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Introduction
It is with immense pleasure and pride that I welcome, as 
Chancellor of Ulster University, the establishment of the 
Institute of Mental Health Sciences in the Faculty of Life 
& Health Sciences. As I watched my mother succumb to 
severe distress and dementia a few years ago, my interest 
became increasingly acute in how we, as a society, care for 
those suffering from mental illnesses.

Whilst my admiration for those front-line 
workers who delivered professional and 
compassionate care to my mother on a daily 
basis grew, it became clear to me that, even 
in the 21st century, our understanding of and 
our approach to supporting those dealing with 
mental health issues was limited and lacked 
robust investment in research.

I suppose I do not have to tell those reading 
this that mental health remains a significant 
societal concern in Northern Ireland with the 
region having one of the highest rates of mental 
health issues in the UK and Ireland. I am only too 
aware of how some of these issues have been 
impacted by, and are a legacy of, the troubles. 
In my work with the disappeared and my 
patronage of WAVE, I have come face-to-face 
with how the troubles have impacted on the 
mental health of many people here. Of course, 
there has also been a significant increase in 
mental health issues among young people and 
I felt that it was important for me to front up 
the recent ‘mind your mood’ campaign, which 
raised a significant amount of money to raise 
awareness of, and provide support for, mental 
health issues faced by our students.

The launch of the Institute of Mental Health 
Sciences marks a significant investment 
by Ulster University in promoting healthy 
communities in Northern Ireland. The bringing 
together of the best of the current expertise 
within the university with new appointments 
of Professors and Readers who are experts in 
the field, creates a critical mass of expertise 
that will deliver meaningful and impactful 
research that will enhance the well-being of 
communities across Northern Ireland.

I hope you will join me in wishing the new 
Institute of Mental Health Sciences 
every success and continue to give 
it your support over the coming 
years.

Dr James Nesbitt,  
Chancellor,  
Ulster University

Health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence 
of disease or infirmity.
World Health Organization
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Institute of Mental  
Health Sciences
Ulster University’s Institute of Mental Health Sciences (IMHS) 
is an exciting new multidisciplinary institute that will provide 
a holistic biopsychosocial approach to mental health research. 
IMHS will be at the forefront of research studying mental 
health from Gene to Gym. Scientists aligned to the IMHS will 
work collaboratively on research, which examines the genetic 
underpinnings of mental health all the way through to how 
mental health issues can be alleviated through interventions 
promoting physical exercise. 

The new IMHS will bring together Ulster’s world-leading 
research expertise in mental health from a range of disciplines 
including Biomedical Sciences, Pharmacy, Psychology, 
Nursing & Health Sciences, Geography & Environmental 
Sciences, and Sports Sciences into one unique institute. These 
disciplines will work with each other, colleagues from across 
the University, and key external stakeholders to co-create 
research in the field of Mental Health Sciences across seven 
key thematic areas: Trauma; Big data & Population Sciences; 
Resilience & Well-being in the Young; Mental Illness; Care & 
Recovery; Suicidal Behaviour; and Mental Health in Later-life 
& Cognitive Decline. The institute will also focus on Capacity 
Building & Training; Multidisciplinarity & Collaboration; Public 
Engagement & Service User Involvement; and Research with 
Impact regionally, nationally and globally.
 
This unique approach will deliver innovative, outward facing, 
multidisciplinary research that will make a step change in the 
prevention of poor mental health and the provision of mental 
health care in Northern Ireland. Mental Health Challenges 

Mental Health is a major, growing problem in our 
society. The cost of mental health to the economy, 
the NHS and society as a whole, is estimated to be 
over £100 billion a year. 

In Northern Ireland, 1 in 4 people will struggle 
with mental health issues at some point during 
their life. Compared to England, Northern Ireland 
has a 25% higher overall prevalence of mental 
illness and the highest level of Post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) out of over 30 countries 
studied across the world.

Mental Health is a major growing societal 
challenge and one that cannot be addressed by 
simply managing the illness.  The World Health 
Organization defines good health as “a state of 
complete physical, mental and social well-being and 
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”

The need for a multidisciplinary approach to 
mental health research is reflected both by the 
Department of Health and by the Research 
Councils UK. Indeed, the UK’s seven research 
councils have announced they will be working 
together to encourage and strengthen mental 
health research. They explicitly state that ‘more 
research is needed to better understand how to 
prevent, diagnose and treat mental illness’, and 
recognise that as a major societal challenge Mental 
Health requires novel cross-disciplinary research 
approaches, that is, research that spans more than 
one branch of specialist knowledge. 

