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INTRODUCTION 
Mental Health being a public health concern affects various populations globally, which draws more attention 
from health professionals and scholars. Doing mental health research requires preparations, ethical 
considerations, and processes to protect both the researcher and the participants, and at the same time, fully 
achieve the set objectives in a research agenda. There are several challenges and opportunities that may be 
observed when doing mental health research. 

In this commentary, we will discuss challenges and opportunities based on our experiences in the mental health 
project that we have been doing in a university in Manila, Philippines. The main goal of  our research project is 
to identify the socio-cultural contexts that exacerbate the vulnerability of  students who are experiencing mental 
health issues and struggling with their daily lives. As part of  the data collection of  the research project, a total 
of  60 interviews with university college students, who are suffering from mental health illness, have been 
conducted. 

There are two major challenges in conducting this mental health research, which may affect the participants 
and the researcher. One main challenge is collecting data from students who have been struggling with mental 
illness. These university students have a high prevalence of  mental illness-related triggers, struggles, and 
episodes, which necessitate good rapport building and therapeutic communication skills. 

Second, ensuring that our mental health and well-being would not be compromised, especially after the 
interview sessions with our participants. Here, we would like to bring in the concept of  “compassion fatigue," 
which we might have experienced due to the repeated exposure to stressful and traumatic narratives from the 
participants. Scholarly articles on compassion fatigue and mental health are mostly limited to the narratives 
and experiences of  professional health care providers. Zhang et.al. (2021) explored compassion fatigue and 
counselor's self-efficacy in doing mental health interventions, which revealed the importance of  self-oriented 
empathy and its power to influence compassion fatigue, depending negatively or positively on the counselor's 
level of  mindfulness. Another study on compassion fatigue among mental healthcare providers and the impact 
on their overall well-being was written by Patel (2018). There is a dearth of  studies focusing on compassion 
fatigue experienced by researchers conducting mental health studies. We would just like to highlight the 
importance of  studies that could also help mental health researchers who might have been experiencing 
compassion fatigue in order to ensure both the quality of  lives of  the researchers and the results of  the studies. 
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Clear positionality of  the researchers must also be considered in doing mental health research. Positionality 
may affect the engagement of  researchers in the research process, including their engagement with the 
participants, data analysis and communication of  findings (Shaw et al., 2019). Positionality concerns the way 
researchers perceive their roles, limitations, and boundaries in doing sensitive research topics. It is important to 
know that one may encounter emotional challenges, and not all researchers may have enough resilience in 
dealing with these difficulties. Therefore, it is important that adequate support must be provided to researchers 
to cope with these emotional demands and challenges (Fenge et al., 2019). As such, this support mechanism 
shall be integrated at the beginning of  the research and in its research design (Mallon & Elliott, 2019). 
Conducting sensitive research, such as the lived experience of  university students with mental health 
conditions, may expose researchers to heightened negative emotions through their direct interaction with the 
students. We were exposed to various negative experiences reported by students, which contributed to the 
student's current mental health status. These experiences may involve physical, mental, and sexual abuse, 
which may be distressing for students as well as the researchers.

Based on the study conducted by Melville and Hincks (2016), researchers' frequent exposure to stories of  other 
people's trauma may negatively impact the mental health of  researchers, which may include distress, anxiety, 
and depression.   In our case, we did not experience any form of  distress, but we felt the need to release our 
emotions by crying. These experiences are not only prevalent in the interviewers, as the transcribers and coders 
have also experienced similar negative emotions due to the repeated listening and reading of  students' 
narratives. According to Rager (2005), a transcriber reported emotional distress that caused episodes of  crying 
and an immediate break from the research. To prevent any further distress among the researchers, we 
partnered with a mental health professional who provided us with an interactive learning discussion session. 
This session allowed all the researchers and staff  to give vent to their feelings and emotions from the narratives 
of  the students with mental illnesses. The professional expert also processed our emotions and concerns, and at 
the same time, we were provided with strategies on how to handle our post research situations and 
circumstances. Therefore, we recommend that their scholarly articles and studies must also explore the different 
interventions, which might be helpful for the mental health and well-being of  their fellow researchers. The 
research initiatives and advocacies of  mental health professionals should be geared towards addressing the 
current needs and situations concerning the mental health of  individuals, families, and even communities.

