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Abstract 
An exploratory investigation into the experiences of unemployed university 
graduates with common mental health issues (i.e., depression and anxiety) 
was conducted using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis. Analysis of 
semi-structured interviews with 12 graduates in their twenties, all of whom 
had been unemployed between five and 24 months with common mental health 
issues, generated themes relating to “Loss of Expectation and Disorientation”, 
“Waste, Failure and Blame”, and “Stigma and Shame”. Participants had experi-
enced a “Fall from Grace”—a descent from a vaunted position of high-esteem 
and importance as university graduates, with seemingly bright prospects for a 
privileged future, into a lowly state of unemployment with mental health issues, 
leaving them feeling tarnished. These findings are discussed in relation to the 
literature on graduate unemployment, crisis and stigma, raising some practi-
cal issues for universities, including counselling services, and how they can 
better manage the transition to employment for their graduates. 
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1. Introduction 

Despite a strong national focus on the employability of university graduates in 
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the UK and the considerable investment made by society in this group, they re-
main a particularly under-researched group. Little is known about their experi-
ences once they leave university, as they attempt to carve out a career for them-
selves in a highly competitive graduate jobs market (Institute of Student Em-
ployers [ISE], 2020), which has been further intensified by the COVID-19 crisis, 
as graduate employers reduce their planned recruitment (ISE & Association of 
Graduate Careers Advisory Services [AGCAS], 2020). 

Unfortunately, substantial numbers of graduates do not simply “walk” straight 
into their preferred jobs and careers after leaving University. Many are forced 
into taking on roles outside of their intended career plans or they experience 
underemployment, perhaps undertaking some form of part-time or voluntary 
work (Jisc & AGCAS, 2020). However, there are some university graduates who 
do not manage to find any employment at all and experience lengthy spells of 
unemployment (Jisc & AGCAS, 2020). They fail to make the expected transition 
from university to work, and to compound their plight they also struggle with 
common mental health issues, such as depression and anxiety. 

While there are no extant data on the prevalence of unemployed university 
graduates with common mental health issues, the numbers are likely to be wor-
thy of public attention, given the high rates of common mental health issues in 
students attending FE and HE institutions (National Union of Students-Union 
of Students in Ireland [NUS-USI], 2017; Shiels, Gabbay, & Exley, 2008), and in 
young adults in general (McManus et al., 2016). Moreover, there is strong evi-
dence demonstrating the detrimental impact of unemployment on mental health 
(e.g., McKee-Ryan et al., 2005; Paul & Moser, 2009), while mental health issues 
also restrict an individual’s capacity and willingness to pursue opportunities to 
move into work (Dooley, Catalano, & Brownell, 1986; Kasl, 1982; Olesen et al., 
2013). 

Given these concerns and the potential vulnerability of these graduates, it is 
surprising that there has been no research into their lived experiences, which 
therefore leaves many gaps in our knowledge of the struggles, fears and aspira-
tions of this group. The present study therefore adopted an exploratory and quali-
tative approach that aimed to shed some light on the concerns, difficulties and 
challenges of these graduates during what must be a difficult period in their lives. 
The use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, 1996; Smith, 
Flowers, & Osborn, 1997) was well-suited to this purpose, as it enabled the in- 
depth exploration of graduates’ sense-making and shared understandings of their 
unemployment and common mental health issues. 

2. How Well Do University Graduates Cope with 
Unemployment? A Review of the Quantitative Literature 

There is a paucity of evidence and no continuity of research into the impact of 
unemployment on university graduates’ mental health. The protective benefits of 
being a graduate are thought to include the absence of an established occupa-
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tional identity, the recent experience of lengthy leisure time as students (Hayes & 
Nutman, 1981), as well as having the achievement of being a university graduate, 
which might help to maintain high levels of self-esteem that is demonstrated in 
well-educated and highly qualified individuals (Pukey, 1970). Although the dis-
parity between graduates’ high expectations relating to occupational identity and 
the corresponding loss in social status associated with unemployment might be 
an aggravating factor (Bakke, 1940). 

Of the few empirical studies in the area, those that report unemployment to 
have a detrimental effect on the psychological health of recent graduates (i.e., 
Cassidy & Wright, 2008; Feather & Bond, 1983) seem to conflict with those sug-
gesting that unemployment does not necessarily lead to psychological distress 
(Cassidy, 1994; Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996; Schaufeli & Van Yperen, 1992). More- 
over, levels of distress may decrease over time in recently unemployed graduates 
(Schaufeli & Van Yperen, 1992). 

These apparent discrepancies, however, may be reconciled by considering a 
range of other factors that impact on this relationship. For example, Lacković- 
Grgin et al., (1996) and Schaufeli and Van Yperen (1992) consider the economic 
and cultural context of their respective countries (Croatia and Netherlands) as a 
means of explaining their findings. For example, a poor economic outlook might 
have led participants to ascribe their unemployment to these systemic problems, 
rather than personal factors (Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996). In addition, low ex-
pectations of employment, especially in degree subjects that are associated with 
high-levels of unemployment, may also be an important factor in buffering the 
impact of unemployment (Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996). 

The role of social norms (e.g., normalisation of unemployment and changing 
female work-role attitudes in society) are also considered to impact on how gra- 
duates view their unemployment (Lacković-Grgin et al., 1996; Schaufeli & Van 
Yperen, 1992). Similarly, a more detailed examination of the nature of employ-
ment in Cassidy and Wright’s (2008) UK study, which also focuses on underem-
ployment (i.e., working in jobs below one’s skill level) is also an important con-
sideration. Their findings that underemployment is often more detrimental than 
unemployment to the psychological health of graduates suggests that employ-
ment that does not meet their expectations or aspirations may be more psycho-
logically distressing in the short-term than being unemployed with an optimistic 
outlook. This explanation might therefore account for Cassidy’s (1994) conflict-
ing findings that unemployed graduates in the UK did not experience signifi-
cantly greater psychological distress than their employed counterparts. 

