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Wellbeing in University Students
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Pre-existing issues regarding the wellbeing and mental health of university students have
subsequently been compounded by the global COVID-19 pandemic. Research signals
that anxiety and depression symptomology has increased in university students’ following
the COVID-19 outbreak, and mental wellbeing has declined. In response to concerns
around mental health of students in Higher Education (HE), and to support the transition to
remote working during the pandemic, we designed and implemented an 8-week wellbeing
program based on positive education frameworks and practices. The online program was
delivered in a West Midlands-based university in the United Kingdom, to undergraduate
and postgraduate psychology students. The weekly sessions [ran through a virtual learning
environment (VLE)] aimed to 1) provide students with a community and an opportunity to
feel connected with other students, 2) introduce students to key concepts of wellbeing,
and 3) equip students with knowledge and resources that would help sustain/improve their
wellbeing. In this paper we outline how positive education, and specifically the “PERMA”
wellbeing framework, has inspired the development of this wellbeing program (including
the accompanying VLE webpages and sources of support) and future plans for evaluation.
We further describe the content and delivery of this program alongside practical
implications, lessons learned and important constraints. We situate this discussion
alongside consideration of ongoing wellbeing support requirements following the
pandemic and issues regarding wider integration of PERMA approaches in university
contexts.
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BACKGROUND
Student Mental Health and Wellbeing in HE

There is a narrative in the UK, and worldwide, that the number of university students with mental
health issues is increasing; HESA (Higher Education Statistics Agency) data suggests that the number
of students declaring a mental health condition on entering Higher Education (HE) has doubled
within the last 3-years (Watkins, 2019). It has been estimated that between 12 and 46 percent of
university students experience mental health problems (Auerbach et al., 2018; Harrer et al., 2019).
Academic studies have indicated that the wellbeing levels of university students are lower than those
of the general population (Roberts et al., 1999; Stewart-Brown et al., 2000), that the prevalence of
depression and anxiety are heightened during university study as compared to pre-university levels
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(Andrews and Wilding, 2004), and that anxiety starts to rise
within students’ first year of study (Bewick et al., 2010). In a study
of students who receive support from university counseling
services, it was noted that the severity of symptoms and level
of risk to self was almost equivalent to those receiving primary
care treatment in the NHS (Connell et al., 2007).

Providing a partial explanation of these rates, a 2018 ONS
survey of young people revealed that 18-21 year olds are most
likely to experience loneliness, with loneliness also being more
prevalent in those that have undergone a life change, such as a
transition to university. Subsequently it was noted, in a survey of
103 UK universities, that over 32 percent of respondents reported
feeling lonely on a weekly basis (N = 1,615, Dickinson, 2019).

Mental illness is associated with short- and long-term
outcomes and, within academic contexts, these include
lowered academic engagement, achievement and drop out
(Eisenberg et al., 2009; Ishii et al, 2018), as well as higher
levels of academic dissatisfaction (Lipson and Eisenberg,
2018). Thereby signaling the importance of promoting and
cultivating mental health and wellbeing in Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs), both for students and for the continued
success of HEIs.

In response to this growing concern around mental wellbeing,
Universities UK has founded a Mental Wellbeing in Higher
Education Group, funded research and initiatives to influence
policies for wellbeing in HE (Universities UK, 2015). Student
mental health and wellbeing has also been identified as a top
priority by the Office for Students (Dandridge, 2018). This
demonstrates that there is an increasing focus on wellbeing in
HE and a call for initiatives to improve mental health and
wellbeing within HE populations.

The Impact of COVID-19
ONS statistics have begun to demonstrate the impact of COVID-
19 on mental health and wellbeing in the UK, including elevated
levels of self-reported anxiety and loneliness and decreased levels
of wellbeing (Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2020). In a 6-
week study of mental health and wellbeing during the first UK
lockdown (March-May 2020, N = 3077), O’Connor et al. (2020)
found evidence that suicide ideation increased during the
lockdown period. Although self-reported depression and
anxiety did not increase over the lockdown period according
to O’Connor et al’s findings, depression was prevalent in
approximately one in four respondents (23.7-26%) in
comparison to 5.6% in general population studies, and anxiety
was reported in one in five (16.8%-21%) of respondents in
comparison to estimates of 5% in the general population.
O’Connor et al. also noted that young people (aged
18-29°years) have been particularly affected by the pandemic.
Similarly, Dawson and Golijani-Moghaddam, 2020 signaled
clinically high levels of mental distress in their adult sample,
and Groarke et al. (2020) indicated that having clinical symptoms
of depression during the lockdown increased individuals’ levels of
loneliness.

