
© The Author(s) 2024. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Society of Occupational Medicine.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits 
unrestricted reuse, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

A novel approach to peer support for academic researchers
S. Khodabakhsh1, , C. Hoffmann2, , S. Sauchelli2, G. Shi3,  and A. Mitchell2,4,

1Faculty of Social Sciences and Law, University of Bristol, Bristol BS8 1TX, UK
2National Institute for Health and Care Research Bristol Biomedical Research Centre, University Hospitals Bristol and Weston NHS Foundation Trust 

and the University of Bristol, Bristol BS8 2BN, UK
3School of Cellular and Molecular Medicine, University of Bristol, Bristol BS8 1TD, UK

4School of Healthcare Sciences, College of Biomedical and Life Sciences, Cardiff University, Cardiff CF14 4XN, UK

Correspondence to: A. Mitchell, School of Healthcare Sciences, College of Biomedical and Life Sciences, Cardiff University, 1.14 Tŷ’r Garth, Heath Park West, St Agnes 
Road, Cardiff CF14 4YJ, UK. E-mail: mitchella19@cardiff.ac.uk

Background: Academic researchers experience high levels of stress, isolation and loneliness, which compromise their well-being. There is a par-
ticular need to address these issues amongst early career and postgraduate research staff. ‘Spaces for Listening’ is an initiative to increase active 
listening and provide peer support.
Aims: To assess the feasibility, acceptability and potential impacts of Spaces for Listening in an academic setting.
Methods: Early career and postgraduate researchers from a large university in the UK were invited to attend ‘Academic Spaces for Listening’ 
(ASf L). Five ASf L sessions (including in-person and Chinese language) were held. A mixed-methods study using online survey and in-depth 
interviews was conducted. Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics, and qualitative data were analysed using principles of the-
matic analysis. The qualitative and quantitative findings were integrated at the interpretation phase.
Results: A total of 25 participants attended an ASf L session, 22 of them completed the survey and 6 participants participated in semi-structured 
interviews. Participants were very satisfied with the session content (68%, n = 15), organization (68%, n = 15) and delivery (68%, n = 15). Four 
themes were identified from qualitative analysis: (i) the ‘Academic Spaces for Listening’ (ASf L) experience; (2) impact of ASf L; (3) potential 
challenges of ASf L and (4) ASf L in the future. Interpersonal connectedness was an important outcome for participants during the session. 
Participants showed interest in the future of ASf L.
Conclusions: Implementing Spaces for Listening in an academic setting is feasible and was well received by participants. The initiative may fill a 
gap in the social interactions amongst academic researchers.

I N T RO D U CT I O N
Over the past few decades, the university sector has experi-
enced wide-ranging and accelerated transformation [1]. There 
has been a rapid growth in student numbers, pressure on both 
early career and senior staff to secure limited research funding 
and the use of performance metrics (e.g. league tables) to deter-
mine the allocation of internal research funds [2]. These changes 
are aimed to grow revenue and productivity but can also lead to 
increased workload and performance pressures on academic re-
searchers, which may negatively impact their work-life balance 
and well-being [3,4].

The transition to hybrid working (combination of working re-
motely and in-office) during coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) increased the likelihood of isolation [5,6]. Academic 
researchers reported reluctance to disclose experienced difficul-
ties and dissatisfaction, perceived lack of support and a negative 
impact on physical as well as mental health [6]. Early-career re-
searchers (ECRs) and postgraduate researchers (PGRs) are par-
ticularly affected, reporting decreased well-being, isolation and 
loneliness [7,8].

There is an ongoing need to address well-being, isolation and 
loneliness amongst researchers. Solutions must be flexible and 
simple to meet the needs of remote working and to minimize the 
burden for those already affected by lower morale. Peer support 
(online and in-person) initiatives can be a simple way to address 
isolation and enhance well-being [9,10]. However, the evidence 
on the impact of peer support on overall well-being in academic 
settings is mostly based on support for young adults and the 
early years of university life [11]. The literature on academic re-
searchers is limited, and little is known about feasible and accept-
able solutions that can offer support to PGRs and ECRs.