Other factors that are important considerations in how graduates cope with 
unemployment were highlighted by Feather and Bond’s (1983) Australian study, 
who found that unemployed graduates had more depressive symptoms and were 
less organised and purposeful with their time than their employed counterparts. 
However, the cross-sectional design of their research meant that it was not pos-
sible to elucidate if poor use of time was a precursor to unemployment and de-
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pressive symptoms, or a reflection of these. 

2.1. Qualitative Research on Graduate Unemployment 

In a qualitative examination of graduates’ transition from university to unem-
ployment in Canada, Borgen, Hatch, and Amundson’s (1990) found that the ini-
tial optimism and high hopes upon graduation correspond with Burke and 
Macdermid’s (1999) findings relating to the hopeful outlook of business school 
graduates in Canada regarding career and economic prospects. Interestingly, 
Borgen, Hatch, and Amundson (1990) report that it may take up to 3.5 months 
before a “downward trend” of gloom and pessimism (sometimes depression) of 
post-graduation unemployment sets in. However, the variation in the length of 
this “vacation period”, estimated to be between 3 weeks to 3.5 months, suggests 
that the protective benefits of being a graduate on outlook and mental health is 
largely due to the experience of “positive” incidents (e.g., job interviews and so-
cial support), which mitigate the detrimental effects of “negative” incidents (e.g., 
unsuccessful job search, poor work/job opportunities, lack of social support, 
self-doubt or guilt and stagnation or boredom). 

2.2. Modern-Day UK Higher Education and Graduates 

While the research described above provides important insight into the poten-
tially detrimental impact that unemployment has on the psychological health 
and well-being of graduates, these studies are mostly from the 1980s/90s, with 
Cassidy and Wright’s (2008) UK study being the most recent. UK higher educa-
tion has undergone huge changes since this time, with the move from an “elite” 
to a “mass” system of widening participation in the early 1990s, the introduction 
of tuition fees in England in 1998 and the corresponding increase in student 
debt, and an increasingly neoliberal and marketised system of higher education 
centred around student employability. 

2.3. The Aims and Approach of the Present Study 

Given the considerations described above, the present study aimed to update 
and build on the extant literature by investigating the lived experiences of a 
small group of recently unemployed UK university graduates who have common 
mental health issues. IPA (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) was well-suited for 
this purpose, as it is an approach that is rooted in psychology and specifically 
tailored to examining specific instances of experience, particularly those relating 
to major life experiences and transitions (Brocki & Wearden, 2006), such as 
unemployment and mental health issues. 

IPA blends together phenomenological, hermeneutic and idiographic tenets 
into a distinct methodological mode of enquiry towards conducting qualitative 
psychological research. By adopting this approach, the researchers were able to 
prioritise participants’ unique voices in terms of their explanatory importance. 
This meant being receptive to the diversity of participants’ understandings of the 
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world (Smith, 2004), which were examined in terms of perceptions and mean-
ings (whether idiosyncratically or socially constructed), with the purpose of pro-
viding an integrated and conceptual account that was shaped by an ongoing 
process of subjective interpretation and construction (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 
2009). Because of this focus on subjective meaning, the research question fo-
cused on how these graduates experienced and made sense of their unemploy-
ment and mental ill health. 

3. Method 
3.1. Design and Participant Recruitment 

This was a qualitative study using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, 
Flowers, & Larkin, 2009). Participants were selected using purposive homoge-
neous sampling (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) and were recruited using social 
media and networking sites (e.g., student/graduate employment and mental 
health websites, forums and blogs). 

3.2. Sample 

Twelve university graduates (nine females and three males) between the ages of 
22 and 28 took part; all graduating between 2008 and 2012 with their Bachelor’s 
degrees in a variety of subject areas, including: Arts, Humanities, Social Science, 
Education and Science. Participants had been unemployed between five and 24 
months in duration, although nine of the participants had prior employment 
experience since graduation, including temporary, part-time or voluntary posi-
tions for which they did not need a degree. 

Participants self-represented as having been diagnosed between 2001 and 2012 
with mental health issue(s) that were deemed to be “common” (McManus et al., 
2009; National Institute of Health and Clinical Excellence [NICE], 2011), and 
comprised: Depression, anxiety, generalised anxiety, panic attacks and obsessive- 
compulsive disorder. The onset of these mental health issues pre-dated their 
unemployment in all but one participant (Paula) and all participants were in re-
ceipt of medical and/or psychological treatment at the time of the study (see Ta-
ble 1 below for a more detailed breakdown of participants’ characteristics). 

Individuals were excluded from participating in the study if they also were di-
agnosed with severe mental health issues (e.g., psychosis and/or bipolar disor-
der), had a physical health condition(s) and/or severe or problematic substance 
dependency/abuse difficulties. Any of these issues were considered to reduce the 
homogeneity of the sample by potentially altering their experience of being un-
employed with common mental health issues. 

3.3. Interview Guide Development 

IPA’s approach to data collection is based on the convention of using a semi- 
structured interview guide (Smith et al., 2009), and this format was used in the 
current study. Draft versions of topic areas, questions, and their prompts were  
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Table 1. Participants’ biographical details. 

