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EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY & COUNSELLING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Well-being of students in higher education: The 
importance of a student perspective
Rynke Douwes1*, Janneke Metselaar1, Gerdina Hendrika Maria Pijnenborg2 and 
Nynke Boonstra1,3

Abstract:  Recently, there has been an increased interest in the well-being of 
students in higher education. Despite the widespread consensus on the importance 
of student well-being, a clear definition continues to be lacking. This study qualita-
tively examined the student perspective on the topic through semi-structured 
interviews at a university of applied sciences in the Netherlands (n = 27). A major 
recurring theme was well-being as a balance in the interplay between efforts 
directed towards studies and life beyond studies. This method of perceiving well- 
being deviates from theoretical definitions. Students mentioned various factors that 
influence their well-being. Responses ranged from personal and university related 
factors to external factors beyond their educational institution. This study contri-
butes to the body of knowledge on the well-being of students in higher education 
and provides suggestions for educational institutions, such as incorporating 
a holistic perspective on students and learning; and focus points for the develop-
ment of policies and practices.

Subjects: Study of Higher Education; Educational Research; School Psychology 

Keywords: well-being; students; higher education; student perspective; General Welfare; 
Research Institutions

1. Introduction
The well-being of students in higher education is under attention. Students’ age in full time higher 
education generally ranges between 17–24 years. This is also the critical age for the onset of 
psychological problems (Lipson & Eisenberg, 2018). Studies report that a substantial number of 
students in higher education are dealing with well-being issues such as psychological and emo-
tional distress, feelings of anxiety and depression, and an increased risk of burnout (Backhaus 
et al., 2020; Baik et al., 2019; Dopmeijer, 2021). Such numbers, combined with research indicating 
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that well-being plays an important role in students’ academic performance and drop-out rates 
(Lipson & Eisenberg, 2018), lead to increasing attention on student well-being in higher education. 
The COVID-19 pandemic and its consequences, such as social distancing, lockdowns, and online 
education, have further boosted this attention because of the negative impact on the well-being of 
students in higher education (Doolan, 2021).

A holistic focus on the development of the student, rather than simply focusing on the cognitive 
development of a student as measured by educational achievement, has become significant in 
policy making in higher education (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation CESE, 2015). 
Under this holistic perspective, educational institutions are recognised to play a key role in 
supporting and promoting the well-being of their students.

Historically, there are two main approaches to well-being in psychology. One is primarily related 
to happiness (hedonic well-being) and another is linked to the development of human potential 
(eudemonic well-being) (Diener et al., 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001). The hedonic perspective has been 
applied in studies on affect and satisfaction with life (Ryan & Deci, 2001). The eudemonic perspec-
tive on well-being includes dimensions of positive functioning, which are experienced when one 
realises the human potential in terms of psychological well-being (e.g., autonomy and personal 
growth) (Magyar & Keyes, 2019; Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff & Keyes, 1995) and social well-being (e.g. 
social integration and social contribution; Keyes, 1998). In general, well-being is considered 
a multifaceted construct, comprising certain basic needs which need to be satisfied. Well-being 
nowadays is often approached from a positive perspective. This view entails well-being as more 
than the mere absences of disease, and also focuses on the flourishing or optimal functioning of 
people (Gable & Haidt, 2005). This is also reflected in the two continua model of mental health and 
well-being (Westerhof & Keyes, 2010), which holds that mental illness and mental health are 
related but distinct dimensions. From this perspective, there is optimal mental health and well- 
being when someone has no or only minimal psychological complaints and also functions 
positively.

Despite significant attention to the well-being of students in educational settings, there is 
limited consensus about how student well-being should be defined. Similar to general well-being, 
well-being of students in higher education is defined in various ways. For instance, one definition 
is “the degree to which a student is functioning effectively in the school community” (Fraillon, 
2004, p24). Others define student well-being as “a sustainable state of positive mood and 
attitude, resilience, and satisfaction with self, relationships and experiences at school” (Noble 
et al., 2008, p21). A third definition used in literature is “students” well-being in school is an 
emotional experience characterised by the dominance of positive feelings and cognitions 
towards school, persons in school and the school context in comparison to negative feelings 
and cognitions towards school life. Well-being in school represents subjective, emotional and 
cognitive evaluations of school reality and can be seen as a misbalance of positive and negative 
aspects in favour of positive aspects’ (Hascher, 2008, p86). In these definitions, components of 
emotional, psychological, social, and subjective well-being as used in definitions of general well- 
being are recognisable. Moreover, a positive health approach is used across definitions of student 
well-being, with the use of terms such as “a sustainable state of positive mood and attitude” 
(Noble et al., 2008), “effective functioning” (Fraillon, 2004), and a “misbalance of positive and 
negative aspects in favour of positive aspects” (Hascher, 2008). A similarity in definitions of 
student well-being is that they focus on well-being in the school context and therefore can be 
considered as a more focused version of definitions of general well-being. The various methods 
of defining student well-being complicate the assessment of well-being, as well as the develop-
ment of interventions. As various theories and measures are applied, outcomes are difficult to 
interpret and compare (Soutter et al., 2014). Furthermore, it is problematic to develop interven-
tions aimed at enhancing student well-being without a clear understanding of the concept. 
Moreover, determining the role of higher education institutions on the matter is difficult without 
a clear definition.

