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Guide to Starting a Mental Health and Wellbeing Group at your University.
Why bother? 
· there isn’t already a student organisation that deals with this subject

· you see a chance to benefit other students

· you feel you have the time and inclination to commit long term

· if you’d like to provide a social outlet that is inclusive to all students, and an alternative to alcohol-related activities. 

Research

You first job is to ensure that there is not already a group with a similar remit in existence at your university. It’s pointless to try to set up in opposition, and the Students’ Union would be unlikely to grant official recognition to a society. 

Is there sufficient interest? If you intend to register as an official society you will need signatures to prove that there is. Survey your fellow students to determine whether there is a need. Ask around, gather evidence. 

Find similar groups in other universities; contact them and ask for tips. Visit www.mentalwealthuk.com to find out more about other mental health groups and for advice on starting yours. Speak to the university counselling team and the welfare office and ask how they think you might be able to have a positive impact on student wellbeing.

Update your knowledge. It will be useful for you to you know a little bit about mental health. 

 “Mental health is a state of well-being in which the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to his or her community.” World Health Organization (www.who.int)

How can you apply this in your environment? How can you help your fellow students become more able to cope with the demands of university life and reduce the risk of depression or suicide?

Have a look at the New Economics Foundation’s five ways to wellbeing for ideas to get you started: http://www.neweconomics.org/projects/five-ways-well-being
Define your mission, values, aims, objectives.

So by now you kind of feel what you want to do but you might not be sure how to articulate it. Use your knowledge and research, evaluate your surveys to identify need and determine the focus of the group. Tackle the following questions:

· What are you hoping to accomplish?

· Why?

· What will you do?

· How and where will you do it?

· What values and principles will guide you? 

Work your answers into a document outlining your mission, your aims and your objectives. 

Mission

Your mission statement is more than a slogan, but less than an essay! Be concise; one brief paragraph at most. It should encapsulate the essence of your group, and define the ideal that you are working towards. 

For example, Google’s mission statement is ‘to organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful’

Yours might read something like: ‘to unlock the potential of every student to enjoy a fulfilling university experience, to eliminate the stigma surrounding mental health and to reduce student suicide.’

Values

Brainstorm the values you associate with your mission and settle on a core set of between three and five. Integrity, democracy, equality, respect, compassion, co-operation, friendship, tolerance, openness and trust are just a few to get you started. 

Aims

Your aims again are aspirations, an ideal future scenario. Avoid cliché and make them your own. For example, ‘increased awareness about mental health and suicide prevention.’ What does this really mean to you? Under the umbrella of ‘increased awareness’ you might define the following goals:
· Students are able to discuss mental health and suicide in an open and non-judgmental way

· Problems with mental health are accepted in the same way that physical health problems are accepted

· Students affected by mental health problems do not feel disadvantaged or stigmatised

· Fewer people subscribe to the myths surrounding mental health and suicide

Remember, the clearer your directive the stronger your focus.

Objectives 

This might well be the trickiest part. You may have identified a need, you might have decided how you’d prefer things to be… but what physical action can you take to make a difference?

Objectives need to be SMART: specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timed. For example:

· Run four seminars each term addressing a mental health theme.

· Hold one social event each term to tackle stigma, fundraise, recruit and promote group cohesion.

· Produce a leaflet informing students of local sources of help and support, to be circulated during freshers’ week. 

Discuss, debate, adapt and redraft this document until everyone is comfortable. Having a clear mission, values, aims and objectives will be invaluable for applying for funding, or applying to become a university society. 

Come up with a name

Coming up with a snappy name that tells people at a glance what you do is not as easy as you think. If you’re struggling, the best idea is to have a group brainstorm about it.  If you can’t immediately settle on one, don’t let it be too much of a sticking point or it may block the progress of the great, use an interim name to register the group and decide on a permanent one later. 

Your name should be inclusive, it should describe what you do, and it should not already be in use locally. 

Form your committee

You may be just one person with a vision, but sooner or later you’ll want to find some like-minded individuals to form the core of your new group. If you can’t think of anyone in your existing circle of friends, try advertising on your department notice board. Medical and psychology departments might be good places to target, you could even think about putting a poster in the counselling service office – make sure you ask permission. 