Participant* Age Ethnicity 
Length of  

Unemployment 
(months) 

Diagnosis of Mental Health Issues 

Kate 27 White/British 5 Depression and generalised anxiety (2003) 

Laura 26 White/British 24 Anxiety (2005); depression (2001) 

Jessica 23 White/British 5 Depression and anxiety (2008); binge eating (2010) 

Alison 25 White/British 24 Anxiety and panic attacks (2010) 

Sophie 22 White/British 7 Generalised anxiety (2008); depression (2010) 

Elizabeth 25 White/British 5 Depression (2009); generalised anxiety (2010) 

Louise 26 White/British 9 Panic attacks, anxiety and OCD (2005) 

Rebecca 23 White/British 8 Depression and anxiety (2012) 

Paula 25 Middle Eastern/British 7 Anxiety (2010) 

Mark 27 White/British 21 Depression, anxiety and panic attacks (2012) 

Fabio 25 Latin American/British 17 Depression and anxiety (2010) 

Paul 28 White/British 17 Depression (2005) 

*Pseudonyms are used. 
 

discussed in order to judge their suitability, coherence, and comprehensibility. 
Questions inquired into their sense-making of being unemployed with mental 
health issues in relation to how they thought or felt about themselves, as well as 
their feelings towards work/employment and their careers. Prompts were also 
used if needed and these clarified the type of questions that were being asked. 
Prompts were also designed to help participants answer the questions by pro-
viding more concrete examples to clarify the sorts of questions that were being 
asked. 

3.4. Data-Collection and Analysis 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 12 participants, which were 
audio-recorded with participants’ permission and lasted between 45 and 80 
minutes. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed by the first au-
thor in accordance with Smith, Flowers, and Larkin’s (2009) indicative steps for 
IPA. This process began with data familiarisation by reading through each par-
ticipant’s transcript several times, recording initial thoughts about its content 
and meaning. This was followed by a line-by-line analysis using descriptive, 
conceptual and linguistic noting, which drew out the underlying phenomenol-
ogical content before adding a more conceptual account based on the first au-
thor’s interpreted understanding of the participant’s experience. 

This body of initial notes was then organised into a conceptual structure of 
emergent themes that fittingly summarised the phenomenon at hand. These 
emergent themes were further examined for how well they converged or di-
verged from each other, which enabled them to be clustered into higher order 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.91021


C. J. Cockshott et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91021 297 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

super-ordinate or overarching themes, which captured the most significant and 
important features of the participant’s experience. The final stage of the analysis 
involved cross-referencing these themes for each participant, searching for pat-
terns, connections and discrepancies, so that they could be clustered into themes 
for the group. These themes represented a higher-order conceptual rendering of 
the most significant and important features of the group’s experiences. 

At each stage of the analysis the first author discussed his findings with the 
research team, testing his interpretations against different potential viewpoints, 
which enhanced the credibility of the analytic process. A further check to en-
hance the rigour of the analysis involved assessing the prevalence (recurrence) of 
all themes across the group. This revealed that all themes were strongly repre-
sented in participants with only Jessica’s account omitting the sub-theme of 
Waste, Failure and Blame, as she did not raise these issues in her interview. 

4. Findings 
4.1. Fall from Grace 

The theme “Fall from Grace” related to participants’ perceived loss of status, 
prestige and respect as university graduates by becoming unemployed. The title 
of the theme refers to the idiomatic expression that is also closely associated with 
the Christian biblical story of the expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden 
of Eden for their disobedience to God. Participants similarly experienced a 
metaphoric fall from grace. They had undergone a major transition in their lives: 
from a vaunted and lofty position of high-esteem, rank and importance as uni-
versity graduates, with seemingly bright prospects for a privileged future, they 
experienced a dramatic descent into a lowly state of unemployment with mental 
health issues. Participants’ response to this “fall” and the meanings that they as-
cribed to it were organised around three constituent sub-themes: 1) Loss of Ex-
pectation and Disorientation, 2) Waste, Failure and Blame, and 3) Stigma and 
Shame, which are explored below. 

4.1.1. Loss of Expectation and Disorientation 
Upon graduation, participants were in buoyant spirits and harboured a strong 
sense of success that imbued them with confidence. This was accompanied by a 
sense of strong optimism for their future and employment prospects. They felt a 
sense of omnipotence and of having “the world at [their] feet”, as they eagerly 
anticipated the tremendous range of high-flying opportunities that they pre-
sumed were awaiting them. They felt in command of their own destiny and be-
lieved they were capable of pursuing any career that they pleased: 

I felt like I had the world at my feet when I was a graduate. I felt that I was 
gonna walk straight into this amazing career job …. So, I was gonna be 
fighting them off with a stick, you know, that’s what I was told, er …. 
[Louise] 
I thought I would get my degree and start working straight away, but it 
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hasn’t turned out like that. [Paula] 

Their high spirits, confidence and optimism towards their future even trumped 
the negative constraints imposed upon them by their mental health issues. They 
considered themselves to be no different to their peers in all respects and seemed 
to disregard their mental health as a potential hindrance to their chances of se-
curing employment after university: 

I think like anyone else, you think you’re gonna get a job. It’s nothing to do 
with mental health or anything like that. You think there’s gonna be a job 
out there …. [Kate] 

In stark contrast to these feelings, participants described unemployed life after 
graduation to be radically different to what they thought it would be like prior to 
graduation. They were hugely disappointed with the direction that their lives 
had taken since graduation, having failed to meet any of their high expectations 
relating to their careers and what they thought they would be able to achieve 
with their degrees: 

It hasn’t been anything like I expected it to be. Er … what I imagined would 
happen was that I’d find a place on, like, I wasn’t expecting a massively 
well-paid job, but I was expecting something where I’d be comfortable and 
I’d be earning more than when I started and that wasn’t the case at all. 
[Mark] 
I’ve never not worked or not studied so … and now I don’t do either. I 
didn’t expect this to happen. [Laura] 

