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Our group decided to examine the systems 
behind the Counseling and Psychological 
Services as well as the emotional and mental 
health of students. On the surface, it is 
easy to focus on the difficulty of scheduling 
an appointment at CaPS or the stress 
that students place on themselves with 
unmanageable workloads. What we want to 
do is look beyond that and understand not 
only the systems behind the service of CaPS 
but also the systems behind the university 
that might feed into a student culture of 
stress and poor emotional health.





The Financing holon represents the process 
through which Universities (specifically 
Carnegie Mellon University) are able to make 
money to support their different programs 
and operations in the most effective way and 
with the best quality. 

In this system, the main players are the 
students and the university, and the main 
goal is for the students to have strong school 
pride and experience, and that the school is 
gaining much reputation. This way, both sides 
can get what they want.

Ultimately, better financing has the potential 
to be a major vehicle to a more universal and 
effective CaPS system.

FINANCING



This holon represents the process that is 
CaPS itself. It focuses particularly on the 
specific steps that students seeking CaPS 
take, and the options afterwards where the 
students can find more help. The service 
aims to provide students counselling and 
opportunities to discuss private personal 
issues with professional therapists in a non-
judgemental, culturally sensitive setting. 

In this system, the main players are the CaPS 
staff and the students who interact wtih 
them. The main goal of the students and staff 
is to eventually have the student feel self-
sufficient enough to no longer require the 
services of CaPS.

Obviously, this system is a key factor when 
considering stress culture at Carnegie Mellon. 
An intervention improving accessibility and/ 
or efficiency would be key to helping out 
many more students.

SHORT TERM PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICING



The environment surrounding CAPS governs 
its entry, interior and accessibility in regards 
to where it is located on CMU campus, 
in order to create a friendly, comfortable 
environment for students seeking help 
while maintaining anonymity. The aim is 
to increase the comfort and trust level of 
students seeking help, and create a space 
that minimizes awkwardness and inefficiency 
for the emotionally heavy practice of 
psychotherapy / counselling.

This holon also include the less tangible 
environment surrounding CAPS, for example 
the atmosphere and culture of CMU campus, 
which affects the dynamics within the CAPS 
center. This relates to the types of students 
present on campus and their interactions with 
the social landscape as well.

STRUCTURING ENVIRONMENT



The Scheduling System orchestrated by  
CAPS is the system of matching students  
to counselors based on the available time  
of both parties, legal restrictions, and 
urgency of the situation, in order to meet  
the needs of students seeking help with 
optimal arrangements.

Efficiency, convenience and compatibility 
are the top three values emphasized in this 
holon. Scheduling coordinates student 
demands with the resources available.  
Since there is different professional expertise 
available, scheduling also deals with the 
assessment of students’ situation and 
understanding of compatibility between 
therapists’ expertise and students’ specific 
needs. Referral is also needed to redirect 
students in emergency / more severe 
situations to external professional services  
or immediate help. 

SCHEDULING



The security and non-disclosure system is 
established according to legal standards 
to protect the privacy of students seeking 
psychotherapy services by safeguarding 
information provided by students in 
conversations and paperwork. It is 
established out of principles of integrity, 
privacy and legal rights.

CaPS agrees to protect the privacy of students 
using the service. It is a legal agreement 
in accordance CaPS agrees to protect the 
privacy of students using the service. It is 
a legal agreement in accordance with the 
law to not release any information about a 
student to anyone outside of CaPS without 
the written permission from the student.  
Even though CaPS is trusted with a student’s 
private student information, there are 
limits to its confidentiality. By law, CaPS is 
obligated to disclose personal information in 
an emergency situation, such as if someone’s 
life is at risk. 

CONFIDENTIALITY



Preventing is when different organizations 
on campus try to create an emotionally and 
mentally helpful culture to decrease the 
need for professional counseling by fostering 
healthy relationships, promoting self-
reflection, by providing a time and space  
for leisure.

This holon tackles the root of the need for 
CAPS. It can occur on mulitple levels, through 
resources, activities and programs offered 
by various student organizations, school 
administration, and individuals.

PREVENTING



Training is the system of optimizing financial 
and human resources available to CaPS 
to provide the most effective and efficient 
services for the mental and emotional health 
of students, by training administrative staff  
to optimize resources and clinical staff to 
train interns and RAs to not only counsel,  
but promote a emotionally and mentally 
healthy culture.

