
The College Action Inquiry Research Network (CAIRN) Journal Issue 3 

1 
 

Impact Of Counselling Services On Student 
Retention at West Lothian College in 2023-24 
Authors: Craig Moore, Data Scientist, and Tom Thomson, 
Information Systems Manager, West Lothian College  

 

Abstract 

The Scottish Government's commitment to 
enhancing student mental health and 
wellbeing is captured in its (2024) Student 
Mental Health Action Plan (Scottish 
Government, 2024). The plan outlines five 
key areas, identified as priorities for action 
by stakeholders in colleges and 
universities. The Action Plan was informed 
by a survey (Thriving Learners) conducted 
in 2022 by the Mental Health Foundation 
in partnership with Colleges Scotland, 
which highlighted the pressing need for 
mental health support, with 54% of 
respondents reporting moderate to severe 
symptoms of depression (Maguire et al, 
2022). The plan followed publication of the 
Tackling Persistent Inequalities Together 
report, published by the Scottish Funding 
Council (Scottish Funding Council, 2024), 
and the National Equality Outcomes within 
that, including one that emphasises a 
specific need to improve success and 
retention rates among students declaring 
a mental health condition.  
 
In support of efforts to improve student 
mental health, between 2019-20 and 
2022-23 the Scottish Government 
invested £15.8 million to fund over 80 
additional counsellors across Scottish 
colleges and universities, with further 
funding available in academic year 2023-
2024, intended to support institutions to 
transition to unfunded counselling services 
thereafter.   
 
Against this policy and funding backdrop, 
West Lothian College made a significant 
commitment, in February 2019, to become 
a trauma-informed, mentally healthy 
institution. During the five years since, the 

college has implemented several 
initiatives to support this aim, including the 
establishment of the Man Cave, a safe 
space for male students and staff, and the 
integration of mental health first aid 
training into full-time courses. In March 
2020, the recruitment of two mental health 
counsellors (utilising the Scottish 
Government funding mentioned above to 
do so) further strengthened the college’s 
support framework. 
 
This article explores demographic trends 
in those accessing counselling services at 
West Lothian College and evaluates the 
impact counsellors on student retention, 
contributing valuable insights into the 
uptake and effectiveness of targeted 
mental health interventions in a college 
setting. The findings indicate that 
counselling services are disproportionately 
accessed by various demographic groups, 
and suggest significant progress in 
creating a supportive environment 
conducive to student success and 
retention for those facing mental health 
challenges. In light of these findings, West 
Lothian College made the decision to 
continue to provide counselling services 
beyond the period covered by the Scottish 
Government funding.  
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Introduction 
 

The provision of counselling services at 
West Lothian College plays a pivotal role 
in supporting student wellbeing and 
improving academic outcomes. This report 
evaluates the impact of these services on 
student retention, based on data from the 
2023-24 academic year, with a focus on 
how mental health influences academic 
performance. Prior research highlights the 
importance of combining academic and 
personal support to reduce dropout rates 
(Sharp et al., 2020), a model particularly 
relevant to Scottish colleges where many 
students face significant personal 
challenges.  
 
The findings from the current study align 
with existing literature, showing a 
correlation between access to counselling 
and lower attrition rates (Phronesis 
Research Group, 2023). Meissner (2016) 
and Bani (2024) similarly underscore the 
role of counselling in helping students 
persist in their studies, with mental health 
services playing a key part in fostering 
engagement.  
 
This report also examines the 
demographics of students who utilised 
these services, providing insights into the 
reach and impact of counselling across 
various groups. Future research will focus 
on expanding data collection, including 
session attendance and attainment 
metrics, to further enhance the 
effectiveness of these services and 
support student success. 
 
Ethical Statement 
 

We are committed to maintaining the 
anonymity of all data collected, ensuring 
that participants' identities are fully 
protected. The data will only be utilised for 
the specific purposes detailed in this 
study, with strict adherence to 
confidentiality protocols. Additionally, any 
information disclosed during counselling 
sessions will remain confidential and will 
not be shared or used in this research 

Methodology 
 

This study involved an analysis of 148 
students who accessed support from 
college counsellors, with a comparison 
made to retention rates within the wider 
student population. Although the sample 
size is relatively small, the results provide 
promising insights into the impact of 
counselling services. 
 
Counsellors collected student reference 
numbers, which were then used as 
identifiers to link with student records 
housed in the college’s student records 
database. This approach facilitated a 
programmatic analysis and visualisation of 
the data, allowing for a detailed 
examination of the impact of counselling 
on retention rates. The data collection 
process was deliberately streamlined, 
relying solely on the student reference 
number. This method minimised the 
burden on students, avoiding the need for 
extensive questionnaires during potentially 
distressing periods, and ensured a more 
efficient and unobtrusive means of 
gathering the necessary information. 
 
Analysis and Key Findings 
 
The analysis revealed that the withdrawal 
rate among students who accessed 
counselling services was 7.4%, compared 
to the overall college withdrawal rate of 
8.8%. This suggests that counselling 
services may play a role in improving 
student retention, indicating a positive 
impact on student success. 
 