Some participants described the moment of realisation that their hopes and 
expectations were in vain as a flat and empty end to their student years, which 
left them feeling deflated. Their seemingly sullen feelings towards their own cir-
cumstances were in stark contrast to the joy of their peers and friends, who had 
reason to rejoice: 

Basically, it [post-university] wasn’t as exciting and uplifting as I thought it 
would be. Everyone else was celebrating and it was nothing for me. [Jessica] 

For other participants, the realisation that their hopes and expectations had 
failed to materialise post-university was experienced as a surprise that left them 
seemingly stunned with disbelief and vulnerable to a deterioration in their men-
tal health: 

It [post-university] seemed a bit of a shock. I’d been applying for jobs while 
I was still at university, so I knew it was tough. I knew there was a lot of 
competition around, but I still assumed I’d find something fairly quickly, 
and when it didn’t turn out that way that’s when I started to feel depressed 
again. [Paul] 

Participants struggled to come to terms with their unemployment. Their “shock” 
and disbelief related, in part, to their high expectations and sense of invulner-
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ability that unemployment was something that would and should not have hap-
pened to them. They held such a strongly optimistic outlook towards their lives 
prior to graduation that they felt an inevitability that they would obtain suitable 
employment, as if it was predestined to happen to them just as much as it was 
for their peers and friends: 

Everyone was just starting posts and jobs and stuff, and I just, I dunno, I 
just keep quiet, it kinda upset me because it was meant to happen to me as 
everyone else. [Sophie] 

The sudden manner in which their entire career and life plans were disrupted 
was experienced dramatically, as if they were cast into the air and thrown into 
disorder, leaving participants feeling disorientated and confused. They lost their 
poise and balance, as they struggled to regather themselves by finding their 
bearings, leaving them feeling a great deal of uncertainty towards themselves and 
their circumstances: 

… the whole rug has been pulled from under me at the moment. [Louise] 

Participants expressed the enormous negative impact of their unemployment 
in terms of how they thought and felt about themselves. For example, the com-
bined effect of being unemployed with mental health issues was experienced as a 
double assault on their dignity and sense of pride. They viewed unemployment 
as one of the worst things that could have happened to them at a time when they 
were already weak and vulnerable because of their ongoing mental health issues. 
Participants believed that they would have fared better, especially in terms of 
their mental health, if they had made a seamless transition from university into 
employment, rather than experiencing unemployment immediately after gradua-
tion: 

Yes, I felt like it’s been another kick in the teeth and I wasn’t feeling happy 
anyway … and it’s knocked me while I was down … the last thing I needed 
after graduating. [Paul] 
Yes, um … I don’t think I would have probably suffered it so much if I 
wasn’t unemployed. I think if I’d had quite a smooth transition from uni-
versity and got the job I wanted, it probably would be different and I wouldn’t 
have suffered with it. [Paula] 

Their lives seemed to have been turned upside down and taken away from 
them; they had not only lost what they had worked for, but also what they did 
not yet have and strongly hoped or expected would be—a career and the start of 
a new life as adults: 

Being unemployed you haven’t, all you’ve done is lose, it’s like the complete 
opposite, you start off up here and then you end up … you just feel like 
you’ve lost everything … [Louise] 

Participants had effectively left university only to find themselves to have en-
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tered a “desert”, which indicated the disorientating change in landscape, as they 
were now confronted with a very different and less forgiving terrain. It repre-
sented a harsh economic climate—barren, lifeless and desolate of opportunity— 
and their almost hopeless struggle to succeed in the highly competitive envi-
ronment of the graduate jobs market: 

I just felt, right, I felt like I literally just opened the door and walked into a 
desert, just, just nothing there, and … yeah that’s where things started to 
become more difficult, I found. [Fabio] 

For some participants, the wilderness of their unemployment and lack of 
purpose was also reflected in their sense of an incomplete self and identity. Their 
unemployment represented a “void” or nothingness, which was felt as an emp-
tiness or absence of graduate identity, as there was nothing to replace it, leaving 
them with a huge space to fill. In this sense, being unemployed was a non-iden- 
tity or an anonymous sense of self as unknown: 

… it [unemployment] did create the lack of purpose, the void of identity I 
suppose, my identity as a graduate who was progressing in the world … just 
gone and there wasn’t any scope for progression, I couldn’t see where I was 
going then. [Elizabeth] 

Other participants, by contrast, expressed feeling a more nebulous sense of 
self, which was perhaps an indication of their disorientation in relation to their 
circumstances. They were altogether unsure of the impact that being unem-
ployed with mental health issues had on how they saw themselves, although 
some now thought more deeply and seriously about themselves because of their 
circumstances: 

Er … I think it’s just made me question my identity more … I don’t know if 
it’s changed it. [Rebecca] 
Er, I don’t know. I’ve always been quite a cautious person that tended to get 
stressed out, but … er, I don’t know, I just find it harder to cope with little 
things now …. [Alison] 

4.1.2. Waste, Failure and Blame 
Participants’ unemployment left them feeling fallible and subject to reproach— 
the very opposite to their feelings of success prior to their unemployment. The 
constituent theme of “Waste, Failure and Blame” related to participants’ sense of 
waste and failure because of their unemployment and the questioning of them-
selves, including the role of their own actions and responsibility for their cir-
cumstances. Their self-worth was left undermined and was accompanied by feel-
ings of deep unhappiness and anger towards themselves. 