Our new Institute of Mental Health Sciences will 
provide a collaborative, holistic approach to mental 
health - bringing together world-leading research 
and expertise across a range of disciplines. An 
approach that looks beyond the short term, that 
delivers patient-centred solutions, looking at early 
intervention right through the life of the individual - 
from gene to gym

Mental Health is 
recognised as a major 
societal challenge that 
requires novel cross-
disciplinary research 
approaches, that is, 
research that spans 
more than one branch of 
specialist knowledge
Research Councils UK

Almost 15% of the 
Northern Ireland 
population have taken 
medication for a mental 
illness and almost one 
in 10 have taken an 
antidepressant

1 in 4 people in Northern 
Ireland will struggle with 
mental health issues at some 
point during their life
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Ulster University has a long and proud history 
as a leader in the delivery of mental health 
research. In the last Research Excellence 
Framework, our biomedical sciences and nursing 
research were in the top five universities in the 
UK for world-leading research. Similarly Ulster 
were top in Northern Ireland for research in 
biomedical sciences, sport and nursing. For the 
third year running, we have been ranked as 
the top UK University for studying Pharmacy 
and are in the top ten for Biosciences and in 
the world’s top 50 universities in the QS World 
Rankings for nursing.

The new institute will strategically align with the 
existing research and infrastructure related to 
mental health research at Ulster, building upon 
recent investments of £11m in the Centre of 
Stratified Medicine; £5m in the Functional Brain 
Mapping Facility; and €8.6m of funding for the 
Centre for Precision Medicine.

The strategic investment in several academic 
appointments focused on mental health 
research will enhance the existing critical mass 
in Life & Health Sciences and further enhance 
our global reputation of research excellence. 
In addition, we will invest in training the next 
generation of mental health professionals by 
investing in a Mental Health Sciences Doctoral 
Training Hub; a Mental Health Sciences Academy 
providing short courses and CPD opportunities; 
and a new multidisciplinary MSc in Mental 
Health Sciences. We are also committed to 
engaging more with the community and 
experts by experience – we will do so by setting 
up a new Ulster unit of public and patient 
involvement and public engagement (ENGAGE). 

Strategic investment in Ulster’s capacity to 
conduct translational, interdisciplinary, mental 
health research will ensure that we deliver a 
much needed step-change in mental ill health 
prevention and the provision of care in Northern 
Ireland through the production of globally 
significant research with local relevance.

Most importantly, we will inform best practice 
to prevent and care for mental ill health in our 
society, ensuring regional impact and thus a 
strong civic contribution.
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The Institute of  
Mental Health Sciences;
from Gene to Gym
IMHS comprises strong research excellence in each of the 
areas as described overleaf.

We undertake research on the myriad of biological, 
psychological and social factors that influence our mental 
health. We examine the impact of our DNA, we study 
childhood experiences, and we explore the impact of 
interventions such as physical activity or counselling, 
on mental health. We study mental health, illness, and 
the effects of interventions, from “gene to gym”. We will 
apply our research to create positive change, to promote 
recovery and to understand and prevent suicide.

The key areas reflect our current strengths, but they are 
by no means fully representative of all of the range of 
outstanding mental health research at Ulster University. 
The ethos of the IMHS is to build upon and grow existing 
areas, whilst also providing a vehicle by which new areas 
of research can be explored and supported to reach their 
full potential. Paramount to this is our investment in 
capacity building and the training of existing researchers 
and future generations of mental health research 
leaders. This research excellence will be maintained 
and strengthened by our ongoing commitment to 
multidisciplinary collaboration to produce game changing 
research with the service user and the public at the fore. 