The following sections delve into the 
demographic analysis, highlighting student 
groups who appear to benefit most from 
the counselling support provided. This 
exploration offers valuable insights into the 
specific characteristics and needs of 
students who access these services, 
highlighting the potential of targeted 
mental health interventions in enhancing 
retention rates. 
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Gender Analysis 
 
The gender analysis revealed a 
predominantly female representation in 
the counselling group, with 67.6% of the 
students being female and 30.4% male 
(Figure 1). To explore the statistical 
significance of this gender distribution, a 
chi-squared test was conducted, resulting 
in a p-value of 0.004, which is below the 
conventional significance threshold of 
0.05. This suggests a significant 
association between gender and the 
likelihood of attending counselling, 
indicating that female students are more 
likely to access these services compared 
to their male counterparts. 

 
Figure 1. Male & Female Gender 
Distribution Counselling vs. Overall 
Population (2023-24) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Age Distribution 
 
The age range of students who accessed 
counselling services spanned from 15 to 
52 years, with an average age of 23 years. 
Most of these students were under twenty, 
which aligns closely with the overall age 
distribution of the college. This 
consistency suggests that the counselling 
services are effectively reaching a 
representative cross-section of the student 
body, ensuring that support is accessible 
across different age groups. 
 
Figure 2 shows the distribution of ages for 
students attending counselling sessions. 

 
Figure 2. Distribution of Age at Start of 
Course (2023-24) 
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Care Experience, Caring 
Responsibilities, and Disability 
 
The data indicates that students facing 
additional challenges to academic 
attainment were more likely to seek 
counselling compared to the general 
student population. Specifically, 13.5% of 
students who accessed counselling 
services were care-experienced, 
compared to 8.8% in the overall student 
body. Additionally, 24.3% of counselled 
students had caring responsibilities, a 
higher proportion than the 16.3% 
observed in the broader student 
population. Furthermore, 42.6% of 
students who sought counselling reported 
a disability, in contrast to 18.7% in the 
general population. These findings 
suggest that students with care 
experience, caring responsibilities, or 
disabilities are more inclined to utilise 
counselling services, highlighting the 
critical role these services play in 
supporting vulnerable student groups. 

Figure 3. Demographic Distribution of 
Students Attending Counselling vs. 
Overall Student Population 
 
Sexual Orientation and Gender 
Identity 
 
The analysis of sexual orientation and 
gender identity uncovered significant 
variations in the likelihood of different 
groups seeking counselling services 
(Figure 4). Heterosexual students 

comprised 68.2% of those attending 
counselling, a proportion consistent with 
their 68% representation in the overall 
student population. 
 
In contrast, the proportion of gay women 
attending counselling was 3.4%, higher 
than their 1.4% representation in the 
general student body, though this could be 
influenced by the relatively small 
population size. Notably, no gay men 
accessed counselling services, despite 
representing 1% of the overall student 
population. Larger differences were 
observed among bisexual and 
transgender students. Bisexual students 
constituted 15.5% of those who received 
counselling, a substantial increase from 
their 3.9% representation in the overall 
student body. Similarly, transgender 
students were markedly more likely to 
seek counselling, representing 8.1% of the 
counselling group compared to just 1.3% 
in the broader student population. 
 
These findings suggest that while there is 
no significant difference in the use of 
counselling services between 
heterosexual and homosexual students, 
bisexual and transgender students are 
significantly more inclined to access these 
services, highlighting the importance of 
tailored support for these groups.  
 

Figure 4. Demographic Distribution of 
Sexual Orientation & Gender Identity 
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Conclusion 
 
The analysis underscores the importance 
of counselling services at West Lothian 
College, particularly for students with care 
responsibilities, disabilities, and those 
identifying as bisexual or transgender. The 
lower withdrawal rates among students 
who engaged with counselling highlight 
the effectiveness of these interventions in 
supporting student retention and 
wellbeing. 
 
However, it is important to distinguish 
between the need for counselling and the 
actual utilisation of these services. While 
female students are more likely to attend 
counselling, this does not necessarily 
indicate a greater need compared to their 
male counterparts, who may also require 
support but are less likely to seek it. This 
calls for careful interpretation of the data 
and underscores the importance of 
encouraging all students to access the 
available support services. 
 
Future research would benefit from 
revisiting this data to assess student 
attainment, examining how many students 
successfully completed their courses. This 
follow-up analysis would provide further 
evidence of the long-term benefits of 
counselling services, demonstrating 
whether the positive impact on retention 
rates also translates into higher 
completion rates. 
 
To strengthen these initial findings and 
deepen our understanding of the impact of 
counselling services, future studies should 
involve a larger sample size and adopt a 
more structured approach to data 
collection. This would enable more 
definitive conclusions and help identify 
additional factors contributing to student 
success. 
 
By continuing to evaluate and enhance 
these services, West Lothian College can 
further reduce withdrawal rates and create 
an even more supportive learning 
environment for all students. 
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