Their value as university graduates, who originally harboured high expecta-
tions and ambitions of using their degrees to pursue a career that fulfilled their 
aspirations, was drastically diminished by their unemployment. They not only 
felt an enormous sense of unnecessary waste, but a humiliation as their dreams, 
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hopes, skills and abilities—what they had to offer the world—were seemingly 
unwanted and disposable, to be washed away “down the drain” as unimportant 
and forgotten about: 

Because of being a graduate and you know the, the, I need to be working to 
actually use some skills and fulfil my own expectations of myself. … so your 
feelings of self-worth just go down the drain. [Elizabeth] 

Their sense of waste related to their feelings of being useless and unproduc-
tive, as they were unable to make a positive contribution, which meant that they 
lacked a meaningful and significant purpose in life. They were wasting their po-
tential, and this reinforced their pre-existing feelings of inadequacy from having 
mental health issues. The combination of the two often led them to feel a sense 
of futility, as they expressed bleak and self-pitying sentiments, and in some cases, 
to question the value of their existence: 

I don’t think, like, in terms of what I do with my life, what I can do with my 
life, at the moment I feel like I’m wasting it, like it’s worthless, there’s no 
point me being here. It gets like that a lot … just makes me feel really shit 
about myself. [Sophie] 

Participants also struggled with feelings of guilt, as if they were punishing them- 
selves for their failure, by believing that they had become a burden on others and 
on society in general. They felt “worse than worthless” and so instead of adding 
something of value (positive) to society, they had become a drain (negative)—of 
having a value less than zero—by using up precious resources and taking them 
away from others, as if they did not deserve to exist: 

I’m worse than worthless because I’m taking up other people’s energy etc. 
I’m just using up oxygen and space and government money, and all the rest 
of it, I’m not worth it. [Laura] 

Participants’ misery and sense of failure towards their circumstances was mag-
nified by their comparisons with their peers or friends, who had gone on to suc-
ceed by finding suitable employment. They were especially drawn towards the 
material acquisitions of their friends that stemmed from having jobs and money, 
which served only to make them feel worse by reminding them of their own dire 
material and financial circumstances. Participants felt as if they had lost out, as 
in a game where success was gauged in material terms: 

… I feel like I’ve failed. I think I’m the only person out of a class of seventy 
who didn’t get a job. [Sophie] 
You don’t have any money for a car, you don’t have anything that your 
peers have, you just feel like a failure … I felt like a loser, a total loser … 
[Paula] 

Participants reflected on the value of their decision to go to university and felt 
a great deal of regret with their choice, given their unemployment and the debts 
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they had incurred. They felt a sense of wasted effort and resources that had been 
spent uselessly and to no avail, as they were seemingly no better off than before 
they went to university. They had been cast into a barren and desolate wasteland 
or “desert” described earlier, bereft of fruitful material reward for their hard 
work, left with nothing but a bleak outlook of being able to cultivate viable em-
ployment opportunities for their future: 

… As I said before, I feel like it’s been a massive waste of time and money 
like … I think I’m 34, 35 grand in debt with student loans and I’ve got 
nothing to show for it … there was no point doing it. [Kate] 
I feel I’ve like put so much effort in with my uni work, I’d like to do some-
thing that will build on those skills that took time to develop, rather than 
bar work, which I could have done three years ago. [Rebecca] 

Some participants felt a strong sense of injustice towards their unemployment, 
as if they had been cheated. Rather than this sense of unfairness stemming from 
their feelings of having a right or entitlement—implying guaranteed access—to 
jobs that they had been denied, participants instead felt that they had a legiti-
mate claim to suitable jobs based on their qualifications, experience and hard 
work. They felt that they were worthy of suitable employment and deserved a 
fairer, better outcome based on their own merit. They had worked hard at school 
and university in good faith and this had been left unrewarded: 

I feel like it’s not fair. I feel like I work really hard at school and uni to carve 
a life out for myself and I’ve just ended up here stuck on benefits, it’s just 
not fair. [Louise] 

This retrospective examination of the decisions that they had made served to 
bring their unresolved mental health issues into sharper focus by prompting 
them to take stock of these. This often compounded their misery, as their issues 
remained unresolved and troublesome to them: 

I think well I shouldn’t have tried going back to university to do another 
degree because it hasn’t got me anywhere. I haven’t shaken off my mental 
health problems and used up all that time and spent all that money. [Paul] 

Their mental health issues were inextricably bound-up with this self-examination 
and played a significant role in shaping their feelings of responsibility for their 
unemployment. For some participants, the integral role played by their mental 
health issues in their unemployment entailed a further retrospective examination 
of their management of these. This led them to often castigate themselves for not 
taking earlier and more decisive action to tackle their underlying issues, which 
seemed to be an indirect admission of responsibility for their unemployment: 

I feel responsible [for his unemployment] more in the sense that I should 
have dealt with it [his mental health issues] earlier, maybe at a younger age, 
maybe when I was 14 and I realised I was feeling things that maybe a 14 
year-old boy shouldn’t do … or maybe it’s not the average sort of feelings 
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that I should have and I thought I should have said something and dealt 
with it so when it would happen again in the future, I’d have a better grasp 
of dealing with the situation. [Fabio] 

Other participants claimed that their mental health issues led them to feel re-
sponsible for their unemployment, believing their difficulties to be a punishment 
or vengeance for past misdeeds because there was something inherently bad or 
sinful about them. This sense of guilt and self-blame is explored further below in 
the next constituent theme entitled Stigma and Shame: 

Mental health makes you feel like it’s [her unemployment] your own fault 
and that you’ve brought it on yourself in some way and you deserve it …. I 
just used to rack my brains thinking I must be just a terrible person when 
all this stuff’s happening to me. [Louise] 