Douwes et al., Cogent Education (2023), 10: 2190697                                                                                                                                                    
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2190697

Page 2 of 17



Studies from various countries have indicated that well-being and mental health of students 
appear to be under pressure (Backhaus et al., 2020; Dopmeijer et al., 2021). In literature, focus is 
often on mental health in particular and to a lesser extent on other aspects of well-being or 
general well-being. Certain studies reveal that students report more mental disorders compared 
with their non-studying peers (Kovess-Masfety et al., 2016), or the general population (Stallman, 
2010) while other studies do not find such a difference (van der Velden et al., 2019). Multiple 
studies report deterioration in levels of well-being and mental health in student populations, 
particularly since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (Alkureishi et al., 2022; Chen et al., 
2022). High performance pressure and performance drive are often used to explain lower levels of 
well-being of students in higher education (Dopmeijer et al., 2021), with specific consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic as additional explanations (Doolan, 2021; Mathews et al., 2022; Petillion & 
McNeil, 2020). It is also known that university students often do not seek help form formal sources 
of support within or outside the educational context (Eisenberg et al., 2012; Hunt & Eisenberg, 
2010; Kearns et al., 2015). Various approaches and services targeting the well-being and mental 
health of students exist, with evidence indicating that student well-being can be enhanced by an 
integral approach that focuses on academic integration, social integration, and skill-training 
programmes (e.g. coping) (see for instance Conley et al., 2015, 2017; Deunk et al., 2021). Despite 
the existing body of research, relatively limited information is available regarding student perspec-
tives on their well-being and factors influencing it. This is surprising, as students themselves can be 
considered experts in the student experience (Baik et al., 2019). Determining how emerging 
conceptualisations of student well-being relate to and resonate with students and their educa-
tional experiences is important, since such conceptualisations are often the foundation on which 
policies and practices are developed. Furthermore, studying student well-being from the student 
perspective may provide more practical insight into defining and stimulating factors that increase 
well-being in the critical developmental period of the students (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010).

Therefore, this study aims to examine the a) definition and b) influencing factors of well-being 
experienced by students at a university of applied science.

2. Method
A qualitative study was conducted at a university of applied sciences in Northern Netherlands. This 
university offers approximately 150 different associate degrees, bachelor’s, and master’s pro-
grammes from 14 different academies, ranging from teacher training and social studies to busi-
ness, economics, and hospitality management. In total, over 24,000 students study at this 
institution.

Data were collected through in-depth and open-ended interviews between May and 
November 2020. Data collection happened to coincide with the beginning of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Consequently, all interviews were held online by means of a video call which both the 
interviewer and interviewee attended from their respective locations. The interviews were con-
ducted by a well-trained female interviewer (RD), also a lecturer at the above university. This 
offered the opportunity to understand information provided by students regarding their experi-
ences, which made it possible to ask more in-depth questions.

Students were informed about the study by a message on the intranet, which is available to 
students of all 14 academies. The purpose of the study was explained and a link to a participation 
form was provided in the message. Simultaneously, the Heads of School of all the academies were 
requested to advertise the same information and opportunity to participate, among students of their 
academies. A total of 113 students signed up for an interview, after which purposive sampling was 
applied to select cases. This non-probability sampling technique was selected because the study 
aimed to achieve a deeper understanding (Etikan et al., 2016). Certain selection criteria were set to 
select information rich cases that would help to obtain that understanding. For the selection of 
participants from those who signed up, the following criteria were used: participants had to be 
a fulltime student and should have had experience of self-reported well-being problem(s) during 
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their studies. Furthermore, the sample was selected in such a manner that as many academies as 
possible were properly represented; there was diversity in study year (varying from first year to >4  
years, where study programmes generally have a duration of four years), as well as gender. This was 
adopted as examining the topic from different angles would deepen the understanding. For those who 
signed up, an appointment for the interview was set by e-mail. Non-participation occurred because of 
non-response to the invitation (n = 8) and no-shows (n = 2). Data was collected until saturation, which 
in our study implies that no new information was obtained through the interviews. In total, 27 
students were interviewed. The interviews lasted from 28 to 52 minutes, with an average of 34  
minutes.

The participants and interviewer were not known to each other beforehand. Written consent was 
obtained prior to the interview and all interviews were video recorded. The (pilot tested) interview 
guide was semi-structured to provide structure as well as flexibility and comprised questions on two 
topics related to the well-being of students: 1. definition of student well-being; 2. factors influencing 
student well-being. The interview began with an open-ended question on how students experienced 
their studies and life at their university. Other questions that were asked are, for instance, “State what 
student well-being in the context of the university means to you?”, “How would you describe a student 
who is doing well?”, and “Which experiences contribute to your sense of well-being?” Along with the 
interview, a limited amount of background information was collected (age, year of study, programme 
of study, and any well-being issues students were or had been struggling with).