An example of a novel peer support initiative is ‘Spaces for 
Listening’ [12]. ‘Spaces for Listening’ is a small group session for 
attendees to share their thoughts and feelings and listen to others 
without interruption. The initiative originated from experiences 
of isolation during the COVID-19 pandemic. It aims to improve 
communication skills and active listening and provide a safe and 
non-judgmental space for participants to speak without inter-
ruption. ‘Spaces for Listening’ has been adopted within large 
healthcare institutions in the UK [13]. Distinct advantages are 
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the initiative’s flexibility and suitability to a multitude of settings 
(online and in-person). Sessions can be self-initiated and man-
aged within the organization, which require minimal resources 
and do not require pre-existing infrastructure or staff training.

Early feedbacks on ‘Spaces for Listening’ show that partici-
pants feel they are being listened to, build meaningful connec-
tions and experienced active support [14]. Therefore, the aim of 
this study was to pilot ‘Spaces for Listening’ in academic settings, 
referred to hereon as ‘Academic Spaces for Listening’ (ASf L), 
and to evaluate the feasibility, acceptability and potential im-
pacts of this initiative amongst PGRs and ECRs.

M ET H O D S
This study employed a mixed-method design to evaluate the 
feasibility, acceptability and potential impacts of ASf L.

The study was conducted alongside pilot implementation of 
ASf L sessions amongst PGR and ECR staff at the University of 
Bristol (UoB) between March and July 2022.

All PGRs and ECRs at the UoB were eligible to take part. 
This cohort was chosen because it allows pilot testing on a 
smaller group before potential roll-out to a wider staff base. The 
University uses the term PGR to mean any student enrolled in 
Doctoral studies. Dedicated PGR mailing lists exist to target 
communication to this group. There are, however, no definitions 
or criteria to identify ECRs at the University. The study therefore 
relied on self-identification, and communication channels were 
chosen based on assumptions that their target groups include or 
are primarily ECRs. Invitations to attend ASf L sessions were sent 
via university bulletins/newsletters, email distribution through 
relevant mailing lists and personal networks. Participants ex-
pressed interest by contacting a member of the research team 
and were offered a date and time to attend an ASf L session.

Details about how ASf L sessions were conducted can be found 
in Table 1 (available as Supplementary data at Occupational 
Medicine Online) and are briefly outlined later.

ASf L sessions involved three rounds of peer-led, pre-defined 
questions for which participants took turns to answer. The three 
pre-defined questions were ‘How are you and what is on your 
mind right now?’; Share your reflections and feelings now, and 
in the light of what you have heard in Round 1” and ‘Share one 
thing you might like to take forwards, and also to offer some ap-
preciation to any particular thoughts or any aspects of the call 
that have resonated with you’.

Each participant, including a nominated facilitator, was given 
2 minutes to speak uninterrupted, in each round. Each session 
hosted up to eight participants (including facilitators, as stipu-
lated by the session developers). Content discussed during the 
sessions was confidential, and no data were collected during the 
sessions.

Data collection was performed after each ASf L session and 
involved (i) an online survey (quantitative data) and (ii) semi-
structured interviews (qualitative data).

All participants received a link to an online survey following 
their participation in an ASf L session. The survey was used to 
collect information about participants’ socio-demographic 
characteristics and experience of the ASf L session. The survey 
was designed by the research team in English language (Table 
1, available as Supplementary data at Occupational Medicine 

K e y  l e a r n i n g  p o i n t s

What is already known about this subject:
• Academic researchers experience high levels of stress and 

loneliness, and this affects their well-being.
• Spaces for Listening is an initiative promoting active lis-

tening and communication.

What this study adds:
• This study is the first to explore the application of Spaces 

for Listening and evaluate its potential impact.
• Spaces for Listening is a feasible initiative for peer support 

with the potential to improve well-being of academic re-
searchers.