4.1.3. Stigma and Shame 
The tensions between expectations of being a graduate and the lived experience 
of unemployment post-graduation, also engendered prejudicial attitudes, stigma 
and criticism. Participants referred to this stigma throughout their accounts, in-
dicating that there was something disgraceful or shameful about being unem-
ployed with mental health issues, which left them feeling marked or tarnished. 
They felt they had been labelled with generalised negative stereotypes of the 
unemployed, such as being parasitic, lazy, dishonest and undeserving: 

Doley, benefit cheat, er, you know lazy good for nothing, sponging off our 
taxes, all of that …. [Laura] 

Participants were deeply uncomfortable with these pejorative terms, which 
were incongruent with their identity as university graduates. They considered 
this prejudice to be wholly inaccurate, unjust and a misleading characterisation 
of themselves and their circumstances. They felt that they had wrongly and un-
deservedly become unemployed, as if it was an accident or a terrible mistake. 
Their proud status as university graduates, which they wore like a badge of 
honour, conferred on them an elevated social and economic rank that made 
them feel unworthy of their current lowly status. They felt a great sense of injus-
tice as they felt degraded or demoted in rank or status, sometimes comparing 
themselves to socio-economic groups that they regarded to be beneath them. 
Their unemployment therefore left them with a sense of lost pride and chal-
lenged their dignity and intelligence as university graduates: 

I felt that, the big difference really is pride, I suppose. I had something 
really to be proud of when I graduated. … I just get made to feel like a cre-
tin, er, you know, like a lower-class person, that’s how it all makes you feel. 
[Louise] 

There’s like a stereotype around [her home town] anyway of the chavvy drug 
addict population [laughs] having to be on benefits and I’m not, I’m a university 
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graduate who’s just mentally ill. I can’t get a job. It’s not good, feel like I’ve been 
put in the wrong category. [Sophie] 

I’m not choosing to be unemployed, you know. [Alison] 

They also felt embarrassment, and even shame, for being unemployed, often 
trying to avoid admitting to others that they were out of work. They prevaricated 
or put a positive spin on it by rationalising it in one way or another to mitigate 
the extent to which others perceived them to be responsible for their circum-
stances. Participants’ responses were indicative of the guilt that they felt for be-
ing unemployed. They clearly had a sense that they were doing something wrong 
by being unemployed and that they should be putting their lives to productive 
and meaningful use: 

I just find the whole thing [her unemployment] very uncomfortable, espe-
cially when you meet people and they say ‘what do you do for a living?’ Oh 
my god, you bumble [starts mumbling] ‘well you know, yes, blah, blah, 
blah, my degree’s in this and I used to do this.’ ‘But you’re not working at 
the moment?’ ‘Well, no.’ The recession, that’s what I’ll blame, you know, it’s 
just so uncomfortable. [Laura] 
Yeah, I do brush over it, I don’t want to tell people that I haven’t been 
working for a period of time or whatever, so I just try and focus on the big-
ger things you know … I did this, I did that, so sounds like I was actually 
doing something. [Paula] 

Participants were especially concerned about the prejudice surrounding their 
mental health issues. While they were relatively sure that people would react 
negatively to their unemployment, they were less certain about the type of re-
sponse that their mental health issues would receive. At one end of the spectrum, 
participants felt others might jump to the conclusion that they had very serious 
mental health issues, perhaps having lost contact with reality; or that they were 
feigning their difficulties and were simply “workshy” at the other end of the 
spectrum: 

I think they [her fiancé’s family] did think I was a bit … they worried that 
either I was some insane mental person that was sitting in the corner rock-
ing backwards and forwards that their son/brother was having to care 
for, or that I was kinda putting it on a bit and that I should really get back 
to work, that I was being lazy. I think they weren’t sure where they sat. 
[Louise] 

Participants felt aggrieved and frustrated with the general ignorance and lack 
of empathy shown towards themselves and their mental health issues by others. 
They caricatured and satirised the crude understanding of mental health issues 
that they felt was common in society. They did so by typically highlighting the 
stereotyped view of an individual with mental health issues as blatantly crazy, 
whereas they understood their difficulties to be far more complex, subtle and 
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multifaceted in nature: 

Er, but other people, I don’t really think they understand that they will only 
believe that you’re mentally ill if you’re wearing your pants on your head, a 
pencil up your nose saying wibble [laughs], that’s it. … there’s a hell of a lot 
more going on behind someone’s eyes than what, what might be apparent 
to most people. [Laura] 

In contrast to a physical illness or disability, where its limiting effects on par-
ticipants’ capacity to work would be more readily understood, the invisibility of 
their mental health issues, along with their difficulty and struggle, remained 
hidden and unseen. This prevented others from readily apprehending the nature 
of their disability, leading participants to feel that they had to constantly defend 
themselves or persuade others of their difficulty and suffering: 

… if I’d had an operation or I’d been in an accident, that support would 
have been there and it just wasn’t, so I think with mental health you do feel 
like you have to get permission from people and kind of, you have to justify 
yourself, look I am really sick, look, look … because it’s invisible, I think. 
[Louise] 
And then there’s also the stigma that you get attached to being unemployed 
and claiming benefits … a lot of people will turn round to you and go ‘well, 
you know, why are you on benefits? There’s nothing wrong with you.’ … 
they don’t know anything about you, but you just mention it and they’ll try 
and start an argument with you … [Alison] 

Participants similarly worried that others were doubtful of their reasons for 
not being at work, and that these would be seen as excuses that were not genuine 
or legitimate. They had to negotiate these blurred boundaries between being ill 
with mental health issues and appearing to be in good health at one and the 
same time. They were particularly concerned about being branded as lazy and 
emphasised that not being able to work because of poor mental health was cate-
gorically different to not making the effort to work. Participants seemed to there-
fore attach a strong stigma to laziness, as it implied they were to blame for their 
circumstances, something that they were exonerated from as they were poorly 
and simply unable to pursue any activity, despite their best wishes: 