2.1. Analysis
Thematic analysis was applied to interpret the data, as it best fitted with the purpose of finding 
themes in student opinions and experiences (Saldaña, 2013). After a verbatim transcription of the 
data, a member check was conducted to validate and review the data. Thereafter, a check on 
consistent coding was performed by independent, blind parallel coding. Three researchers (RD, JM 
and NB) coded the transcription of one interview, after which the codes were reviewed for 
consistency, overlap, and discrepancies to enhance reliability. Subsequently, one researcher (RD) 
coded all the remaining interviews using ATLAS.ti. Initially, it was performed on a line-by-line basis, 
using an open coding approach to generate initial concepts. These codes were short words or 
phrases that were more general than the coded text segment itself, however, those that remain 
close to the original text (Saldaña, 2013). Here, it must be noted that it was possible to apply more 
than one code to a passage. For instance, the sentence “What I find important is to have easy 
access to teachers, so that they know me and my needs. Additionally, when I have questions, I feel 
comfortable to ask them”, (R25) was coded with “connection” and “availability”. Thereafter, related 
codes were assembled into meaningful categories, based on both the data as well as concepts 
derived from literature. For instance, the codes “connection”, “accessibility”, and “informal con-
tact” together form the category “good relationship”. Subsequently, these categories were for-
malized into themes. For instance, the category “good relationship” is part of the theme 
“impacting factor: teacher”. As further example, the coding tree of all the themes of the first 
part of the research question (definition of well-being) is presented in Table 1. In the final phase of 
coding, the set was used to verify the data set again, to check whether any initial codes had been 
missed or required adjustment. Finally, a clarity assessment of the categories and themes as well 
as data allocation check per theme was conducted by two other researchers (JM and NB). 
Consistency and discrepancies were discussed until an agreement was reached.

3. Results

3.1. Sample characteristics
Table 2 illustrates respondent characteristics and self-reported well-being issue(s). Five male students, 
twenty-one female students, and one non-binary student, all aged between 17–24 years, participated. 
Respondents came from nine different academies. Of this group, eight students were in their first year, 
six in their second year, three in their third year, eight in their fourth year, and two students studied 
longer than four years. All applicants were enrolled in a bachelor’s programme.
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3.2. Defining student well-being
In response to the question what student well-being meant to them, students often mentioned 
aspects impacting their well-being or indicated that they were unable to answer that question. As 
the interview progressed, their opinion on this subject often became clearer. For instance, 
a student shared her story about certain life events that led to fatigue and performance anxiety. 
At first, she defined student well-being as feeling well: “Hmm, difficult question to answer what 
student well-being means to me. I suppose it’s about feeling well” (R6), which she elaborated on 
during the interview with a defining term as stress:

It is also about how you deal with phases when events or activities do not happen according 
to us. For instance, last year I went through a phase in which I completely had it and eh . . . 
I was not enjoying studying at all. My mind was only focused on achieving higher grades and 
not at all on enjoying my studies. It was all about studying, studying, studying. . . 

Students would characterise well-being as a broad term. Furthermore, well-being stood out to 
refer to balancing between studies, non-study related activities, and relationships—referring to 
students’ work, social, and private life. As a student mentioned, “it is about balancing your studies, 
private life, and work; that something is not wrong in any of those domains” (R13). Another student 
mentioned in this respect:

“I find it important to have my act together; that I take my exams and resits, that I spend 
sufficient time to study but also that I spend sufficient time on myself because that is 
something I easily overlook. I notice how little time students spend on themselves although 
that is very important for well-being. So yes, spend sufficient time studying but sometimes 
also say to yourself: not today. Sometimes just decide to sit on your couch and watch 
a television-series instead of only spending time studying” (R1). 

Another theme, indicating another kind of balance, was well-being of students as an effort- 
achievement ratio. As a student stated, “ . . . getting your credits, being able to do your work in 

Table 1. Coding tree for student perspectives on the definition of student well-being
Theme Categories Codes
Definition student well-being Subjective well-being Feeling well; doing well; happy

Balance between life domains Interaction of personal problems 
and studies; maintaining 
boundaries; balance social life and 
studies; interaction family issues 
and studies; financial situation; 
interaction job and studies

Effort-achievement ratio Interaction of achievements and 
stress levels; energy levels; 
interaction achievements and 
study delay; be an easy learner; 
interaction effort and grades

Stress levels No stress; cope with stress; adding 
up of different kinds of stress; 
stress to perform well; panic; 
experiencing pressure

Resilience Cope with adversity; acknowledge 
adversity as part of life

Combination of well-being “types” Function well and be happy; 
general well-being; mental, 
physical and social well-being