In doing this mental health research, there were times that we also questioned whether our emotions were still 
valid or if  these were already affecting our positionality as researchers. Several times during the study, 
researchers have been exposed to the negative conditions of  the students even though they have the desire to 
assist the participants while still maintaining the confidentiality of  the students' identity.  Coles et al. (2014) 
investigated sexual violence, which showed that while the researcher's role is different from the counselor, it 
could be "more traumatizing because of  the inability to help the victim". Especially in mental health studies, 
researchers have a high possibility of  encountering narratives of  past abuse or even ongoing abuse being 
experienced by the interviewee. Surmiak (2019) explored the opinions of  qualitative researchers with 
vulnerable participants on maintaining or breaking confidentiality concerning criminal activities and harm. 
Some researchers in that study maintained or observed the confidentiality and anonymity of  the participants, 
especially in the case of  the dearth of  proof  of  accusing innocent people. In the end, we reminded ourselves to 
be clear in our positionality in doing this mental health research. A researcher must keep an “empathic 
distance” from their participants to avoid compromising the facilitation of  the research and to ensure the 
achievement of  study’s goals (Valentine, 2007). 

In these circumstances, the role of  the ethics committee may be extended to the researchers, especially when 
the research is sensitive and might cause harm, not only to the participants, but also to the researchers. 
Systematic monitoring of  researchers' well-being is suggested by Milburn and Newall (2013) to provide 
assistance when needed and to create a supportive setting within the research team.   The preparation of  the 
research team is critical in the process. According to Rager (2005), every researcher taking part in the study 
should be prepared and should have a strategy for their own self-care, especially if  they experience significant 
emotional reactions to the study. 
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Despite the challenges faced, there have been several opportunities that were identified in conducting this 
mental health research. This mental health research served as an opportunity for students with mental health 
concerns to voice out and validate their mental health experiences and needs. This resonates with other 
research studies, which highlight that sensitive research topics may bring advantages, such as “healing, giving 
voice, and empowerment” (Dickson-Swift et al., 2008, as cited in Shalke, 2018; Gibert, 2001, as cited in     
 Rager, 2005). Participants voiced out their relief as they opened their stories to us:

Disclosing their situations and experiences to researchers who are not related to the participants provided them 
a sense of  acceptance despite the presence of  mental health concerns. In doing this mental health study, we 
realized that the data collection provided the college students a "secure space", which helped validate their 
situations and feelings. Mental space is conceptualized as, "how the students imagine themselves, including 
conceptualizations of  their past, present, and future selves and potentially fantastic alternative visions that 
provide escapes from everyday experience, perhaps to retreat from pain or find strength in dreams” (Gordon et 
al., 2000, p. 19, as cited in Rosvall, 2019). In our research experience, we would like to add the concept of  
"secure space," which refers to how exactly the students would like others to respond to their situations and 
experiences. The secure space is characterized by the act of  active listening where most of  the time is given to 
the students just to share their mental health conditions, realities, and experiences.  

Another opportunity brought about by doing mental health research is the generation of  practical 
recommendations in addressing mental health gaps and issues within schools and among university college 
students. The narratives of  the college students are useful evidence in developing and improving better mental 
health programs and services that are tailored fit to their current situations and needs. In addition to this, 
programs and interventions for mental health researchers who encounter challenges may also be 
recommended. Although, according to Gutherie et al. (2018) on their study on understanding mental health in 
the research environment, limited evidence on the prevalence of  mental health illnesses and conditions among 
researchers have been published.  While we agree with this,   we still recognize the circumstances and emotions 
we have experienced after conducting the research on mental health among college students. These 
circumstances could have been worse for others, which may lead to more serious mental illnesses and 
conditions. Therefore, we recommend that much attention must also be given to the needs and experiences of  
researchers who are doing mental health-related research. 