I don’t know, sometimes I, I’m worried that people think I’m just trying to 
make excuses … but I mean on my worst days I can’t get out of bed, I don’t 
even wash my hair, I don’t want to wash myself, you know, nothing gets 
done. [Laura] 

Some participants felt an added external pressure from others to obtain work 
simply by virtue of their status as university graduates who had degrees. They 
felt that there was a wide-spread belief that degree-level qualifications and skills 
automatically rendered them to be highly employable, enabling them to enter 
work without any difficulty. Once again, because their mental health issues were 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.91021


C. J. Cockshott et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.91021 306 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

invisible and not readily apparent, others were less able to understand their full 
circumstances, often coming to the erroneous conclusion that laziness was the 
reason for their unemployment: 

They see you as having a degree and having worked hard, it’s like ‘you’re 
clearly clever enough, why aren’t you working? You just must be lazy. [Jes-
sica] 

Participants clearly expressed their perception of the social unacceptability of 
mental health issues, and they were especially concerned about being discrimi-
nated against in a way that would hinder their chances of obtaining and main-
taining employment. The uncertainty of how potential employers would respond 
to learning of their mental health issues lay beneath their dilemma to open up 
about them or to remain silent on the matter. However, their lengthening un-
employment complicated the issue because of the gap in their CV that it created. 
This put them in the awkward and uncomfortable position of having to poten-
tially disclose their mental health issues to prospective employers, which they 
were reluctant to do for the fear that they would be discriminated against: 

… cos if I’ve got a CV that’s completely empty after uni, the first thing 
they’re [prospective employers] gonna say is, like “why didn’t you work?” 
and it would be because of me mental health and so they’d want to talk 
about that and I’m not prepared to chat about that with them … Are they 
[prospective employers] gonna take someone who has depression and high 
anxiety or are they gonna take the person who has got good people skills 
and who is a good orator and all stuff like that? I mean it’s dead obvious, 
you know what I mean. No one, I mean, I wouldn’t ever mention it until 
you’d been hired. [Sophie] 

Participants were therefore strongly reluctant to divulge their mental health 
issues because of the stigma surrounding mental health in general. They went to 
great lengths to hide or disguise their difficulties from others, including their 
friends, as they wished to protect their reputation or public image. This pretence 
was indicative of the strong normative pressures operating on them to conceal 
their issues and the shame that they felt, but it was also a testament to their re-
silience and courage to try and carry on as normal, despite their difficulties: 

Lots of people just think I’m normal, but just looking for a job, which in my 
own head, I feel really anxious and a lot worse than that, but I always try 
and, around other people, I’ll never try and show that …. [Rebecca] 

5. Discussion 

The present study has offered a rich, interpreted description of the experiences 
of a diverse purposive sample of recently unemployed university graduates with 
common mental health issues. Unemployment for these graduates represented a 
major life-event for them, which had a substantial negative impact on how they 
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thought and felt about themselves, as well as compounding their mental health 
issues. 

Participants exhibited a multifaceted psychological response including shock 
and disorientation, accompanied by a strong sense of injustice, waste and failure. 
It had shattered their pre-graduation worldview of their sense of self as invul-
nerable, almost omnipotent, along with their corresponding high hopes, aspira-
tions and expectations for their careers and personal lives in the future. They 
were left feeling tarnished and susceptible to criticism, prejudicial attitudes and 
stigma, as if they were to blame for doing something wrong by becoming unem-
ployed with mental health issues. 

5.1. The Shock and Disorientation of Unemployment 

Participants’ initial optimism leading up to graduation concurred with the find-
ings of Borgen, Hatch, and Amundson (1990) and Burke and Macdermid (1999). 
However, this positive mindset associated with Borgen, Hatch, and Amundson’s 
(1990) findings of a “vacation period” ended abruptly upon graduation, or shortly 
after, for participants, and the pessimism of the “downward trend” (Borgen, Hatch, 
& Amundson, 1990) rapidly set in. They experienced the moment of first feeling 
unemployed as a sudden realisation—which typically came about through a com-
parison of themselves with peers and friends who had been successful finding 
work. This realisation left them with a sense of shock and disbelief or disorienta-
tion, as it was unexpected, and they felt it should not have happened to them. 
Although their mental health issues also contributed towards this negative re- 
evaluation of their circumstances and sense of disorientation and pessimism, al-
lowing the negative events to overshadow the positive achievements in their lives. 

5.2. A Disorientated Identity and Sense of Self 

Any potential protective benefits against unemployment that stemmed from an 
absence of occupational identity (Hayes & Nutman, 1981) were un-felt as par-
ticipants experienced a nebulous void connected to their unemployment. This 
was marked by a strong sense of uncertainty and ambiguity, which had a disori-
entating impact on their identity and sense of self. 

According to the life-course development and crisis literature, the defining 
aspect of a crisis is disruption to the continuity of identity, which threatens the 
coherence of the sense of self (Becker, 1997; Levinson, 1978, 1996). Indeed par-
ticipants felt overwhelmed and were immobilised by their circumstances during 
this uncertain time, which they struggled to comprehend (O’Connor & Wolfe, 
1987). Their integrity or “wholeness” was jeopardised and fragmented (Erikson, 
1980) by their unemployment, challenging their sense of self, including their be-
liefs, expectations and self-worth, and was accompanied by the negative emo-
tions of injustice, regret, failure, despair, as well as depression and anxiety (O’Con- 
nor & Wolfe, 1987). A successful resolution to crises involves the realisation and 
acceptance of the need to adapt or change and pursue a new life direction (Hop- 
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son & Adams, 1976; Levinson, 1978, 1996; O’Connor & Wolfe, 1987), a task that 
participants were struggling to resolve. 