Support facilities in educational 
context

Available support when problems, 
student training, not being left 
alone, additional features for 
exams
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Table 2. Respondent characteristics
Respondent Academy Gender Age Year of 

study
Self-reported well- 

being issue
1 Hotel 

Management 
School

Female 20–22 3 Inadequate support 
from school

2 Hotel 
Management 
School

Female 20–22 4 Anxiety (disorder), 
family issues, physical 
problem

3 Technology and 
Innovation

Non-binary <20 1 (Symptoms of) 
depression, gender 
dysphoria

4 Technology and 
Innovation

Female <20 1 Fatigue, family issues

5 Technology and 
Innovation

Female Undisclosed 2 Physical problem, 
(side effects of) 
medication

6 Technology and 
Innovation

Female Undisclosed 2 Fatigue, performance 
anxiety

7 Technology and 
Innovation

Female 23–25 2 Stress, planning 
difficulties, study 
pressure

8 Technology and 
Innovation

Female 20–22 1 (Symptoms of) 
depression, 
performance anxiety, 
(side effects of) 
medication

9 Social Studies Female 23–25 2 Stress, physical 
problem

10 Social Studies Female 20–22 1 Family issues, 
planning difficulties, 
getting used to 
studying

11 Social Studies Female 20–22 1 Fatigue, anxiety 
(disorder), getting 
used to studying

12 Social Studies Female 23–25 4 Anxiety (disorder), 
family issues, physical 
problem, loneliness

13 Maritime Institute Female 20–22 3 Stress, anxiety 
(disorder), family 
issues, perfectionism

14 Maritime Institute Male 20–22 1 Loneliness, motivation

15 Maritime Institute Male <20 1 Stress, fatigue, 
planning difficulties

16 Int. Business 
Administration

Female Undisclosed 2 Fatigue, (symptoms 
of) depression, 
physical problem

17 Int. Business 
Administration

Female 23–25 4 Family issues, getting 
used to 
studying, AD(H)D, drug 
use

18 Primary education Female 23–25 4 Stress, fatigue

(Continued)
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such a way that it does not ask too much mentally. Because . . . I know that I could have done more, 
but then I would have been less ok now” (R3). This effort-achievement ratio was related to stress 
levels by students, for instance for a student who shared that she experienced much stress when 
she exercised all her efforts into achieving sufficient study credits to be able to continue her study, 
however, receiving an insufficient grade in the end:

“It was all adding up for me at one point. I did not pass my exams which caused stress 
because I needed enough credits to get a positive binding recommendation to study. Hence, 
that was continuously a cause of stress for me. Really decisive for my well-being was that in 
the end, while I dropped everything to fully focus on my studies, I simply did not make it. 
I became angry at myself and somewhat desperate, because I had no idea of how I could do 
everything differently” (R7). 

Stress was also mentioned as a defining theme itself, as well as resilience. This theme referred to 
being able to cope with adversity and less rosy periods. For example, according to one student, 
some problems are part of life and it is no use denying them but one should rather focus on being 
able to cope with them:

“Everyone encounters problems. Some are born with them and some run into them during 
their lives, unfortunately. I would not completely deny problems . . . sometimes they are simply 

Respondent Academy Gender Age Year of 
study

Self-reported well- 
being issue

19 Primary education Male >25 >4 years Physical problem, 
performance anxiety

20 Primary education Female 23–25 4 (Symptoms of) 
depression, AD(H)D, 
life phase related 
problems

21 Healthcare Female 23–25 3 Stress, planning 
difficulties

22 Healthcare Male 23–25 4 Stress, planning 
difficulties, AD(H)D, life 
phase related 
problems

23 Healthcare Female 23–25 2 Fatigue

24 Economics and 
Logistics

Female 23–25 >4 years Stress, (symptoms of) 
depression, planning 
difficulties, 
performance anxiety, 
inadequate support 
from school

25 Economics and 
Logistics

Male Undisclosed 4 Fatigue, anxiety 
(disorder), family 
issues

26 Commerce and 
International 
Business

Female 20–22 1 Stress, fatigue, anxiety 
(disorder), 
perfectionism

27 Communication 
and Creative 
Business

Female 23–25 4 Anxiety (disorder), 
(side effects of) 
medication, ASS
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there. If you deal well or receive appropriate help for them then it should be ok. (. . . .) I believe 
the ability to bounce back is important simply because there are certain problems you have to 
deal with. Certain periods in your studies are simply going to be stressful or sometimes you run 
into something unexpected that is not in your planning. In those cases you need to be able to 
adapt” (R22). 

For some students, student well-being was mainly about mental health or about subjective well- 
being, referred to as “feeling well”: “I believe it means that someone is doing well, that he or she 
feels good” (R12). Students also referred to their well-being as a combination of well-being “types” 
(mental, physical, and social well-being). For some respondents, student well-being referred to 
support (facilities) offered by the university of applied sciences: “to me, student well-being refers to 
a student feeling well and the possibility to address problems and help being available at university 
in case of problems” (R16). Students mentioned that their level of well-being fluctuates in time and 
that their well-being had a significant impact on their studies: “I know from my own experience and 
from my friends” that when you are not feeling well, the first thing in which that can be noticed is 
studies because of the amount of energy it requires’ (R3).