With the opportunities and challenges we presented, we recommend that the policies related to mental health 
be revisited to address the challenges we raised above, and at the same time, utilize the opportunities to further 
improve the mental health and well-being of  students. The Mental Health Law, also known as  Republic Act 
11036: An Act Establishing a National Mental Health Policy for the Purpose of  Enhancing the Delivery of  
Integrated Mental Health Services, Promoting and Protecting the Rights of  Persons Utilizing Psychiatric, 
Neurologic, and Psychosocial Health Services, Appropriating Funds Therefore, and for Other Purposes, was 
enacted in 2018. The law is remarkable because it emphasizes the holistic and whole-of-society approach to 
mental health promotion and treatment. However, based on the students' interviews, challenges such as access 
to prescription in provinces, availability of  specialists, high cost of  treatments, and lack of  information about 
local governments' mental health programs and services persist. 
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“Thank you so much for this opportunity. Thank you of  making the [a] 
safe space for me, and for making me feel comfortable. Thank you very 
much”.  

“I would like to say thank you because this is really helpful. Im hopeful 
for [of] this project. I really hope this would be able to help a lot of  
people”. 
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While the law has a section dedicated to research and development, its primary concern is the protection of  the 
participant. The researcher was mentioned, but only about the technicalities of  the research implementation: 

While we recognize the efforts of  policy makers in approving the mental health act of  the Philippines,   it is 
recommended that the protection of  the researchers and other stakeholders be integrated in the law, given the 
opportunities and development it could bring in addressing and bridging the gaps related to mental health 
research. The importance of  research is also shown in formulating the National Mental Health Research 
Agenda (NMHRA). The agenda presents the reach priority from 2019 to 2022, and even beyond five years, 
with three outcomes: (1)   improved mental health information system; (2) strengthened leadership and 
governance; and (3) accessible, affordable, responsive and holistic mental health services.

In this commentary, we examined the challenges and opportunities associated with conducting mental health 
research among university students in the Philippines. With the increasing number of  individuals suffering from 
mental health conditions, particularly among young people, now more than ever, addressing mental health is 
crucial.  Responsive and appropriate intervention to increase mental health awareness and to enhance mental 
health services requires evidence-based information. These data will be obtained only after extensive 
investigation with a person with a mental health issue and other stakeholders. The Mental Health Law 
acknowledged the significance of  mental health research, and it is included in various sections of  the law.

It is important that the protection of  all participants be considered in doing mental health research. In addition 
to the participant, the research team must be safeguarded. Apart from technical preparations, the research 
team must prepare themselves for the significant emotions displayed by participants, colleagues, and even 
oneself. We have also discussed several strategies in this research, such as positionality and how the researchers 
were supported by giving access to professionals to ensure the team's mental health was not compromised.  

REFERENCES 
 Brazier, J., Connell, J., & Papaioannou, D., (2014). A systematic review, psychometric analysis and qualitative 

assessment of  generic preference-based measures of  health in mental health populations and the 
estimation of  mapping functions from widely used specific measures. Health Technology 
Assessment 18 (34). Retrieved from      https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK262013/ 

Cagande, C. (2013). Child mental health in the '70's. Adolescent Psychiatry, 3(1), 11–13. 

DOST-PCHRD. (2021). Quality mental health research in the Philippines conceptualization, design and 
methods: A manual on mental health. Retrieved from https://pchrd.dost.gov.ph/downloads/
category/315-mental-health?download=1929:quality-mental-health-research-in-the-philippines-
conceptualization-design-and-methods  

“High ethical standards in mental health research shall be promoted to 
ensure that research is conducted only with the free and informed consent 
of  the persons involved: researchers do not receive any privileges, 
compensation or remuneration in exchange for encouraging or recruiting 
participants; potentially harmful or dangerous research is not undertaken 
all research us approved by an independent ethics committee, in 
accordance with the applicable law”. (Republic Act 11036)

88            Doing Mental Health Research

© Casimiro et al. 2022



Coles, J., Astbury, J., & Dartnall, E. (2014). A qualitative exploration of  researcher trauma and researchers' 
responses to investigating sexual violence. Violence Against Women, 20(1), 95–117. doi: 
10.1177/1077801213520578 

Guthrie, S., Lichten, C. A., Van Belle, J., Ball, S., Knack, A., & Hofman, J. (2018). Understanding mental 
health in the research environment: A rapid evidence assessment. Rand Health Quarterly, 7(3), 2. 

