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• Longitudinal study (developed in 2017, implemented 

from 2018 to date)

• Mixed methods: online surveys, brief interviews, 

focusgroups & psychometrics; all faculties

• Interdisciplinary research

• Informing university and faculty leadership teams

• Empirical evidence for strategic decision-making

• Teams of wellbeing researchers

The Student Wellbeing@ UP project



Some findings

Results indicate a 
significant decline in 
mental health and 
well-being for both 

groups (independent 
and dependent) over 

the course of the 
academic year. Both 

follow-up groups were 
found to have lower 

psychological, 
emotional and social 

well-being, 
psychological 

flourishing, and 
reduced mental 

health, in comparison 
with the baseline 

groups.

▪ Flourishing scale
▪ MHCSF
▪ Fragility of Happiness scale

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2020.26

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2020.26


Some findings

The results indicate that while the 
mental health and wellbeing of students 

declined during the pandemic 
concerning their perceived ability to 

contribute to society, having supportive 
and rewarding social relationships and 
them being engaged and interested in 

their daily activities, 
it also improved 

in terms of their perceived ability to 
manage their daily lives (environmental 

mastery), being challenged to grow 
(personal growth) and in terms of their 
views that society was becoming better 

(social growth/actualisation)

▪ Flourishing scale
▪ MHCSF
▪ Fragility of Happiness scale

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph1912743
8

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19127438


Some findings

Findings indicate various sources of
support for student wellbeing along 

five key themes: 
emotional support, academic support, 
selfcare and agency, social interaction, 
and a sense of purpose coupled with 

intentional future orientations.

The findings present high resonance 
with previous studies on student 
wellbeing, but present amplified 

dimensions of student wellbeing during 
a pandemic, i.e. substantive levels of 
student agency and future foci and a 

prioritization of academic success.

Brief interviews: first year of the 
pandemic

https://www.ul.ac.za/aportal/index.php?Entity=Volume%206%20
1%202022

https://www.ul.ac.za/aportal/index.php?Entity=Volume%206%201%202022


Some findings

Interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (IPA) of the data 

revealed COVID-19 mitigation 
that prioritised support from 
family, friends, and lecturers 

by spending time together 
and connecting online. The 

students also relied on a 
variety of spiritual coping 

strategies to manage feelings 
of despair and despondency, 

and to cope with high 
workloads, social distancing, 

and online learning. The study 
revealed high 

resourcefulness of 
undergraduate students in 
supporting their own well-

being.

Online survey: first year of the 
pandemic

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2021.1939055

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2021.1939055


The role of lecturers

https://teachinginhighereducation.wordpress.com/2021/07/03/the-pivotal-role-of-lecturers-in-student-
wellbeing/

https://teachinginhighereducation.wordpress.com/2021/07/03/the-pivotal-role-of-lecturers-in-student-wellbeing/


How do we collect data?

• Brief interviews annually

• Online survey every 2nd year

• Online psychometrics every 2nd

year (3 scales)

• Targeted focus groups



Brief interviews

• Training student fieldworkers

• Interviews, ethics, wellbeing

• Random and snowball sampling

• Brief interviews on campus and 
online

• 6 – 8 week period, various 
campuses



Brief interviews

• Capturing consents and verbal 
responses

• Transfer to excel template

• Master template

https://www.up.ac.za/


Brief interviews template



Online survey

• Email to all undergraduate students

• Second semester

• One question: “What contributes to your
wellbeing at the university?”

• One follow-up reminder



Online survey
What contributes to your wellbeing as a student at the University of Pretoria?  

My friends 

Lecturer’s attitude 

Enough time to complete everything 

Managing stress

Psychiatrist 

Having enough time to rest,take part in my favourite hobbies and praying.

The amount of work and stress and suddenly being on campus which is much harder than being online. 

Support from Tutors and lecturers. 

Knowing that I have everything I need. 

Nothing

Equality

Nothing yet

Having Fridays no lectures

My health

Friends and family 

Good support from lecturers.

Healthy Mental State

My classes start late on a monday

Communication regarding classes, assignments and tests.

Constant and reliable communication with regards to studying material, lecture times and assignment dates. Also fun activities and sports to balance work and socialising. 

Being given reasonable work loads and time to complete assignments 

Classes, friends, lecturers and the amount of workload

Getting to come to campus and distract myself from the concerns of life, going shopping for groceries, spending time with peers, gyming.

Clearly defined dates and schedules

Support in all aspects - mentally, emotionally, physically, etc.