3.3. Influencing factors
In this part of the interview, students were presented with an open-ended question as to what or 
who impacted their well-being. Different factors affecting student well-being as mentioned by 
students are: the self, factors relating to the university of applied sciences (peers, tutors, teachers, 
studies, and university), and factors beyond the university of applied sciences (friends and family). 
An overview of impacting factors is presented in Table 3. Aspects of the self-excepted, for all 
factors account that impacts had been described in such a manner in the results section that they 
concern a positive impact on well-being. However, responses indicate that not all students had 
positive experiences.

Personal factors that impact student well-being can be protective or risky to well-being. Self- 
regulation as a protective impacting factor was described by students as the ability to select 
thoughts, behaviours, or feelings to achieve certain goals:

I have learned, for instance, to blow the whistle earlier than I normally would have. Like 
saying, “hey, I’m doing not so well at the moment. Can we make the agreement that I show 
my work regularly to be sure I stay on top of it” (R22). 

Another personal factor was difficulty in planning, which negatively impacted student well-being. 
Few of them found it difficult to begin on time or they tended to postpone assignments because of 
a lack of interest in the subject. Moreover, perfectionism was mentioned as a negative impacting 
factor, although some mentioned they had learned to deal with it: “Owing to therapy I have 
learned to ask myself the question: is this realistic or not. The answer I give myself is: no, this is 
not realistic; and then I feel calm again” (R13). Finally, study achievements (e.g. passing exams) 
were experienced as an impacting factor in both positive (satisfactory grades, passing exams) and 
negative manner (in case of insufficient grades).

As regards peers, students distinguished fellow students from friends outside the university of 
applied sciences. Both friends as well as fellow students were mentioned as an influencing factor 
on well-being (e.g. as means of enjoyment and sharing problems).

My friends are important to me as we have much in common and I can speak to them about 
anything that goes wrong or well in my study group. We go shopping together, chat, go to 
movies, and have drinks together. They make me feel as though I am in a world different from 
simply school and my study group. We talk about everything without focussing on school. 
They help me escape the cycle where everything is about school, school, school (R1). 
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Furthermore, fellow students were considered important for contributing to an atmosphere in 
which one feels part of a community: “When I visit the university and if the atmosphere feels like: 
we are going to manage this together, then I have a good day” (R11). Friends outside the university 
were also mentioned for understanding and recognition.

Respondents named a variety of aspects concerning their tutor and teachers in relation to their 
well-being. In this respect, a “tutor” at the university refers to a teacher who operates as an 
academic career advisor for the student. A “teacher” refers to a person who teaches in courses. In 
particular, tutors were considered important for almost all the students, as they believe that within 
the educational setting, the tutor is the closest to them and therefore they believe for sharing, the 
barrier is lowest with them.

I believe my study coach is very important. That has always been the person I would like to 
approach because of their proximity to my studies. I also believe they know you well and can 
therefore, support you adequately (R12). 

Within themes, a distinction appeared between conditions that were considered important with 
regard to tutors and those with regard to teachers, as well as desired behaviour. Respondents 
reported attitudes and behaviours of tutors and teachers to impact their well-being, in comparable 
though different manners. However, an empathic attitude was mentioned for both.

I believe I would have appreciated . . . .after my mother passed away it was about a week 
before I returned to school. It really felt odd, because so much has happened in your life and 
when you return to your class most of them do not pay attention to what happened; perhaps 
not strange for peers, as most of them did not know. Nonetheless, teachers did, however, 
most classes that I attended were as they always were. They did not even ask about it or wish 
me strength. They simply did not think about it (. . . .), not until someone mentioned it, after 
which they responded with, “Oh . . . . Yeah . . . ”. That was really weird. My tutor also did not 
approach me although he knew I would be back at school (R19). 

Table 3. Factors impacting student well-being
Level Aspects
Student Self-regulation, perfectionism, motivation levels, 

ability to plan, study achievements

Fellow students Practical support, exchange ideas, enjoyment, 
community atmosphere

Tutor Conditions: Good relationship (trustworthiness, 
accessibility) and time (availability), have a close link 
with the educational program

Attitude and behaviour: Empathy (listening, interest, 
understanding and recognition), guidance, personal 
attention

Teacher Conditions: Good relationship (accessibility, informal 
contact, community atmosphere) and time 
(availability)

Attitude and behaviour: Empathy (reassurance, 
understanding and recognition), personal attention, 
teaching skills, clear communication about 
expectations, feedback style

Study Clear communication (about study program), 
flexibility, workload, scale of education

University of applied sciences Support facilities, community atmosphere

Peers outside university of applied sciences Enjoyment, exchange ideas, understanding and 
recognition

Family Support, exchange ideas, enjoyment
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Tutors were mentioned for guidance and support. Conditions that were deemed important for 
tutors were a comfortable relationship (in which trustworthiness and accessibility were mentioned) 
and time (in terms of availability). “My tutor was mostly unavailable. If I sent a message on her 
telephone, she simply did not respond” (R10). Interviews were held during the first lockdown during 
the COVID-19 pandemic and availability was often mentioned in a negative manner: “Normally we 
receive a reply within a week. Now it could take more than three weeks before we received a reply, in 
which she responds with ‘oh, I totally forgot . . . ’” (R12). Furthermore, tutors were considered 
important owing to their close link to the educational programme. Important features mentioned 
in relation to teachers were also comfortable relationship (accessibility, informal contact, and 
contributing to a community-like atmosphere) and time (availability).