Delivering socially 
and clinically relevant 
research that 
transforms lives, with 
people at the centre of 
our research
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Exposure to Troubles 
related trauma 
increases the risk of 
suicidal behaviour. 
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Trauma 
Ulster’s Psychology researchers are part of the 
world mental health survey initiatives; and 
as such were at the forefront of highlighting 
and understanding the high rates of mental 
illness and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, and 
the links with exposure to the Troubles. Our 
researchers, across multiple research institutes, 
have identified the effects of trauma on mental 
health and suicide in Northern Ireland, and 
worldwide. In current research programmes 
we are focusing on the study of mental illness 
and well-being in special occupational groups 
with high rates of trauma exposure, such as the 
Northern Ireland military veteran population and 
the police service of Northern Ireland. A number 
of researchers from our world-class Biomedical 
Sciences and Psychology research institutes are 
also looking at the biopsychosocial impacts of 
traumas such as childhood maltreatment and 
domestic violence.

The CONTEXT project employs 12 research 
fellows across three European countries 
looking predominately at the psychosocial 
impact of a range of traumatic experiences. 
Researchers are also working on “smart” ways 
to identify those at risk of traumatisation, and 
novel means of addressing vicarious trauma 
with our partners in industry. Finally, we are 
interested in well-being in the workplace and 
together with our collaborators we aim to 
understand the unique experiences of different 
occupational groups, such as those in the 
creative industries, so that we can best meet 
the needs of our whole population.  

Big data and population 
sciences 
The analysis and utilization of epidemiological 
data and big data from sources such as social 
media and telephony systems, is a growth 
area. With the use of novel analytic methods 
such as machine learning we can create smart 
algorithms that allow us to better understand 
behaviour and service use. Our research also 
includes the examination of mental health 
prescription data and links with outcomes such 
as suicidal behaviour. This theme also includes 
some of the work conducted within the ESRC-
funded, Administrative Data Research Centre. 
Our expertise from colleagues in the Geography 
and Environmental Sciences Research 
Institute provide qualitative and quantitative 
spatial analysis techniques and Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS) technologies to 
analyse the complex spatial relationships 
that exist between our physical and social 
environments and mental health.

Our Mental Health researchers also collaborate 
on data analytics with staff within the newly 
launched Cognitive Analytics Research Lab 
(CARL). An exciting programme of work 
related to Artificial Intelligence and the use 
of therapeutic chat-bots is being explored as 
part of the multidisciplinary collaboration. The 
activities of the IMHS will further build on and 
enhance such collaborations.

Key Themes
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Resilience and well-being 
in the young
There is increasing concern about the impact of 
the transgenerational transmission of mental 
illness and the effects of trauma on the young 
population in Northern Ireland, and a drive to 
enhance the resilience of future generations. 
We have a number of research studies on the 
impact of adverse childhood experiences on 
mental health outcomes across the lifespan. 
There are several research programmes with 
schools, such as the evaluation of the Hopeful 
Minds initiative and a study of mental health 
and resilience programmes in schools generally.

This work is now also being applied in a 
global context with an upcoming pilot of the 
Hopeful Minds project with school children 
in Malaysia. Our leading Sports Scientists are 
also examining the impact of physical activity 
on well-being, particularly in young people, 
and we have several studies on the impact of 
sport on mental health and well-being. Our 
world-class centre for nutrition research has a 
number of ongoing studies looking at cognitive 
development in the young. Current research 
also includes projects such as the IMPACT study 
on transitional care for young people between 
CAHMS and adult services.



Mental illness
Many of our academics are world-leading 
experts in the symptoms of mental illness 
and psychiatric diagnoses. Our work in the 
Psychology Research Institute has influenced 
the classification systems used for psychiatric 
diagnosis worldwide, particularly in the 
context of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Our 
researchers also investigate the relationship 
between individual symptoms of mental 
illness and use the results to inform clinically 
relevant treatments.

Colleagues in our Biomedical Sciences Research 
Institute are exploiting the remarkable 
opportunities made possible by recent molecular 
advances: revolutionary changes in biomedicine 
and biotechnology that will offer particular 
advantages in the field of mental health research. 
In particular, the Northern Ireland Centre for 
Stratified Medicine aims to identify how our genes 
or patterns in levels and state of molecules within 
our bodies could be used to create robust clinical 
decision-making tests for mental health disorders 
(Schizophrenia, Depression) and Dementia. One 
ongoing study is assessing the biological factors 
affecting anti-depressant treatment response.

