judgments are
subjective and shaped by individual experiences.

e Be mindful that individuals can occupy multiple roles (e.g., researcher,
academic, person with lived experience), and these roles often
intersect to enhance research, policy, and practice.

e Regularly revisit the guidelines to reflect evolving sensitivities and
adapt to individual needs and preferences.

e Recognize what is already working — and continue to do that! We
recognize that organizations and their researchers often have
established research policies and procedures. These guidelines have
been designed to be used in conjunction with and to complement
these existing practices and strategies, thereby expanding their
research 'toolbox'.

e We recognize that the level of resource available to implement these
guidelines will vary across different organizations, and that additional
investment and buy-in is likely needed to increase the effectiveness of
the guidelines’ implementation

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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06 ORGANIZATIONS & ACADEMIC

INSTITUTIONS
I —

1

Normalize the conversation that emotionally demanding research
can affect mental health [5,6]

This will help challenge mental health stigma and increase awareness that
researchers, not just participants, are impacted by emotionally demanding

research.
2 Adopting a
psychologically/trauma informed
approach

e A consistent 3 Provide access to tailored
psychologically-/trauma- mental health resource, not
informed approach across the only generic mental health
organisation/institution (i.e., support offered by the
whole systems approach) [7-11] organisation (e.g., Employee

Assistance Programmes) [14-
e Set meeting ground rules and 16, 6, 17]

etiquette (e.g., only sharing

agreed level of detail or _
TR EEVET e T Provide access to mental health

research) [12-13] support which can be tailored to
emotionally demanding research
experiences (e.g., reflective
practice, clinical supervision, or
bespoke counselling)

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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07 ORGANIZATIONS & ACADEMIC

INSTITUTIONS
I —

Provide access to peer support networks for those working in
emotionally demanding research [17-19]

Create opportunities for those working on emotionally demanding topics to
join peer support networks within the organization and/or academic
institution

o

Provide access to mentoring
schemes bespoke for those
working within emotionally

demanding research [20-22] o S
Allow flexibility with time

when working within
emotionally demanding

Provide trained mentors who can research

provide advice to support the welfare

of employees working in emotionally
demanding research Allow extra time to prepare,
deliver, analyse, and reflect on

the research when required
(e.g., limiting time spent on

Q emotionally demanding
v analysis)

-
& Y. as

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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08 ORGANIZATIONS & ACADEMIC

INSTITUTIONS
I —

7

Provide additional training for those involved in emotionally
demanding research (e.g., line managers, supervisors, Pls,
employees)

e Incorporate best practice in researcher mental health in emotionally
demanding topics in staff inductions (e.g., limiting unnecessary
exposure of material to others) [23-28]

e Psychologically informed or trauma-informed training [27,29]

e Training on how to effectively use guided reflection as a tool in
emotionally demanding research [24,30]

8

Ethics committees to consider impact of research on researchers’
mental health [31-34]

o Applications to include how the researchers’ mental health will be
looked after throughout the research

o Ethics committee members to signpost to resources for researcher
mental health (e.g., peer support networks, mental health support)

Nt What is one small step you can take as an

- . organization/academic instituition to promote mental

W 7 health? Use our dedicated notes page (p.16) to help plan
some goals

—

td

© 2025 University of Birmingham.



GUIDELINES // 2025

09 FUNDERS/RESEARCH COUNCILS
]
1 Include bespoke mental health support (e.g., counselling or
reflective practice) as part of eligible costs for applications [24,35]

Funders should recommend to applicants to consider including bespoke
mental health support as an eligible cost for emotionally demanding
research projects.

3

Ensure appropriate and Include a compulsory section
realistic timelines for grants on researcher mental health
including emotionally within applications on
demanding research emotionally demanding

research

e E.g. Qualitative projects
should be long enough to
allow breaks throughout data

collection Require applicants to state how

e E.g. Projects including researcher mental health is going
exposure to graphic to be looked after throughout the
material should be long proposed research

enough so researchers do
not have to work full time

NN/,
- /
on this type of data

? ;/ =

What is one small step you can take
as a funder/research council to
promote mental health? Use our

? dedicated notes page (p.16) to help

plan some goals

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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10 CONFERENCES
e —

1

Request and provide content nhotes on emotionally demanding
research

¢ Include content notes as part of abstract submission

 Include content notes and signposting information as part of conference
programme booklet

¢ Include content notes on session information outside of the room (i.e.,
before you go in) [36,37]

e Provide content notes on potentially emotionally demanding research
and provider a reminder at the start of presentation

2

Provide designated quiet rooms for attendees if they wish to take a
quiet break and/or decompress

Quiet rooms should be private and away from the noise of the conference.
These rooms should be supportive of a calm environment.