Hiring is also involved in the process, in order 
to maximize compatibility between therapists 
and students, in order that the students’ 
needs are met as much as possible. Trust, 
comfort and integrity are values integral to 
the training system. 

TRAINING



Motivation is the student’s (or CaPS user’s) 
reason for using the service. The motivation 
system stems from the user’s personal life 
and stress levels. If motivation for using CaPS 
is decreased, there will be less users.

It is closely related to the academic, social 
and emotional well-being of the individual 
throughout their different seasons of life. The 
school culture and stereotypes within the 
culture also plays an integral role in affecting 
students’ motivation to seek help. If there is 
more external pressure or stigma from the 
school culture and peers, students are less 
likely to reach out. 

MOTIVATION IN SEEKING HELP



Student Admissions is a process carried by CMU’s 
office of admission in order to find students that 
will enhance the campus community and benefit 
most from the academic opportunities at CMU, 
by assessing students’ performance based on 
academics, extracurriculars, personality and 
aspirations, which govern the CMU school culture 
they will contribute to.

Admissions is limited by the pool of students who 
apply and how many students the university can 
accept. Admissions not only affects CMU, but also 
the student who applies as their future can depend 
on the admissions result.

ADMITTING STUDENTS



Education systems students received in the 
past and exposure to peer pressure prior 
and during college affect the mental health 
and stress level in students’ lives by shaping 
expectations and aspirations in terms of 
academics and career development in the 
students’ past, present and future trajectories 
of life. 

Systems governing the social and cultural 
background of students, as well as the socio-
economic structure and cultural factors 
that determine the students’ upbringing by 
parents/guardians, also affect the students’ 
attitude towards academics.

Academic contraints include the resources 
that are available. Resources can determine 
the level of education possible.

ACADEMIC WELL-BEING



Social factors are guided by one’s 
personality, which sprouts from one’s 
upbringing by parents/ guardian and the 
friends that are made. Personality affects 
how one interacts with others including 
extracurriculars and affects how one’s 
emotional state is easily swung. 

The social factors affect the mental state of 
a student through the personal interactions. 
 A student in a new environment, such as 
entering a new university, might stress out 
more if they are unable to make new friends 
easily due to their shy nature. The social 
factors are limited to the type of supervision 
a kid was under by their parents/ guardians. 
A more strict household could lead to a more 
restrained personality, which inhibits growth. 
Furthermore, one can only grow socially if 
new environments are introduced.

SOCIAL WELL-BEING



A lot of the systems involved, from scheduling 
to short-term therapy to referral involves a 
lot of supporting technical systems such as 
finances and security. Even with just scheduling 
appointments, pre-appointment assessments and 
legal precautions have to be considered. There 
are external systems such as how one student 
influences another, work-study lifestyle, and 
alumni donations that interact with the systems 
within CaPS. Our soft systems mapping also 
reveals that the root of why the service exists and 
is needed, which is distressed students’ mental 
health, involves larger systems that determine 
what types of students the university admit, 
and the education and family upbringing that 
cultivate students’ mental health both prior and 
during their college years. CaPS is only a part of a 
larger system of what determines the mental and 
emotional wellbeing of students. While the overall 
system is large and complex, it also presents many 
opportunities and points of interaction that may be 
redesigned to help student wellness.

Why problems are tolerated
Problem is manifested too late  
 
When students realize they need help, their mental health is 
already stressed and the urgency to receive help is greater than 
the annoyance at the flawed systems

Too complex to take initiative  
 
Problem is very deep rooted and interconnected (especially in 
the technical systems, less so the preventative measures) that 
no organization or authority is willing to take initiative to spur 
changes

Multiple parties involved with possible legal complications  
 
Lack of coordination among different involved parties and 
differences in vision and approach to problems

Emotional capacity is maxed out  
 
The stakeholders involved (students in distress, concerned 
friends and family, clinicians counselling multiple students) are 
all heavily burdened emotionally, so they are too emotionally 
occupied to pay attention to systemic flaws



  
Creative interventions



 Brainstorming session



INTERVENTION 1: ELIMINATING COMMON WAITING 
AREA / THERAPY “DATES”

Currently, students have to go to the CAPS center for each therapy session. There is 
a common waiting area, where students are likely to bump into peers or people they 
know. Then they are led into the private rooms for their individual sessions. There is a 
lot awkwardness involved, and students sometimes feel shame when they bumped into 
someone they know at the center while neither knows of each other’s situation.  
 