5.3. Injustice or Inflated Sense of Entitlement? 

Students have been fed the narrative that getting a degree will guarantee them 
entry into high-paying and interesting jobs (careers), which for many (including 
those without mental health issues) has not been the case (Jisc & AGCAS, 2020). 
Much has been written about Generation Y or the Millennials (Howe & Strauss, 
2000) (i.e., those born in the years ranging from the early 1980s to the early 
2000s), and it is often asserted that this group have high expectations for their 
lives and hold a sense of being entitled (Twenge, 2006). 

This was not the case for this group of graduates, who, despite being disad-
vantaged (and highly frustrated) from having mental health issues, believed that 
their high expectations and corresponding sense of injustice were not without 
foundation or some justification. They felt that they deserved or were worthy of 
a fairer outcome based on their own merit, which stemmed from a sense that 
they had a legitimate claim—rather than a right or entitlement—to suitable jobs 
based on their qualifications, experience and hard work. 

5.4. Stigma of being Unemployed with Mental Health Issues 

Participants’ struggled with the discrepancy in their proud identity as university 
graduates and the stigmatising impact of being unemployed with mental health 
issues. They had found themselves involuntarily caught up and tarnished with 
the feckless and “undeserving poor” narrative, as if they had done something 
wrong by becoming unemployed with mental health issues. Thus, the achieve-
ment of being a university graduate, which might help to maintain high levels of 
self-esteem, as has been demonstrated in well-educated and highly qualified in-
dividuals (Pukey, 1970), only served to heighten participants’ feelings of shame. 
In line with Bakke (1940), their high expectations relating to occupational iden-
tity and social status, meant that they experienced a greater loss of status, pres-
tige and respect by becoming unemployed. 

Participants’ feelings of responsibility towards their circumstances and sense 
of feeling tarnished were strongly shaped by their mental health issues, which 
also led some participants to self-stigmatise. This meant that they tended to 
agree with public stereotypes towards unemployment and mental health and in-
ternalised these views, which exacerbated their low self-worth and feelings of de-
moralisation towards their circumstances (Corrigan & Watson, 2002; Rüsch et 
al., 2006). 

Participants’ unemployment also created practical difficulties that placed a great 
deal of pressure on them. These difficulties related to feeling stigmatised and its 
associated problems of knowledge (ignorance or misinformation), attitudes (pre- 
judice) and behaviour (discrimination) (Thornicroft et al., 2007). For example, 
participants felt a strong pressure from others to obtain work, simply by virtue 
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of their status as university graduates who had degrees and should therefore be 
able to enter work without any difficulty. The invisibility of their disability 
meant they were often perceived by others as being lazy, which only served to 
add to the pressure that they felt. 

While participants were generally quite sure that others would react negatively 
to their unemployment, they were unsure about the type of response that their 
mental health issues would receive, even from close friends and family. They 
therefore demonstrated a strong reluctance to disclose their mental health issues 
to others, especially in an employment context. Research suggests that people 
with mental health issues have to cope with widespread stigma and discrimina-
tion (Schomerus et al., 2012), and the dilemma of whether to disclose is a com-
mon problem for individuals with mental health issues (Wheat et al., 2010). 

Disclosure of mental health issues in the workplace has been linked with the 
negative response of rejection or the positive response of social support; whereas 
non-disclosure carries the risk of discovery, which can be a continual source of 
stress (Brohan et al., 2014; Brohan et al., 2012; Link, Mirotznik, & Cullen, 1991). 
Indeed a major concern for some participants was that their mental health issues 
were detectable merely from their outward appearance and behaviour. However, 
further research is needed to better understand the disclosure beliefs and behav-
iours of those with mental health issues (Brohan et al., 2012). 

6. Implications for Universities and Student Support 

While the small sample size and idiographic nature of IPA clearly circumscribes 
the ability to make generalised statements about the practical implications of this 
work, tentative claims, based on participants’ experiences, have therefore been 
cautiously put forward for consideration. 

There does seem to be a need to better manage students who have common 
mental health issues and their expectations of work and employment after gradua-
tion, which might be unrealistically high in some cases. Indeed participants’ hopes 
and expectations for their lives after university were mostly based on the as-
sumption that they would obtain suitable jobs almost immediately after univer-
sity, which was unfortunately not the case. This study has demonstrated how 
closely their identity and high expectations as graduates were bound-up with 
their subsequent unemployment, which combined with a lack of access to work 
led to a deterioration in their mental health and reduced the opportunities for 
recovery. 

Given how vulnerable these graduates were to unemployment, universities 
and their student support services (e.g., health, counselling, employment/careers, 
alumni associations, peer support groups) need to promote a greater awareness 
among their students with common mental health issues that the transition into 
employment is a turbulent and potentially dangerous time with numerous pit-
falls. These services therefore have a vital role to play in helping these students to 
prepare for periods of unemployment, a prolonged job search and a series of 
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survival-type jobs after they leave university. 
As a further initiative, universities could also provide some (voluntary) work-

shops or seminars for final year students to help them prepare for life after uni-
versity. An important part of this initiative would be to encourage former gra- 
duates—who have struggled and successfully overcome unemployment and men-
tal health issues—to stay in touch with their university, so that a system of pro-
spective buddying or mentoring could be established, perhaps coordinated through 
counselling services. These graduates could provide examples of their experi-
ences (positive and negative), including the sources of support and means of cop-
ing that they had found helpful (and unhelpful) in maintaining a positive out-
look. These workshops might also serve to better prepare students for a potential 
revision of their career aspirations, which in some cases may have to be revised 
downwards from their original ambitions prior to graduation. 
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