I like the teachers. I believe I learn much from them, not so much through their classes, but 
because of the contact I have with them. I actively seek those contacts myself, to have 
a coffee with or talk to them in a different setting (R2). 

Furthermore, teachers were associated with their teaching skills, clear communication, and feed-
back style. Feedback style was mentioned in relation to courses and assignments as well as life 
events of students. 

I had some understanding of what was happening. Some teachers simply told me I was 
stupid, that it was my fault; it was too difficult for me and that maybe I had to consider 
quitting. At one point, one teacher said, “<Student name> is not going to quit, we will think of 
a solution together”. The way she treated me lifted my spirits. I began introspecting because 
of this and realized I was not stupid, as I had achieved almost all my credits in the first year 
and that my circumstances were responsible for the situation. At one point, one or two 
teachers who believed I had potential began supporting me. That has made a huge difference 
for me (R17). 

Studies related factors, clear communication, workload, scale of education, and flexibility (of 
learning route and pace) impact student well-being.

When you have mental health issues, it is difficult to study; sometimes even impossible 
because of the high pressure. There should be more flexibility for students who suffer from 
financial or psychological problems. I believe that one rule being applied to all, is not working 
in the world how it is nowadays (R23). 

Small-scale education (having few students) was preferred and would be directly linked to the 
amount of personal attention, community atmosphere, and availability of teachers: “what really 
satisfies me is that we are at a very small location, where teachers know all the students. Therefore, 
we are a very close community” (R21). At the university level, important impacts on student well- 
being were a community-like atmosphere and the availability of support facilities. In terms of 
family-related matters, stability in the family was considered an important factor, as well as the 
possibility to share problems and seek support (e.g. in finding balance or in practical support) and 
for undertaking social activities.

4. Discussion
Well-being of students in higher education is an important topic in both educational practice and 
research. In this study, the focal point was on the student perspective on well-being in higher 
education, specifically regarding: a) how they define well-being and b) what they consider as 
influencing factors.

Defining themes mentioned were related to balance (between contexts and also between 
effort and achievement), dimensions of well-being (such as social, emotional, and mental well- 
being), resilience, stress, and the support facilities at the university of applied sciences. The 
major recurring theme was well-being as a balance in the interplay between efforts directed 
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towards studies and life beyond studies. The perception of well-being as a balance is similar to 
perspective of general well-being (Dodge et al., 2012). However, in literature, the focus is on 
balance between (psychological, social, and physical) resources and challenges. The balance 
mentioned by the students would focus more on balancing different aspects of their lives or 
social contexts. This apparent importance of balancing social contexts resembles aspects of 
a systemic perspective on well-being, such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). In this perspective, individuals are considered embedded within sys-
tems. In the educational context, the ecological systems theory has for instance been used to 
understand experiences of university students’ experiences (McLinden, 2017) and well-being of 
doctoral students (Jackman et al., 2022). The theory proposes that individuals interact with 
four levels of their environment which impact their general development and well-being. 
Microsystem, the first level, refers to the activities and interpersonal relationships experienced 
by an individual within their immediate environment (e.g. educational context, family, and 
friends). Mesosystem, the second level, constitutes the interrelations and interactions between 
two or more elements of the microsystem in which the individual is participating (e.g. academic 
contexts and the home environment). Exosystem, the third level, describes links with a context 
in which an individual does not have an active role and immediate contact, such as policies of 
the educational institution. Elements in this level impact the individual indirectly through an 
impact on elements in the microsystem. Macrosystem, the fourth level, constitutes the wider 
culture, including the attitudes, and prevailing norms that permeate the other systems. The 
theory considers well-being not only as multi-dimensional, but also acknowledges that it spans 
across multiple levels (e.g. individual and community levels). This multi-level understanding of 
well-being signals the importance of the interrelations between person and environment (Ng & 
Fisher, 2013), which is also reflected in student emphasis in balancing multiple aspects of their 
lives as what constitutes well-being.

Findings indicate that students perceive their well-being in a broad sense, that is, not limited 
to the context of their study. Referring to the social ecological perspective, one could say 
students experience their well-being as interplay between multiple systems. In our study, 
students primarily emphasised the interrelations between the individual experience of well- 
being and the impact of elements of the microsystem, such as support from and relations with 
peers, family, tutors, teachers, and support facilities within the educational context. From this 
finding, it appears that students distinguish between their well-being as a student and well- 
being as a person beyond their studies, however, they consider both equally important for their 
well-being as a student. In this respect, findings differ from theoretical definitions of student 
well-being, in which the focus is often on the university (of applied sciences) context and well- 
being as a student. For instance, Hascher (2008) considers well-being in the educational setting 
as a balance between positive and negative aspects in the school reality. In this definition, the 
balance students mentioned in our study is present, although narrowed down to the school 
context.

