
Mental Health Wellbeing 
in Online Communities 

The Student Room 



Background 

In the past 12 months, we have had 1.4 million views 
of the discussions of our mental health forum, an 
increase of 20% YoY. The welfare of students/young 
people is our only concern, as young people rarely 
feel confident in discussing their mental health 
concerns in person. They don’t always ask their 
questions, with only 17.7k posts from users 
compared to pageviews this year.

We try and encourage an open, honest conversation 
in a safe space about mental health with peer to peer 
support. There is the anonymous posting option for 
those who do not wish to disclose their online identity 
when talking about sensitive issues. We choose not 
to prohibit these conversations, which could drive 
them underground. 





How we support 
users  

● We try to ensure any content romanticising 
mental ill-health is removed or reported. 
Automated features on our website ensure posts 
containing certain words (eg. ‘suicide’) are put 
into our moderation queue immediately, and 
brought to the attention of our fully trained 
moderation staff as top priority

● TSR is a community-moderated site, and all 
guests and members are able to report 
concerning posts, threads and private messages 
using the button in the top right hand corner of 
each. Volunteers also have the ability to ‘urgent 
report’ concerning posts, which removes the 
content from the public facing site until it has 
been reviewed. 



Dealing with posts 
about suicide 

● Our moderation policy helps to keep our users as safe as 
we can. We don’t permit the discussion of suicide or self 
harm on site, including speculative discussions.

● Our Peer Support Volunteer (PSV) team are a team of 
young people themselves who help to support users who 
are in distress, and have posted a thread/mentioned that 
they wish to serious self-harm/commit suicide. 

● The PSV team was founded by one of our previous 
senior volunteers, who is also a GP, and all volunteers 
that work in this team have been trained by the 
Samaritans and/or PAPYRUS and DBS checked. 



Peer Support 
Volunteer Process 

● The thread/post in question will be removed from the public 
site and into a private forum where that user can have a one 
to one conversation with one of our trained Peer Support 
Volunteers. 

● We remove content from the public site under the best-
practice guidance from Samaritans, both to protect other 
users from potentially triggering content, and to protect the 
member from unhelpful medical advice, or unkind comments 
from others

● When the content is moved from the site, the user will 
automatically receive a private message explaining the Peer 
Support process, and including essential information 
regarding the best support services for that person

● The PSV team will provide a tailored response to the user
● If possible, a post may be edited by the team and returned to 

the public site, or it may remain in the private forum





FAQ 
Sticky thread 
This sticky FAQ thread 
has information on a 
variety of mental health 
concerns for users to read 
through if they feel they 
don’t know where to start. 
We also have article 
content written by our in-
house team on various 
mental health issues that 
students may face.  



Key Challenges 

● Moderating a large community of vulnerable 
users, with a large portion of those users being 
under 18 years old with a variety of 
safeguarding issues

● Encouraging members to provide sensitive and 
useful advice, and steer clear of any unhelpful 
or wrong medical advice or debates in this 
particular forum is difficult 

● Current wait time for a response from the PSV 
team is around 24 hours. We can’t make a 
commitment about timings due to being short 
staffed. Ideal scenario would be having 
someone on call in a shift pattern, but we’re 
unable to commit to that at the moment.



Future goals 
There is always room to improve. A research 
piece from 2018 mentioned The Student 
Room as one of places where people would 
benefit from expert advice, as peer to peer 
isn’t always helpful or right. 

We are currently working with PAPYRUS to 
trial rolling banner ads on the bottom of our 
Mental Health forum that will take users to 
their website for further information on how to 
get help and support. We also hope to work 
with them further to see how a having their 
official presence could work on the site. 

https://medium.com/rsa-reports/listening-to-young-people-online-3c9e3eaa9162


Summary 
More young people than ever are turning to 
online communities to look for support and 
answers about mental health issues. 

Here at TSR, we take a proactive approach to 
ensure we try to support as many people as 
possible, whether they are members posting 
content or guests viewing it. 

Our PSV process is a well-established 
presence on the site that helps countless 
young people who feel they are not being 
heard, or are too scared to ask for help. We 
want our forum to be a safe space for young 
people, and work hard to achieve this.