What impact this may have on practice or policy:
• Universities could adopt Spaces for Listening as an ap-

proach to improve communication, relational awareness 
and well-being amongst academic researchers and wider 
members of the university.

Table 1. Characteristics of the participants in Academic Spaces for 
Listening (n = 22)

n (%)

Researcher type
PGR 17 (77)
ECR 5 (23)

Sex
Female 17 (77)
Male 5 (23)

Ethnicity
White 6 (27)
Asian/Asian British 14 (64)
Latin American 1 (4)
Turkish 1 (4)

Department
Health Sciences 12 (54)
Social Sciences and Law 1 (4)
Engineering 5 (23)
Arts 2 (9)
Life Sciences 1 (4)
Science 1 (4)

English proficiency
Proficient 7 (32)
Advanced 10 (45)
Intermediate 5 (23)

Language preference
Prefer sessions in first language 5 (23)
Prefer sessions in English 5 (23)
Comfortable with either language 9 (41)
Not applicable 2 (9)
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Online), delivered using Microsoft Forms and analysed using 
Microsoft Forms analytics to report descriptive statistics. A five-
point Likert scale (with endpoints ‘very much agree’ and ‘very 
much disagree’) was used to assess participants’ satisfaction and 
attitudes relating to the session [15]. At the end of the survey, 
participants were invited to provide their email address to ex-
press their interest in taking part in an interview. Email addresses 
were stored separately to maintain anonymity.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted using a topic 
guide (Table 2, available as Supplementary data at Occupational 
Medicine Online), which was developed based on the research 
questions and through team discussion. The interview questions 
were designed to explore survey answers in greater depth and to 
obtain understanding of why and how participants held certain 
views. Interviews included questions focussing on participants 
experience during the sessions, their reflection following their 
attendance and how ASf L could fit in an academic setting.

The interviews were conducted either in-person or online 
using Microsoft Teams. Audio-recorded data were transcribed 
either by an external transcription service or with the help of 
automatic transcription functions in Microsoft Teams.

Interview data were analysed using principles of inductive 
thematic analysis [16]. We followed the recommended steps 
suggested by Braun and Clark [16], including (i) familiarizing 
with the data, (ii) generating initial codes, (iii) generating initial 
themes, (iv) reviewing themes, (v) defining and naming themes 
and (vi) writing a report. Initial codes were developed by the 
research team to triangulate interpretations of the data. First, 
S.K. and S.S. independently coded two transcripts and then 
met to compare and discuss. Second, C.H. coded two further 
transcripts using the initial codes. Third, codes, initial themes 
and general impressions of the data were discussed within the 
team and amendments to the codes were made where neces-
sary. Finally, the remaining transcripts were coded by S.K. and 

Table 2. Table of identified themes, sub-themes and example quotes from interviews with participants of Academic Spaces for Listening 
(ASf L)

Theme Sub-theme Example quotes

The ASf L  
experience

Motivation for 
attending the 
session

‘I’m normally just by myself, so I need some opportunities to talk’.- Interview 1-PGR
‘So maybe we can share our own problem or difficulties to each other, to get support or help from 

each other’- Interview 3-PGR
Feelings and ex-

pectations during 
the session

‘This activity is deeper than I expected […] I think everyone actually said more than I thought. 
Before it, I thought that everyone would just talk about their own things, not about life or other 
interpersonal topics’- Interview 6-PGR

‘I wasn’t expecting any sort of feedback or guidance or anything in that sense. Just a space to chat’- 
Interview 4-ECR

Interpersonal  
connectedness

‘I think we said in the session the commonality in how we were feeling when we had different situ-
ations […] you can be quite, fairly open and then it doesn’t matter cause you’re not gonna see 
them again’- Interview 4-ECR

‘I feel that everyone is working hard, …, it’s [the feeling] self-motivated and in a relaxed state’- 
interview 6-PGR

Impact of ASf L Personal impact ‘I think after coming to the session, after listening to others talk, I think most of the students or 
most of the participants have the same problem [ … ] it’s really released and relaxed me’.- Inter-
view 3-PGR