Students mentioned resilience as a defining theme. Definitions of resilience in literature range 
from a set of traits, an outcome, or a dynamic process that involves the exposure to stress or 
adversity, followed by successful adaptation. The relationship between resilience and well-being is 
not straightforward (Harms et al., 2018), however, research reveals that resilience is positively 
associated with well-being in university (Pidgeon et al., 2014). In our study, students also referred 
to the importance of resilience in case of imbalance in the interplay between their studies and life 
beyond the university of applied sciences.

Contrary to the apparent difficulty in defining student well-being, students could easily 
indicate various factors influencing their well-being. Although it was not a specific focus of 
this exploratory study, it appeared that the basic psychological needs (autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness) as proposed in the Self Determination Theory (SDT) can be recognised. SDT is 
a macro theory of human motivation that postulates the importance of three basic 
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psychological needs, including autonomy, competence, and relatedness for optimal functioning 
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). The need for autonomy relates to feeling volitional or willingness. 
Competence refers to the experience of effectiveness and mastery. The need for relatedness 
pertains to a person’s desire to connect with others and feel a sense of belonging (Ryan & Deci, 
2001). When these three needs are satisfied, individuals flourish. The theory has often been 
used to study development, motivation, and engagement in educational settings and could be 
identified in the factors mentioned by the students. The need for autonomy is reflected in 
impacting factors such as self-regulation, flexibility of the study programme and workload. The 
need for competence is reflected in factors such as the ability to plan, study achievements and 
perfectionism, the importance of peers and family for support and exchange ideas, guidance 
(tutor), teaching skills, clear communication and feedback style (teacher), as well as support 
facilities at the university. The need for relatedness is reflected in factors such as community 
atmosphere (mentioned for peer students, teachers and the university level), the quality of the 
relationship with and personal attention of tutors and teachers, enjoyment (fellow students, 
peers, and family), and scale of the education. Although results indicate SDT could be used as 
a framework to assess impacting factors, it is important to bear in mind that in its original 
form, SDT is used in defining well-being.

Influencing factors could predominantly be allocated to the context of the university of applied 
sciences, which might appear to contradict the identified major theme of well-being as an inter-
play and balance between contexts. A possible explanation is that students exert more emphasis 
in the context of the university of applied sciences in their responses, since the interview focused 
on this particular context.

Social factors appear important for students in relation to their wellbeing. It is reasonable to 
assume that at this stage of their lives, feeling connected to significant others, such as peers, 
teachers and family, plays a central role in a student’s well-being. Students are adolescents, 
and in the process of becoming autonomous adults. Becoming autonomous is preceded by 
a phase of interdependence. It is a phase of learning and adjustment in which social and 
affective processes have crucial roles (Crone & Dahl, 2012). For instance, peer support and 
a sense of belonging (particularly belonging to a university community) during late adolescence 
and emerging adulthood have been identified as key areas for building protective factors for 
positive mental health outcomes and lower rates of health-risk behaviours (Bond et al., 2007). 
Alternative explanation for the importance of others could also be that because of the COVID- 
19 pandemic and the consequence of limited social contact, students realised how important 
others are for their well-being.

As regards teachers, students indicated competences and qualities of teachers, aspects that 
relate to a suitable student-teacher relationship, and the quality of their classes. The importance of 
these aspects is also highlighted in other studies, in which support, empathy, approachability, 
communication and relationships with staff, and perceived attitudes towards students by staff 
have been identified as important factors for the well-being of students in higher education (e.g. 
Baik et al., 2019; Byrnes et al., 2020).

5. Implications
The manner in which students describe their well-being corresponds with the increasingly 
acknowledged holistic view that education and learning are not simply about academic out-
comes, rather about the entire personal well-being (CESE, 2015). Therefore, defining student 
well-being as a concept different from general well-being, does not resonate with the perspec-
tive of students in our study. Definitions that distinguish student well-being from general well- 
being move away from the perception students hold: persons with different roles and a life 
beyond the university of applied sciences. This implies that for higher education institutions, 
the use of a definition of general well-being instead of specifically student well-being might be 

Douwes et al., Cogent Education (2023), 10: 2190697                                                                                                                                                    
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2190697

Page 12 of 17



preferable. Defining well-being of students in such general terms, is in accordance with the 
apparent need of students to be considered as “whole persons”.

Higher education institutions that seek to develop policy and practice for their student’s well- 
being, could benefit from a perspective or theoretical definition that includes this student 
viewpoint, for instance, applying a theoretical approach that incorporates this multifacetedness 
and multicontextuality, such as the Ecological Systems Theory and Self Determination Theory 
(SDT). In addition, both perspectives resonate with the student perspective, and reflect the 
holistic perspective on learning and development that has become significant in higher educa-
tion. In SDT, the role of educational institutions in the facilitation of high-quality motivation, 
engagement, participation, citizenship, and social-emotional well-being is emphasised. SDT 
suggests that when the conditions for holistic development are optimised, so are learning 
and educational outcomes (Ryan & Deci, 2017). One could argue that using a generic well- 
being definition makes it more complex for higher education institutions to support the well- 
being of their students and that this goes beyond the responsibility of educational institutions. 
However, educational institutions could communicate clearly about which “part” of the well- 
being of students they may contribute to and how they intend to do that. In our study, 
students were able to indicate particular aspects of their study programme, organisational 
aspects of their studies, peers, tutors, teachers, and facilities as influencing factors on their 
well-being, which could all be applied to add focus on educational institutions’ policies. 
Outcomes thus imply that promoting student well-being should not be narrowed down to 
one actor or level, however that well-being is dependent on the successful cooperation of 
multiple actors in the university environment such as students, lecturers, deans, and (other) 
support facilities. Here, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory might help to consider more 
specifically which aspects of the system of a student can be impacted by higher education 
institutions to enhance the well-being of students.