These worrying statistics are mirrored in university
populations, with Odriozola-Gonzalez et al. (2020) observing
moderate to severe levels of depression in their sample of
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university staff and students in Spain (N = 2530). Notably,
they observed that impact of the pandemic appeared to be
more significant and problematic in university students as
compared to staff. In the UK, Savage et al. (2020) identified
that university students’ mental wellbeing decreased during the
first 5 weeks of the first lockdown, and perceived stress levels
increased in this same period. Parallel to the argument around
mental health and wellbeing in the general population and pre-
pandemic, loneliness has been proposed as an underlying
contributor toward poor mental health in university students
during the pandemic (Hager et al., 2020).

The partial closure of universities, remote delivery of teaching
and support services, social isolation of students who are unable
to return home, and the level of uncertainty regarding teaching
and support are all suggested to have impacted the mental health
and wellbeing of university students (Burns et al, 2020).
Consequently, there has been a clear demand for universities
to develop action plans to address mental health issues that have
been caused or exacerbated by COVID-19 (Zhai and Du, 2020).

Whilst the impact of COVID-19 on university students’
academic performance currently remains unclear, research has
suggested that the pandemic has negatively impacted on
engagement with studies and work performance (Meo et al,
2020). It has further been suggested that the impact of COVID-
19, on both academic studies and mental health and wellbeing,
could be elevated in university students from low socioeconomic
and socially disadvantaged backgrounds (Adnan and Anwar,
2020; tinor et al., 2020).

These findings signal a compounding effect of COVID-19
whereby the issues regarding mental ill health and lower
wellbeing in university students have been further exacerbated
by the pandemic. Further to this, experiencing crises can lead to
enduring long-term effects, including mental illness
(Schneiderman et al., 2005), and post-traumatic responses to
epidemics have been previously documented (Hugo et al., 2015).
This indicates that the effects of the pandemic are likely to be
long-lasting with many suggesting that the COVID-19 pandemic
could be followed by a mental health crisis, including the United
Nations (Kelland, 2020; Savage, 2020). Together, the research
evidence presented in this section signposts the urgency of
addressing wellbeing in HE contexts, and the space and need
for delivering wellbeing initiatives to university students.

PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH

Positive Education Approaches to
Enhancing Wellbeing

Positive Psychology is considered “the scientific study of optimal
human functioning [which] aims to discover and promote the
factors that allow individuals and communities to thrive” (Sheldon
etal., 2000, p. 1). Since its conception, there have been thousands of
studies examining what these factors are (Rusk and Waters, 2013),
with a vast amount of scientific research suggesting that developing
individuals’ “strengths of character” and personal attributes can
promote wellbeing (Park et al., 2004; Peterson et al., 2007; Harzer,
2016; Goodman et al., 2017).
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Positive psychology constructs that have been related to
wellbeing include resilience, gratitude, mindfulness, self-
compassion and hope (Boniwell, 2012). The practice and
cultivation of these traits or competencies are considered
avenues to fostering wellbeing, with popular examples
including mindfulness techniques, resilience programmes and
grateful reflection (Sin and Lyubomirsky, 2009; Waters, 2011;
Donaldson et al., 2015). For instance, “counting your blessings”
can instantly improve one’s mood and its continued practice can
lead to sustained wellbeing over time (Seligman et al., 2005;
Watkins et al.,, 2015). Engagement in wellbeing exercises—such as
grateful recounting—can become easier with practice, whereby
positive memories become more accessible and there is an
upward spiral effect of experiencing positive emotion
(Fredrickson, 2001; Watkins et al., 2004).

Following from this, “Positive Education” is an approach
borne from the field of Positive Psychology that advocates the
need to teach character and wellbeing skills in educational
contexts, as opposed to focusing solely on student attainment
(Seligman et al., 2009). In a “whole-child approach,” Positive
Education aims to foster skills for happiness and wellbeing in
conjunction with traditional academic skills (Seligman et al,
2009). It is proposed that this can be achieved through the
identification and development of character strengths and
skills for wellbeing and the cultivation of positive emotions
and positive relationships within educational contexts (Durlak
et al.,, 2011; Kern et al., 2015).