‘It teaches me that I should listen to other people more than before’.- Interview 1-PGR
Acceptability ‘I think embedding that kind of culture and sort of support and this thing within academia rather 

than as an extra, it’s kind of an important thing’- Interview 5-ECR
‘Researchers are not necessarily working in teams, especially PGR students can be quite isolating, 

so having a space to connect with other academics and researchers, just to chat for a few minutes 
at time, see how they’re feeling that day might be very useful [ … ] It would be a vital part of the 
puzzle piece of, you know, going from official staff development, leadership type stuff to having 
chats around the, you know water cooler like, there’s a space in between those two things, I think, 
academic spaces for listening probably can fill’.- Interview 4- ECR

Potential chal-
lenges of ASf L

‘Someone might get very upset or then you know or something might suddenly come up for  
somebody’.- Interview 5-ECR

‘self-selecting, so you end up getting like the same people like me for example. I’m going to engage 
in this stuff because I’m already engaging in this stuff, people who might benefit from it may not 
turn up’ - Interview 4-ECR

ASf L in the future ‘We should extend these events in order to let everyone have the opportunity to talk with others, to 
hear good and bad experiences and grow with that and this is not only for PhD students or MSc 
students. There are maybe some lecturers that have these kinds of problems as well’- Interview 
2-PGR

‘maybe linking up with support services that exist in the university as well […] having some sort of 
contingency may be in place if something comes up that’s difficult for someone’- Interview 5-ECR

The use of [ … ] indicates that parts of the text are taken out.
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primary themes were identified. The identified themes were dis-
cussed amongst the research team and a final thematic structure 
was agreed. To represent the data, a number of quotes are pro-
vided in a table to illustrate each theme. NVivo (version 1.6.1) 
software was used to facilitate the coding process.

The qualitative and quantitative findings were integrated into 
the interpretation and reporting phase of the study [17]. The 
findings from qualitative and quantitative data were combined 
to answer the research questions where the qualitative findings 
provided a deeper understanding of participants’ answers to the 
survey. In the results, first, the findings from the quantitative ana-
lysis are presented, followed by further details and findings from 
the qualitative data.

Ethics approval was obtained from the Faculty of Social 
Sciences and Law Research Ethics Committee at the UoB (Ref: 
11080).

R E SU LTS
Thirty people expressed interest in attending an ASf L session, 
of which a total of 25 (83%) participated. Two (7%) could not 
make any of the available dates and three (10%) did not attend 
on the day of the session.

A total of five ASf L sessions were conducted between June 
and July 2022. Of these, four were held online and one was 
face-to-face. One session was held in Chinese (face-to-face) and 
all others were conducted in English.

In total, 22 participants (88% of total participants) com-
pleted the survey and six (24%) agreed to participate in a semi-
structured interview. Interviews lasted between 25 and 50 
minutes.

The mean age of those who completed the survey was 30.5 
years (standard deviation [SD] = 5.8). Socio-demographic in-
formation of the participants was only available from those who 
completed the survey and are shown in Table 1.

Survey results showed that for most participants (59%, 
n = 13), the session met their expectations, and exceeded ex-
pectations for the rest (41%, n = 9). Most participants (68%, 
n = 15) were very satisfied with the information they received 
before the session, 73% (n = 16) were very satisfied with the 
group size, 68% (n = 15) were very satisfied with how the ses-
sion was organized, 68% (n = 15) were very satisfied with how 
the session ended. None were dissatisfied with any aspect of the 
session.

Participants were asked about their comfort level if other 
participants were from the same school, faculty or unknown 
to them. Less than half the participants (45%, n = 10) felt very 
comfortable being with people from the same school and 9% 
(n = 2) were somewhat uncomfortable. Half the participants 
(50%, n = 11) felt very comfortable with other participants 
being from the same faculty, and the majority (64%, n = 14) 
felt very comfortable if the other participants were unknown to 
them.