Finally, although contextual factors were considered important for the well-being of students, 
a clear focus should be placed on students’ own role, for instance by focusing on developing the 
skills to ask for support as well as coping skills such as resilience. Supporting students to become 
autonomous adults who are capable of self-regulation, independent functioning, and who can be 
resilient in case of setbacks, appears to be an important long-term investment in students. It is in 
accordance with the holistic perspective on learning and development (Centre for Education 
Statistics and Evaluation CESE, 2015). It is therefore important to focus on the development of 
such skills in higher education.

6. Strengths and limitations
This study contributes to the body of knowledge on the well-being of students in higher 
education. To the best of our knowledge, it is one of the first studies focusing on the con-
ceptualisation and perceptions on well-being in higher education from a student perspective. 
Strengths of this study are the narratives of a relatively large sample of students and the 
relatively homogenous characteristics of the sample. Conversely, the sample has certain limita-
tions. International students have not been part of the sample, although these students are 
known to have specific well-being concerns (McKenna et al., 2017). Moreover, in the sample, 
female students and fourth-year students were overrepresented, whereas students studying 
longer than four years were underrepresented. However, this did not appear to impact the 
students’ responses.

In our study we used inductive research methods, because of the focus on student perspec-
tive and the lack of insights in these perceptions so far. Therefore, for the purpose of our study, 
this is considered one of the strengths. As the results of our study point towards certain 
existing conceptualisations of (general) well-being that might be appropriate to use (SDT or 
the Ecological System Theory), it could be interesting to study student perceptions on their 
well-being from these perspectives in a more deductive manner. For instance, it might be 
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fruitful to consider whether students’ experiences of their well-being and factors influencing 
their well-being contribute to the psychological needs of relatedness, autonomy, and compe-
tence as defined in the Self Determination Theory.

Results might differ in perspectives and needs of the general student population, as only 
students with self-reported well-being issues participated in this study, all of whom had addressed 
their issues within the university of applied sciences at an earlier stage. This might have influenced 
the importance of others as an influencing factor.

The students’ responses did not always clearly distinguish between defining concepts and 
influencing factors. For instance, students indicated stress as a defining theme, whereas in 
literature, stress is generally viewed as a reaction to impaired well-being. As our study focused 
on student perception, this was not considered problematic.

Our study focused on comprehensive findings collected by applying a qualitative research 
design and by reporting design and results following the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting 
Qualitative Research (COREQ) guidelines (Tong et al., 2007). The qualitative approach of course 
entails limitations concerning quantitative insights. The design limits the opportunity to dis-
cover (the direction of) relations between concepts of well-being and indicators of well-being. 
Moreover, owing to the qualitative design, the extent to which factors are deemed important 
remains unclear. Future studies could benefit from incorporating mixed methods or quantita-
tive designs into this line of research, for instance to study the relationship between the types 
of well-being issue and impacting factors.

7. Conclusion
This study contributes to the understanding of the well-being of students in higher education. 
Focus of our study was to study student perspectives on a) definition of student well-being and 
b) factors impacting student wellbeing. Findings indicate that, to students, well-being is 
a positive and holistic construct. Students distinguish their student life and other life domains, 
however they consider all domains important to their well-being as a student. This is an 
important finding, since it may provide higher education institutions a different perspective 
on how to support the well-being of their students. Results of our study imply that the use of 
a general definition of well-being instead of a definition on specifically student well-being fits 
best in the perspective of students. Multiple actors in primarily the direct context of the 
students are impacting student well-being: peers within and outside the educational context, 
their family, tutors, teachers, characteristics of their study (programme) and educational 
institution. These can impact their well-being in multiple ways.

This study reveals that incorporating the students’ viewpoint is of added value when discussing 
their well-being. For educational institutions, it is important to have a clear perspective on the 
meaning of the concept and also critical to have an insight into the extent to which the definition 
they use for developing policies and practice on student well-being is in accordance with the 
students’ experience. Moreover, educational institutions might significantly benefit from insight in 
factors influencing well-being. This insight will enable institutions to further improve (the support 
of) student well-being. For institutions developing policies and practices to support the well-being 
of their students, it is important to also focus on enhancing their self-regulation skills and 
resilience. By doing so, educational institutions may provide care at different levels and adopt 
a holistic perspective on learning and development, which will provide students with useful abilities 
for the rest of their lives.
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