I don't necessarily understand the question

Good Healthcare 

School counsellor 

Good Security, Cleanliness, Good WiFi, Affordable Places to Eat, Adequate Amount of Parking Space for Day Students 

n=1125 
(on 24 August 2022)

Excerpts from raw data



Online survey
Having access to information and help centers.

interactive activity can assist us as studendets

Submitting assignments online

Wine

Academics 

Trying to be optimistic at all times

Being up to date and getting enough rest.

Social life

I'm so happy and satisfied to be a student in UP 

Support from all aspects.

Having a schedule of your time to study and to rest

Nothing. It is the worst structured course I've engaged with in my life. It is incredibly poorly put together, not to mention the communication is laughably poor. This has been a 

HUGELY disappointing experience from the start.

Respect 

Work, relationships/friendships, health

Self care and my family and friends back home

Having places for peace of mind like the Aula Lawn, the Amphitheater, and the Student Center. I get to spcialise with my friends on campus and this helps me breakaway from the 

stress of my course. I feel UP's space is able to help with my mental wellbeing by its environment where the trees are always surrounding us and it provides a cool shade from the 

heat. Also the chess boards are really fun. 

Good balance between free-time and work, opportunity to socialise with fellow students, dedicated professors/lecturers

Managing my workload, succeeding in my academics, good friends 

Going to the gym, resting, counselling

Accessibility of information that is timely and relevant, good social relationship with our lecturers, module co-ordinator, and active participation of all individuals concerned to 

course enrolled for. 

My mental state, work and home issues

Friends

Security Face-to-face lectures Access to the gym Proximity of accommodation

Emotional support outside of school.

Family and friends. Mental well-being and a sense of safety and success.

My friendships 

Being in a good state of mind(mental health), and right now it's being compromised.

The availability of lecturers.

Prayer

Opportunities to participate in committees, as well as communication between the university and myself (which needs drastic improvement)

Access to resources, family, safety, security and good health.

Excerpts from raw data

n=1125 
(on 24 August 2022)



Online psychometrics

• Combining three instruments

- Mental Health Continuum Short Form

- Fragility of Happiness Scale

- The Flourishing Scale

• Second semester



Focus groups

• Various faculties

• Student residences

• Students in extended programmes

• Specific populations

• Facilitated by experienced researchers
in the helping professions



How do we analyse data?

• Interpretive phenomenological 
analysis

• Statistical analysis

• Vignette research

Available in open access: 
https://www.bloomsburycollections.com/monograph?docid=b-9781350299412

https://www.bloomsburycollections.com/monograph?docid=b-9781350299412


The quality of 

the learning 

environment

What do we know?



The role of 

lecturers

What do we know?



The pivotal role of lecturers in student wellbeing (blog):

https://teachinginhighereducation.wordpress.com/2021/07/03/the-

pivotal-role-of-lecturers-in-student-wellbeing/

Students’ well-being in tertiary environments: insights into the 

(unrecognised) role of lecturers (article):

https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2021.1931836

Factors Contributing to Student Wellbeing: Student Perspectives 

(chapter):

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-85924-4_10

Read more here:

https://teachinginhighereducation.wordpress.com/2021/07/03/the-pivotal-role-of-lecturers-in-student-wellbeing/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2021.1931836
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-85924-4_10


Turned 

towards 

friends & 

family

Wellbeing during the pandemic:



Faith-based coping 

communities

During the pandemic:



Student agency & resourcefulness

During the pandemic:



College students’ well-being during the COVID-19 

pandemic: An exploratory study (article):

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2021.1939055

Student Wellbeing and Access to Technology: Changing 

Landscapes in Student Support (chapter):

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70228-1_15

Read more here:

https://doi.org/10.1080/14330237.2021.1939055
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-70228-1_15


• Residences

• Library

• Fly@UP

• Student Counselling Services

• Sport & cultural activities

Positive effect of existing university initiatives on 
Wellbeing:



Across faculties:

Close relationship between 

academic success and wellbeing



• Students in Health Sciences

• Students in Law

• Student leaders

• Students with disabilities

• Students and spaces

• Daily routines of students

Studies by Postgraduate students



• Limited language diversity

• Lack of case studies & individual in-depth 

interviews

• Unmined data-sets

• Ongoing study

• Mixed methods approach

Strengths & limitations

Strengths

Limitations



• Integration with Student Success project

• Focus on belonging/inclusion

• ‘Random Acts of Kindness’ initiative

• The role of technology in wellbeing

• Bridges between student and staff wellbeing

Future initiatives



Thank you

irma.eloff@up.ac.za
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Irma Eloff
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