The majority (64%, n = 14) very much agreed that they 
trusted the group to keep what was shared in the session con-
fidential, while 4% (n = 1) very much disagreed. The majority 
(68%, n = 15) of survey respondents very much agreed that they 
will be more aware of how they listen in the future.

With regards to who should co-ordinate sessions, peer-
organized was the most selected option (64% n = 14), followed 
by the Bristol Doctoral College (59%, n = 13) and well-being 
services (50%, n = 11).

When participants were asked about their preferred lan-
guage for ASf L sessions, 41% (n = 9) were comfortable in either 
English or their first language, while 23% (n = 5) preferred the 
session to be in English and 23% (n = 5) preferred the session in 
their first language.

Data showed that participants were interested in attending 
future ASf L sessions. Half of the participants (n = 11) reported 
that they would be happy to organize their own sessions. Most 
participants (68%, n = 15) would attend another session and 
95% (n = 21) of participants would encourage others to attend.

The study identified four main themes in relation to feasibility, 
acceptability and potential impact of ASf L: the ASf L experi-
ence; impact of ASf L; potential challenges of ASf L and ASf L 
in the future. Exemplary quotes that supported each theme and 
sub-themes are presented in Table 2.

Participants’ experiences of ASf L were explored and three 
sub-themes were identified: motivation for attending; feelings 
and expectations during the session; interpersonal connected-
ness. In relation to motivation for attending, participants had 
heard about the session mostly through their friends (word of 
mouth). Specific motivators were curiosity about ASf L, having 
the opportunity to talk, finding friends, curiosity about their 
peers, sharing problems and difficulties, helping others and re-
ceiving help from peers. Feelings and expectations relating to the 
session expressed by participants were mixed. Some participants 
expressed being nervous due to different reasons including not 
having much to say, not knowing others and the setting being 
new and different to them. Regarding interpersonal connected-
ness (how participants relate to each other and how that affects 
them), the data showed that while knowing other participants 
encouraged some to share more, others felt they could not share 
personal matters. Furthermore, participants mentioned that 
having senior members of the department or people whom they 
do not get along with could discourage them from sharing or 
even attending the session. Hearing others disclose how they 
were feeling, and being vulnerable with the group encouraged 
participants to share more themselves. Almost all participants 
mentioned that they found they could relate to each other in the 
session, and they had a lot in common.

Impacts of ASf L were explored and two sub-themes were 
identified; personal impact and acceptability. Regarding the first 
sub-theme participants felt relaxed, heard, supported by peers 
and engaged during the session. In relation to acceptability, ASf L 
was perceived as a good initiative to enhance research culture. 
ASf L was also seen as a place for connecting people and pro-
viding an opportunity to share and listen, especially since doing 
research can be isolating. Participants could see ASf L having the 
potential to fill a gap in social interactions within the university.

The potential challenges of ASf L highlighted by participants 
included participation being self-selecting, participants treating 
sessions as a counselling/therapy session, participants sharing 
experiences that could be upsetting for others and a lack of sup-
port for those who may get upset during the session especially if 
attended online.
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In relation to ASf L in the future, participants provided sug-
gestions for future sessions. Some suggestions were regarding 
the structure of the session and others were regarding the pos-
ition of ASf L in the university.

Structural suggestions included having a take-home message 
for all about the importance of listening and having more time 
slots available.

The suggestions regarding the position of ASf L included 
opening sessions to a wider population at the UoB including lec-
turers and professional staff, being linked to well-being services 
and having a contingency plan in case any participants become 
upset during the session.

D I S C U S S I O N
The results of this pilot study suggest that implementing ASf L in 
the university setting is a feasible and acceptable initiative with 
potential to benefit PGR and ECR relationships and well-being. 
Between June and July 2022, we conducted five ASf L sessions 
and only a small number of those who confirmed their attend-
ance did not attend the sessions (17% dropout). Conducting 
five sessions and a low dropout rate showed that implementing 
ASf L is feasible. Further, participants were satisfied with the 
content and structure of ASf L. They felt comfortable sharing 
their thoughts and feelings with group members. Participants 
stated they would attend and organize future sessions and 
would encourage others to attend ASf L. There was support for 
the scalability of ASf L by suggestions to widen eligibility to 
other members of staff at the UoB and increasing the number 
of sessions. Such findings showed the acceptability of the ASf L.