Typical management committee roles:

Chairperson – Controls meetings and ensures they abide by the constitution. May also act as spokesperson and figurehead. 

Treasurer/finance officer – handles budgets, banking, book keeping, assets, expenses and the collection of membership fees. Produces financial records and reports. May also oversee funding and fundraising. 

Secretary/admin – liaises with the Chairperson to arrange meetings and set the meeting agenda, handles communication and correspondence, takes and circulates minutes, maintains records

These three are usually the minimum required for a society to be officially recognised by a university. The university may also ask that the committee are elected into their roles. If you’re low on members, people may want to take on their positions on a temporary basis before they are formally elected. The election process should be set out in your constitution. 

You may also want to consider a: Fundraiser, Events Organiser/Co-ordinator, Deputy Chairperson, IT, PR, Advisor, Bid writer, Campaigns Officer and others who may form sub-committees and working parties. Match peoples skills and interests to their roles. 

Decide what form your group will take

It is most likely that you will function as one of the following:

· Independent group

· An official university society

· Sub-group within an existing relevant society

· Part of the union welfare structure

If you’d rather remain an independent group.

If you can’t meet the minimum requirement of members, if the Societies Commission rejects your application, or just through preference, you may wish to set up a group without formal ties to the Students’ Union.
As a group that is not officially recognised by the university, you may have to work a little harder to access resources, funding, and means of promoting yourselves.

On the plus side these means you won’t have to conform to their regulations or go through the application process and you’ll retain greater autonomy.

Ally with other organisations with a similar remit such as local charities. If you choose to be an independent group can still apply for the £300 PAPYRUS Award or for free suicide prevention awareness training.

Becoming an official university society.

Aside from the opportunity to serve as advocates for other students in an official capacity, the benefits of becoming an official organisation include access to funding and free or subsidised resources and services such as meetings rooms, storage, promotional tools, various equipment for presentations, campaigns and events, priority for a Freshers’ Fair stall, a pigeon hole in the union and a university email address. There will be a system for handling money and there may be training on offer for your treasurer. 

Before you become an official university society, there are things you might need to know. Firstly, whether there is a group with a similar remit already recognised by your university. If there is, consider joining this or forming a sub-committee within it. 

You need to know what minimum number of signatures you need (usually 20-30), whether there is a compulsory membership charge, what kind of committee members you must have and any other requirements.

Contact your union and speak to the person responsible for clubs and societies. Ask if they have guidelines or a handbook specific to your university.

In becoming an official society you agree to abide by the rules and regulations, you must be prepared to meet all the criteria, report to the union and surrender accounts, meeting minutes and other documents for inspects. You may lose a certain degree of autonomy and if your membership drops below the minimum, you risk compulsory dissolution. 

Weigh up the possibilities and their pros and cons. Speak to the relevant people, read the rules and regulations and then decide. If your university gives you the opportunity to ‘trial run’ your society before committing, it might be a good idea to take them up on it. 

Becoming part of the union welfare structure.

Whether this is possible and what form this will take depends on the individual university. Under the welfare part of the union you might be able to form a council, goal group, campaigns group or similar. It’s worth an enquiry.

For example, when PAPYRUS set up Mental Wealth Matters at Manchester University, the Welfare Officer in post had a special interest in mental health and had been tasked with upping the mental health and wellbeing provision on campus. The newly formed student group offered themselves as a vehicle for that and was adopted under the welfare umbrella at Manchester University, as well as functioning as an official society and campaigns group.

Write a constitution

A written set of rules show that the group is working together towards mutual aims. A typical constitution might include:

· Group name

· Aims and objectives of the group

· Management information e.g. how committee members are elected and what powers they hold

· Membership information e.g. registration and termination

· Finance e.g. how many signatories must be on a cheque

· Meetings e.g. how decisions are made in meetings

· Conditions to alterations to the constitution

· Conditions for dissolution of the group

Look in the internet for sample constitutions and adapt to suit your own needs. You may need several drafts until everyone is satisfied. You will then vote to adopt the constitution and agree to abide by it. 

You might also want to write a manifesto. Whereas the constitution is intended to be a set of internal guidelines, a manifesto is a public document, a concise declaration of intentions: what you stand for, what you do, how people can join in. Include your mission statement and aims and objectives. Ideally, have a draft of both documents ready for your first meeting. 
Organise your first meeting
Where? 