Our Pharmacy colleagues can provide expertise 
concerning drug delivery and response for 
psychotropic medication. Our research on 
the etiology of mental illness also includes 
groundbreaking studies using brain-imaging 
techniques. There has been a wealth of research 
conducted into factors that predict risk or 
promote resilience of mental illness, and into the 
comorbidity between mental health disorders and 
a wide array of associated biopsychosocial factors. 
There is still much to learn about the underlying 
mechanisms and causes of these illnesses, the 
overlaps and interactions between them, and 
the factors that increase and reduce risk. This 
line of research is enhanced when biologists, 
psychologists and social scientists work together, 
and is a key strength of our institute’s approach. 

Care and recovery
Our research has shown the impact of 
mental illness treatments and the effects 
of engagement with the mental health care 
system, and we know that the care setting 
and the experiences of care providers are vital 
for treatment success. Our researchers have 
conducted outstanding studies of service users’ 
perceptions of care and recovery and we know 
that recovery from mental illness is more than 
merely the alleviation of symptoms.

Psychologists and collaborators from Social 
Policy are researching barriers to care in special 
populations such as ex-service personnel. Our 
holistic approach means that our researchers 
seek to understand recovery in its broadest 
sense. Adopting a whole systems approach, 
we wish to continue to study how individuals 
with mental health conditions and life crisis 
experience the services and care that they 
receive. We want to discover which treatments 
work, for which people, at which times. We 
also want to know about how people cope with 
adversity and how people flourish despite having 
a mental illness. We are interested in resilience 
and survival.

Having studied the barriers to accessing care 
and the impact of stigma, we will now work to 
improve access to, and quality of mental health 
and substance use treatments in Northern 
Ireland and beyond. Our colleagues in the 
Institute of Nursing and Health Sciences host 
an annual Mental Health conference this year 
titled Quality & Compassion: Challenges and 
Opportunities for Mental Health.  The conference 
speakers focused on the quality of mental 
health care by speaking about interpersonal 
relationships and compassion in Mental Health 
Nursing, and on the coordination for quality 
mental health care.  Person-Centered Practice is 
key to the ethos of the Institute. 
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Capacity  
building & 
training for 
research 
excellence
The Institute of Mental Health Sciences is 
committed to developing the capacity of our 
existing researchers and clinicians in addition to 
training future generations of excellent mental 
health specialists. To do so, we will incorporate 
a Mental Health Sciences Academy into IMHS 
providing short courses and CPD opportunities 
that existing mental health professionals can 
access to refresh and update existing skills in 
addition to gaining new skills. The institute 
will also launch a new multidisciplinary MSc in 
Mental Health Sciences. This will ensure that 
new students achieve a breadth of knowledge 
and skills across disciplines to ensure they are 
holistic practitioners who are able to implement 
evidence based practice, and to prepare them 
to become mental health research leaders. We 
will also establish a Mental Health Sciences 
Doctoral Training Hub which will ensure that 
our PhD researchers who are focusing their 
research programmes on Mental Health Sciences 
will receive the best quality mentorship and 
guidance. Over the next 5 years, we will train 
a minimum of 4 PhD researchers annually, 
resulting in a commitment of a minimum of 20 
PhD studentships. 

Robust research methods are vital, and 
our expertise spans both qualitative and 
quantitative methods, all of which are of 
paramount importance to advancing the field. 
Research methods and statistics will therefore 
cut across all of our training provision. We will 
build on our Research Methods and Statistics 
Summer School to offer a suite of additional 
provision with a strong focus on applied 
research. Our MSc and PhD students will be 
also receive the highest quality training in the 
application of research methods and statistics 
so that they can produce methodologically 
strong and impactful research. 

Suicidal behaviour
Northern Ireland has the highest suicide rate 
in the UK, and high rates of self-harm. Our 
researchers have demonstrated the associations 
with exposure to troubles related trauma, the 
profiles and characteristics of the deceased, and 
the impact on families. The Ulster University 
student well-being study has enabled the 
examination of the biological, and particularly 
the epigenetic factors associated with self-harm 
in students, and the risk factors associated with 
childhood adversities.

We are working with policy makers and health 
care providers who look after individuals in 
crisis, to implement initiatives to understand 
the unique factors affecting suicides here and 
ultimately aim to reduce our suicide rates 
through evidence based interventions. We 
are also working with crisis lines and charities 
to understand caller behaviour patterns and 
examine the external factors that impact 
on suicidal behaviour. We wish to inform the 
evidence base for suicide prevention in NI by 
examining the factors associated with suicidal 
behaviour and the ways in which interventions 
can create change.