Previous studies have shown a sense of loneliness and reduced 
well-being amongst PGRs and ECRs [7,8]. Findings showed 
that unmet needs, such as sharing thoughts and feelings, finding 
friends and having a chance to talk, were amongst the reasons to 
attend ASf L. Sessions met or exceeded the expectations of the 
participants. Specifically, ASf L was perceived to fill a gap in the 
social interaction amongst PGRs and ECRs because it provided 
an informal, non-judgmental and structured setting and pro-
moted active listening and connectedness. These benefits have 
been shown to potentially improve well-being and reduce the 
sense of loneliness amongst PGRs and ECRs [18].

Research output is essential for universities’ reputation and 
their global ranking, increasing work-related pressures for aca-
demic researchers [19]. A recent systematic review and quali-
tative meta-synthesis suggested that academic researchers 
experience a high amount of stress mostly caused by trying to 
meet the performance expectations set by the university [6]. The 
review showed that researchers are reluctant to share their diffi-
culties as this could have a negative impact on their reputation 
and subsequently their job security. These findings were similar 
amongst academics at different career stages. Such studies high-
light the need for well-being support as well as creating a healthy 
workplace by the universities. Our findings showed that most 
participants felt they could relate to each other and experienced 
similar feelings. Moreover, at the end of the session, participants 
felt supported, relaxed and heard. Participants felt that ASf L 
could be a place to connect to other researchers and univer-
sity staff, and we know that connecting with others improves 
well-being [18].

A recent scoping review found a positive impact of peer sup-
port in young adults at a university. Peer support delivered in a 
1:1 session was associated with increased happiness, self-esteem 
and effective coping, and decreased depression, loneliness and 
anxiety. Peer support delivered as a group session was associated 
with increased well-being and reduced symptoms of depression 
and anxiety [10]. Our study echoes these findings. Participants 
in this study were on average 30 years old and equally experi-
enced positive impacts such as relational awareness, reduced 
sense of loneliness and the importance of active listening. This 
suggests that routine implementation of peer support initiatives 
can have wider benefits to a larger staff base.

Practical implications for wider implementation of ASf L 
sessions in future were identified. First, results suggest that re-
searchers with existing professional relationships (e.g. a more 
senior member of the research team) attending the same ASf L 
session could prevent them from freely sharing their thoughts 
and feelings. Organizing different sessions for researchers at 
varying levels of seniority may avoid reluctance to disclose diffi-
culties. Second, the study sample was diverse and included par-
ticipants with varying levels of English language proficiency. It 
was therefore not surprising that some participants (23%, n = 5) 
preferred to conduct sessions in their first language. Academic 
institutions commonly comprise a large community of inter-
national staff and offering ASf L in different languages can re-
move barriers to open communication [20,21].

This pilot study had a number of strengths. This study is the 
first study to evaluate ’Spaces for Listening’, and more specif-
ically in an academic setting. We used a mixed-methods study 
design that enabled a more in-depth exploration of the findings 
from the quantitative survey through semi-structured inter-
views. A further strength of this study is the consideration of 
participants’ preferences regarding the language. This study 
adds to the existing evidence on peer support in an academic 
setting with a specific focus on PGRs and ECRs where the lit-
erature is limited. Limitations of this study should be noted. The 
study was a small pilot study to explore initial indicators of feasi-
bility and acceptability and, as such, did not include standard 
assessments for well-being and isolation. Future studies may 
adopt comparative study designs and validated measurement 
instruments in larger samples to explore the effectiveness of 
ASf L sessions.

In conclusion, this study showed that implementing ASf L in 
a university setting was feasible and well received by participants 
and may help to improve relational awareness, social connection 
and address feelings of loneliness.
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