To relieve the awkwardness and potential discomfort brought about by the common waiting 
area, we propose that instead of conducting the psychotherapy at the CAPS center, students 
have the option to schedule more casual “coffee dates” with their therapists, where they 
can choose a private place on campus or off campus to chat. For walk-ins, students also 
have the option to ask therapists to meet them somewhere else outside of the CAPS center. 
This gives students the option to talk about  very difficult personal problems in a familiar 
environment of their choice, and increase their comfort and trust level when the therapist 
are meeting them in locations where they associate with friends or social gatherings. The 
current architecture of CAPS is also quite depressing, and bringing students out to a different 
location also allow the service to be more personalized. A change in environment (if off 
campus) is also thought to be beneficial to lifting the spirit/mood. 

Finances and scheduling will be affected the most if this intervention is made. Obviously 
it takes more money and funding for CAPS for the expenses spent outside of the CAPS 
office. However it can be an option, where students are responsible for their own expenses. 
Therapists also have the option to choose whether they are on board with this option, and 
can choose to “opt out” (stay in the office) at different circumstances. Scheduling will require 
a more systematic platform for coordinating locations.





INTERVENTION 2: FACILITATING SELF REFLECTION 
IN ENVIRONMENT

An intervention is through the individual. Self reflection is encouraged if places where 
people delve in the most thought pose questions to consider. In order to self evaluate 
how an individual is mentally, the right questions must be asked. Why the bathroom and 
shower? The two locations are high in private actions. Many people think deeply in the 
shower and while using the restroom. In our packed schedules with barely any alone time, 
one can always trust guaranteed personal time while taking care of hygienic practices. An 
intervention is to replace the shower curtains with curtains that have questions individuals 
can ask themselves in order to self reflect. The bathroom can have stalls with questions 
posed on the door and mirrors. These small changes will encourage students to ask the 
proper questions in order to fully benefit from the quiet time. 
We can substitute the social rules of not vandalising bathroom or shower stalls and make it 
so that it is socially acceptable to do so. We can also substitute the paint on the stalls into a 
mural or a removable wall of paper. 

We can combine the system of self reflection through bathroom and shower stalls with 
therapy sessions. This is like self-therapy, kind of like what we have in the Mindfulness 
Room. We can utilize/hire designers to create a product that can be routinely replaced on the 
walls of the bathroom stalls. 

If we put these in waiting areas, it can be a time of self-reflection in a public space. It can 
also be a time-passer for the patients. Rather than facing a wall of pamphlets when someone 
walks into CaPS, they are faced with a wall of questions and responses that show that they 
are not alone. We can also use it to be a ‘complaint space’ where people can anonymously 
write down their thoughts. This is similar to an interactive art installation, ‘Before I Die’  by 
Candy Chang after experiencing deep depression. It’s a wall painted with blackboard paint 
and the large words Before I Die. People are able to write their bucket lists in chalk. 
In order to create more value, rather than having the questions be the same, some people 
can be in charge of routinely switching out the questions. This way, people are still 
encouraged to keep asking themselves questions rather than the practice of asking oneself 
provoking questions coming to a stop. 

This can be used in any situation. Shower curtains can be placed over windows (questions on 
the curtains) next to a nice sitting area such as in the Mindfulness room. The mural concept of 
the bathroom can be placed in either a private or public area such as on the corner of a busy 
intersection such as the Morewood and Forbes crossing, where many individuals routinely 

stop for the light change. People are in a hurry and would not bother to memorize who writes 
on the wall as they pass. 

In order to facilitate conversation about anything, people could write anything they’d like if it 
were just a plain wall with chalk provided. Rather than having prompt, this could encourage 
the individual to let out what’s been lingering in their head.

If we put it in public, but non-busy areas such as the design studios, individuals would 
feel more obligated to write less personal messages as others are always watching and 
know them well. People would be more conscious about what they write, which defeats the 
purpose of trying to encourage people to reflect and re-evaluate their own condition. The 
exact opposite of what the solution we are proposing is basically just putting it in a public 
space to get rid of anonymity, which would defeat the purpose of having it at all. 