CLICK HERE, OR SCAN THE QR CODE, TO VIEW OR DOWNLOAD
OUR FREE DOCUMENT FOR GUIDANCE ON EMOTIONALLY
CHALLENGING TOPICS FOR CONFERENCE ORGANIZERS AND

DELEGATES w

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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11 CONFERENCES
I

Minimise risk of secondary
trauma by only sharing detail

Avoid reading potentially within the remit of the
sensitive quotes out loud, so presentation*
attendees have the choice
whether to read it e Only share information within
the remit and relevancy of the
This allows attendees the presentation, in alignment with
opportunity to decide for the content note* [38,39]
themselves whether they wish to
engage with specific quotes or not, e Set guidelines/ground rules for
reducing the risk of secondary how Q+A/panel discussions
trauma. will work (e.g., what is within

remit for taking questions on)

*Note. If content notes are provided at the different stages as
recommended above, then the risk of secondary trauma is reduced (as
attendees have the choice whether to engage with the talk or not). These
points are more in relation to ensuring the presentation covers content
within the remit of what was stated in the abstract and content notes.

NN/
®°% anl -
' =

‘ ‘ { -— W —
) - }

What is one small step you can take
as a conference organiser to
promote mental health? Use our
dedicated notes page (p.16) to help
plan some goals

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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LINE MANAGERS/PRINCIPAL
INVESTIGATORS (P1)/SUPERVISORS
I —

1

e At recruitment stage, be clear on the nature of the work that may be
emotionally demanding (e.qg., types of data, methods) [28]

Set clear expectations with the researcher

o Create a researcher mental health/self-care plan collaboratively
between researcher and supervisor/line manager to proactively identify
any support required [40,41]

o Allocate protected time for meetings on impact of research on mental
health (e.g., review self-care plan)

e Limit time on emotionally demanding research (e.g., a couple of days
per week) [28]

o Clarify boundaries of working relationship and signpost to organisational
level policies, procedures and resource when appropriate (e.qg.,
safeguarding protocols but also mental health support) [42]

e Signpost to peer support networks (e.g., communities of practice, buddy
systems) for additional informal support when working in emotionally
demanding areas [43]

e Discuss best practice on dissemination (e.g., working together with
participants to ensure they are comfortable with how stories are shared)

e Manage endings explicitly and healthily (e.g., exit interview or an
equivalent to reflect on what went well and what could have been done

differently)
» -
© 2025 University of Birmingham. I &\
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13 LINE MANAGERS/PRINCIPAL
INVESTIGATORS (P1)/SUPERVISORS

2

e Understand different learning
and communication styles and
personal experiences where
relevant to the research

Know your team

4

e Organize opportunities to get to Role model behaviour

know people outside of the work
environment , « Establishing and maintaining

boundaries between oneself
and the research

o Embodying healthy behaviours
like work-life balance and self-
care [23,46]

3

Offer opportunities for check-
ins and debriefs

o Offer opportunities for regular
general check-ins and debriefs
for the team and individual
researchers [17]

What is one small step you can take

e Organize regular check-ins
and debriefs especially during

periods of data collection and as a line manager/PI/supervisor to
analysis for the team and promote mental health? Use our
individual researchers [14,45] dedicated notes page (p.16) to help

plan some goals

© 2025 University of Birmingham.
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14 INDIVIDUAL RESEARCHER

I
1

Deliberate engagement in activities away from the research [56-65]

e Go for a walk [47,54]
e Listen to some music or a podcast [47,54]

e Engage in creative activities (e.g., painting, colouring, drawing) [55,56]

.

2

Proactive behaviours to look after own mental health

e Engage in reflective tools and techniques (e.g., journaling) [17, 23, 57-
61]

o Reflect on and integrate healthy lifestyle behaviours (e.g., physical
activity, balanced diet, good sleep hygiene) [57,62]

e Be aware of and set boundaries for one’s own limits (e.g., topics, types
of data) [28,43]

o Limit time when scheduling, processing, and analysing emotionally
demanding research (e.g., limiting number of interviews per day) [6,17
28,45]

\\ ///

_ ~_ What is one small step you can take as an individual
- W - research promote your mental health? Use our
dedicated notes page (p.16) to help plan some goals

© 2025 University of Birmingham.




15 MENTAL HEALTH SUPPORT AND RESOURCES

If you are struggling with your own mental health or would like some
help and support, there are several resources available:

UK NHS mental health services: Call 999 (for emergencies),
111, or attend your local NHS walk-in service
https://www.nhs.uk/Service-Search/Walk-in
centre/LocationSearch/663

Samaritans: Call 116 123 or visit
https://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-help/contact-
samaritan/

Call Papyrus Mental Health Hope-line: 0800 068 4141

Call SANEIline a national out-of-hours mental health helpline
offering specialist emotional support, guidance and information
to anyone affected by mental iliness, on 0300 304 7000 (open
4:30 to 10:30pm every day)

Mind: Visit https://www.mind.org.uk/information-
support/helplines/

For international emergency and non-emergency services and
resources, filter by the relevant country on websites such as
https://findahelpline.com/ or https://checkpointorg.com/global/.

Please also refer to the mental health support resources within your
own organisation, institution, and local services.
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