Mental Health in later-life 
and cognitive decline
Meeting the needs of an aging population is 
an ongoing concern, however relatively little 
attention is given to the mental health needs of 
this group and their carers. Researchers across 
several research institutes including Nursing & 
Health Sciences and Psychology are examining 
ways in which the care of older people can 
be managed and carers can be supported in 
a way that promotes the well-being of both 
parties. Studies include the use of novel care 
management strategies, the use of technology 
to facilitate independence, and research to 
understand the factors that affect well-being in 
residential care settings. The Bamford centre’s 
EQUIP study focuses on integrated care for 
people living with dementia. Our world-class 
nutrition researchers from NICHE have a 
number of ongoing studies looking at cognitive 
decline in the elderly.
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Public Engagement and 
service user involvement 
Meeting the needs of service users and the 
public is central to the work that we do within 
IMHS. Public and service user involvement is 
imperative and it is only through the production 
of person-centred, people focused research that 
we can truly create positive change. We aim to 
put users’ voices at the centre of our research 
and give primacy to their lived experience.

Service users and the public are an invaluable 
source of insight and offer many benefits 
to the researcher and the research process.  
Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) results in 
a maximization of benefits and a reduction of 
harm to all (e.g. reduction in stigmatization), 
and also improves the reliability and quality 
of the research outcomes. In keeping with the 
philosophy of The Health Research Authority 
we will ensure that “work is co-produced ‘with’ 
or ‘by’ service users and the public.” The institute 
aims to fully establish a unit of PPI and public 
engagement (ENGAGE) to ensure this is at the 
forefront of our research and dissemination 
activities. As the new IMHS develops, we will 
involve a wide range of stakeholders to identify 
relevant service user and public groups and 
determine the optimal levels of involvement 
across the breadth of our research studies.

Research with impact 
regionally, nationally and 
globally
We aim to produce the highest quality research, 
and a central indicator of the quality of our 
research will be the degree to which it influences 
policy, practice, and public discourse on mental 
illness and well-being. Our engagement events, 
social media presence, and our dissemination 
activities will ensure that our research reaches 
a wide and diverse audience. We currently hold 
an annual mental health conference attracting 

delegates from research and clinical practice 
environments, and our researchers have hosted 
conferences on their specialisms, in areas such 
as trauma and PTSD, and suicide. We plan to 
expand these activities and facilitate novel 
ways of disseminating and translating research 
findings. As Northern Ireland’s civic university, 
we are committed to researching the mental 
health of our own population, and positively 
impacting upon those who suffer. However, our 
research also has a strong history of having an 
impact globally and many of the innovations 
and practices that we have developed in 
Northern Ireland are changing lives worldwide. 

Multidisciplinarity and 
collaboration
None of our researchers work in isolation and 
our most successful initiatives involve the 
cross-fertilization of ideas and multidisciplinary 
working. Our research family includes nurses, 
psychologists, health scientists, computer 
scientists, social workers, pharmacists, 
geneticists, epigeneticists, biomedical 
scientists, geographers, sports scientists, 
epidemiologists, and statisticians. We will 
build upon existing collaborative research to 
ensure that our approaches are novel and the 
results can create meaningful change. We 
also currently work with a range of charities, 
policy makers and service user groups, as well 
as statutory and non-statutory providers of 
services. We are committed to expanding these 
collaborations to create a vibrant, progressive, 
and impactful research culture.
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Our core values

Work with us 
The Institute of Mental Health Sciences will drive a 
vision where Ulster University will collaborate and 
consult with organisations, industry, government 
and civic partners to provide a holistic, multidisci-
plinary approach to mental health research.  

Our research will inform government and help 
shape policy relating to mental health, we will 
support and accelerate advances in the sector and 
invest in skills generation and new course provision.  

For more information visit our website, follow us on 
Twitter, or send us an email.

W. ulster.ac.uk/imhs
E. imhs@ulster.ac.uk
     @Ulsterimhs

Just because you can’t see a 
mental illness doesn’t mean it’s 
any less painful or debilitating 
than a broken arm
DoH – Your Health Matters 2017
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