Finding a suitable place to hold meetings at your desired time can sometimes be awkward. Contact the secretary of your department building to see if you can book a free room, these will probably be unavailable outside teaching hours when the building is locked up. Use your knowledge of the university and local area to find a quiet enough spot, your department might be harbouring a little-known study area or a disused room. The refectory, union bar or library study area might suffice in the beginning although enough seats together wouldn’t be guaranteed. Coffee shops might get expensive. If you’re a small group of friends you might be able to hold initial meetings at your accommodation or halls of residence bar but be careful about opening up your abode to people you don’t know. Likewise exercise caution when arranging to meet people with whom you are unfamiliar. 

If you are holding a meeting for more than five or six people and your subject matter is sensitive you may need your own room. Booking a room in the Students’ Union might be ideal if you’re officially recognised society. If you’re not, try speaking to them anyway. Hiring a room is probably out of your budget. 

When?

Think about how you will arrange meetings to fit people’s timetables. Some universities have a lecture-free weekday afternoon for sporting activities, although some disciplines such as medicine and nursing have full timetables. Your meeting should probably last no longer than 90 minutes, or attention may start to falter. Make sure that everyone knows the details of the meeting and remind them often. 

How to prepare an agenda


To ensure that your first (and subsequent) meetings are as effective as possible, prepare an agenda and distribute in advance to all attendees. The agenda outlines the meeting and provides a structure. This helps ensure that the meeting remains focused, and that all topics are covered within the time available.
1) Objectives of the meeting – your first meeting will probably include introductions, choosing committee members, deciding the first steps for action
2) When and where? Leave time for settling at the beginning, questions and allow for slots to overrun. Include a short break.
3) Invite suggestions – you might want to ask for suggestions for discussion topics, or may wish to skip this stage. Give a clear deadline for topic submission e.g. 3 days before the meeting. 
4) Set the topics. They should be relevant to the objectives of the meeting. Be realistic about time, any more than 5 or 6 topics is probably overambitious. 

5) Draw up the agenda. Include 
· Header – date, location, duration, objectives

· Welcome, introduction, icebreaker (optional)

· Announcements

· Items for discussion, time allotted for each, and who will present.

6) Distribute the agenda round a day or two before the meeting.

7) Stick to the agenda during the meeting! The chairperson should oversee this. 

Making decisions.

It is likely that in the interests of everyone’s wellbeing your group will chose to abide by the principles of fairness and equality. The strongest decisions are those made unanimously, and split voting my cause internal discord. However, striving for consensus may paralyse progress.
 Look at some voting models on the internet and choose which you think might be most suitable for you; set this out in your constitution. Unfortunately this may mean making a decision about making a decision!
Consider your financial options.
The kinds of things you might need money for include posters, flyers, mail-outs, venue hire, guest speaker expenses, promotional freebies…

As an officially recognised university society you will be entitled to apply for funding from the Students’ Union. If you’re not, then bankrolling your group might be a little more difficult. Your main options are:

· Blag things for free

· Register as an official society

· Look for pots of funding from external bodies

· Fundraise

· Charge a membership fee

As a student you should be used to living on a budget, and it’s likely that you are surrounded by individuals of wide-ranging talents. Use your mates’ skills to cut costs – a creative friend could design flyers and posters, your flatmate’s band could play at a fundraising gig… others may have fantastic IT skills, or be good at organisation, or keeping accounts. What you can’t afford, try to blag – it’s all in a good cause remember. 

Officially recognised societies are usually entitled to a set sum per registered student member. In addition, there is sometimes the opportunity for apply for additional funding. Money from the university is not commonly given in advance but reimbursed afterwards with a claims form and the appropriate proof of expenditure – keep all receipts. Income and expenditure forms will also have to be kept and submitted at the end of the academic year. Each Union will have its own system and provide all the relevant forms.

Look for organisations with a similar remit that might be willing to fund a particular project or initiative. For example, PAPYRUS offers the chance to apply for a £300 PAPYRUS Award. For more details, visit www.papyrus-uk.org.