Hernandez-Torrano, D., Ibrayeva, L., Lim, N., Clementi, A., Almukhambetova, A., Nurtayev, Y., & Muratkyzy, 
A. (2020). Mental health and well-being of  university students: A bibliometric. 

Jackson, S., Backett-Milburn, K., & Newall, E. (2013). Researching distressing topics: Emotional reflexivity and 
emotional labor in the secondary analysis of  children and young people's narratives of  abuse. 
SAGE Open, 3(2),  1-12. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244013490705 

Lally, J., Tully, J., & Samaniego, R. (2019). Mental health services in the Philippines. BJPsych 
international, 16(3), 62–64. doi: https://doi.org/10.1192/bji.2018.34 

Mallon S., &  Elliot, I. (2019). The emotional risks of  turning stories into data: An exploration of  the 
experiences of  qualitative researchers working on sensitive topics. Societies, 9 (62). doi:     
 doi:10.3390/soc9030062 

Melville, A., &    Hincks, D. (2016). Conducting sensitive interviews: A review of  reflections.  Law and 
Method.     doi:10.5553/REM/.000015  

Philippine National Health Research System. (2018). National ethical guidelines for health and health-related 
research. Retrieved from https://www.pchrd.dost.gov.ph/downloads/category/316-manual?
download=1921:annex-5-national-ethical-guidelines-for-health-and-health-related-research-2017 

Stahlke, S. (2018). Expanding on notions of  ethical risks to qualitative researchers. International Journal of  
Qualitative Methods, 17, 1–9. doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918787309 

Surmiak, A. (2020). Should we maintain or break confidentiality? The choices made by social researchers in 
the context of  law violation and his arm. J Acad Ethics, 18, 229–247. doi: https://doi.org/
10.1007/s10805-019-09336-2 

Patel, R. (2018). Compassion fatigue among mental healthcare providers and the impact on overall wellbeing.
[Doctoral dissertation, University of  San Francisco]. Retrieved from https://repository.usfca.edu/
cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1453&context=diss 

Rager, K.B. (2005). Compassion stress and the qualitative researcher. Qual Health Res., 15(3), 423-30. doi: 
10.1177/1049732304272038. PMID: 15761109 

Republic of  the Philippines. (2018). Republic Act 11036: An act establishing a national mental health policy for 
the purpose of  enhancing the delivery of  integrated mental health services, promoting and 
protecting the rights of  persons utilizing psychiatric, neurologic, and psychosocial health services, 
appropriating funds therefore, and for other purposes. Retrieved from https://
www.officialgazette.gov.ph/2018/06/20/republic-act-no-11036/ 

 Rosvall, P.A. (2020). Perspectives of  students with mental health problems on improving the school environment and 
practice. Education Inquiry, 11. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2019.1687394 

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL HEALTH                89

© Casimiro et al. 2022



Tennyson, R.L.,      Kemp, C.G., &  Rao, D. (2016)/. Challenges and strategies for implementing mental health 
measurement for research in low-resource settings. International Health, 8 (6),  374–380, doi: https://
doi.org/10.1093/inthealth/ihw043 

Valentine, C. (2007). Methodological reflections: Attending and tending to the role of  the researcher in the 
construction of  bereavement narratives. Qualitative Social Work, 6, 159–176. 
doi:10.1177/1473325007077237 

Wainberg, M.L., Scorza, P., & Shultz, J.M. (2017). Challenges and opportunities in global mental health: A     
 research-to-practice perspective. Curr Psychiatry Rep, 19(5), 28. doi:10.1007/s11920-017-0780-z 

Zhang, L., Ren, Z., Jiang, G., Hazer-Rau, D., Zhao, C., Shi, C., Yan, Y. (2021). Self-oriented empathy and 
compassion fatigue: The serial mediation of  dispositional mindfulness and counselor's self-efficacy. 
Psychology for Clinical Setting. doi: https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.613908 

90            Doing Mental Health Research

© Casimiro et al. 2022