Potential funders will want to know that your group is organised in terms of finances. You should be able to demonstrate that you have a nominated Treasurer and clear procedures for dealing with money. You may have to produce a report on how the money has been spent. Your constitution should contain a general statement that all monies raised will go towards furthering the aims and objectives.

Keep your money in a separate account, over which the treasurer will preside. Set a budget and do your best to stick to it, remembering to keep a contingency for unexpected costs. You will need two signatories to authorise payments. 

You may want to consider whether there be a membership fee. Some unions may insist on a nominal fee, and it may ensure the commitment of your members, although others may be deterred. 
Recruit

· Word of mouth – tell friends and get them to tell their friends. Mention your group in conversation whenever you have the opportunity!

· Freshers’ stall – the usual place for societies to collect fresh new members. Have plenty of pens and paper ready to collect email addresses.

· Posters – target the notice boards of relevant disciplines such as psychology 

· Social networking – free and accessible, your Facebook, Twitter and MySpace accounts are a great advert for your project.

· Careers centre – there might be a volunteer programme running via your careers service, see if you can get your opportunity listed

· Volunteer website – try www.do-it.org
Once you’ve attracted interest, keep track of everyone by building a database. You don’t need to be swamped in numbers, and it’s better to be surrounded by a committed few than loads of people who don’t really know what’s going on. 

Launch yourself.

If you want your group to be up and running by fresher’s week, it’s worth doing some groundwork over the summer, or even at the end of the previous term; the first couple of weeks can be a bit nuts and it’ll be useful to have an action plan.

The Freshers’ fair might be the ideal place to get yourself known and collect signatures. If you don’t manage to get a stall, make yourself visible in the area.

If you’ve already missed the fair already, worry not. You can find ways to set up a stall in other areas – such as the foyer of the psychology department. There are also often smaller fairs running at that time of year, keep your eyes and ears open. 

 You may wish to launch yourself with an event. 

Plan your first event

What’s the aim?

· Recruitment

· Publicity

· Fundraising

· Awareness raising

· Socialising

What are you hoping for in terms of attendance and impact? Plan well in advance. Make a list of all the stuff that needs to be done, and delegate. You may even want to form an events sub-committee.

Some possible themes:

Self worth/self esteem, confidence and assertiveness, identity, coping, stress management, handling disappointment/setback/failure, problem solving, emotional awareness, sense of community, satisfying relationships, fun and laughter, nutrition and exercise, help-seeking, tackling stigma, positivity, humanity, empathy, creativity.

Remember health and safety considerations. Event organisers have a duty of care to those attending and risk assessments must be completed.

Promoting your event.

Get your members and friends to spread the word; create a Facebook group; Tweet it. Stick eye-catching posters on student notice boards, in local takeaways, in halls of residence, in your mate’s car window. Don’t forget: flypostering and flyering in the street is technically illegal. 

Consider the following when promoting yourselves and your group:

· Publicity  

· Visibility

· Simplicity 

· Language 

· Creativity

· Repetition 

· Reputation 
Visit www.papyrus-uk.org for a fundraiser’s tips on organising events. 

  10 Top Tips 
1. You may feel as if you are battling constantly with the stigma of mental health and your goal of breaking taboo and misunderstanding. Find a balance; know when to be cautious and when to be bold. 

2. It can be difficult to keep momentum up, particularly over exam periods or holidays. Prepare for this. 
3. Don’t assume everyone has the same passion and commitment as you do.
4. Plan a few events ahead to stay visible and retain interest.
5. Don’t let your group become too exclusive, or segregated along the lines of those with personal experience of mental health. Mental health concerns everybody and this inclusivity is one of your strongest selling points
6. Employ the principles of equality and fairness in your meetings, disagreements will arise and you should have democratic procedure for dealing with them laid out in your constitution.

7. Avoid becoming too rigid and dropping into the ‘this is how we’ve always done things’ trap. Accept that you will have to adapt as needs and circumstances change. Review and evaluate as you go along. 
8. Join the mental wealth network. Link with other groups and organisations to share advice and support, and to prevent you from feeling alone and overwhelmed.
9. Tell us what you’re doing! Send photos and news to amy.llewellyn@papyrus-uk.org and you might get on our Facebook page or even in our newsletter. 
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