Central tenets for implementing Positive Education include
that: (a) as a consequence of fostering character strengths,
positive emotions, positive relationships, students’ learning and
academic success is also enhanced (Kern et al., 2015); and, (b), all
of these dimensions can be implicitly and explicitly caught and
taught (Hoare et al., 2017). Positive Education approaches have
become increasingly popular within school settings (Waters and
Loton, 2019), to date, an extensive and growing literature has
demonstrated that promoting wellbeing skills in educational
contexts can improve academic engagement and achievement
(Waters, 2011). Moreover, incorporating a wellbeing focus within
education can aid with self-management of mental health, protect
against mental ill health, and lead to improvements in life
satisfaction, learning and creativity, and social cohesion and
citizenship (Kern et al.,, 2015).

The teaching of personal skills and attributes within
educational contexts is clearly not new, and schools have long
since adopted formalised approaches such as socio-emotional
learning, citizenship, and personal, social, health and economic
(PSHE) education initiatives (Kerr, 1999; DfES, 2005; Brown
etal., 2011). It is safe to say that the positive education movement
is heavily inspired by humanistic approaches to learning and
character education initiatives that pre-date positive education
(Kristjansson, 2012).

To date, the application of Positive Education frameworks has
largely been confined to primary and secondary education with
significantly fewer attempts to embed this particular wellbeing
approach within tertiary organisations. (Of course, related
approaches such as pastoral care and improving student-
educator relationships have received considerable attention
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(Grant and Thomas, 2006; Hagenauer and Volet, 2014)).
Academics have, however, started to set out the opportunities
for embedding a focus on character strengths and skills for
wellbeing within universities for the purpose of improving
wellbeing and enhancing learning (Oades et al., 2011; Morgan
and Gulliford, 2017). This includes arguments for integrating
wellbeing into the curriculum: “the learning and teaching context
should be central to efforts to support and promote student
mental wellbeing; this can be achieved without compromising the
academic goals of higher education” (Houghton and Anderson,
2017, p. 14).

The application of positive psychology in educational contexts
has often involved the delivery of discrete interventions
(Shankland and Rosset, 2017; Waters, 2011). For instance, a 2-
week intervention using gratitude journals (Froh et al., 2008) or a
series of mindfulness meditation practices (Broderick and Metz,
2009). Hendriks et al. (2020), p. 358) define positive psychology
interventions (or PPIs) as “interventions aiming at increasing
positive feelings, behaviors, and cognitions, while also using
theoretically and empirically based pathways or strategies to
increase well-being.” They contrast single component PPIs
that target only one component of wellbeing (such as the
counting blessings or mindfulness exercises mentioned above)
with “multi-component positive psychology interventions” (or
MPPIs) which draw on multiple types of activities and address
multiple facets of wellbeing. This includes programmes that
incorporate a “PERMA” wellbeing framework (see Learning
environment below). It has been argued that PPIs comprising
numerous components and targeting multiple facets/domains of
wellbeing are more likely to lead to positive and long-lasting
change (Rusk et al., 2018).

In a recent review of MPPIs (Hendriks et al., 2020), the
majority of interventions were delivered online (84% of 50
studies and 6141 participants), were 8 weeks long on average,
and often delivered in group settings (43%). These descriptors are
mirrored in the current wellbeing program outlined in Section 4.
Many MPPIs reviewed were designed for individuals with
diagnoses of health conditions or mental health disorders
(rather than for the general population) and often comprised
psychotherapy or CBT components. There were only a very small
number of examples of MPPIs with university students (e.g.,
Koydemir and Sun-Seligik, 2016; Uliaszek et al., 2016; Myers
et al., 2017).

PERMA

Martin Seligman, (2011) PERMA framework is a prolific model
of wellbeing within Positive Psychology which has been
integrated within educational settings (Hoare et al., 2017). The
PERMA framework considers wellbeing to be broadly comprised
of five facets: Positive emotions (hedonic feelings of happiness
such as joy and contentment); Engagement (feeling absorbed and
engaged in life and connected to activities/organisations); positive
Relationships (feeling socially integrated, cared about and
supported by others); Meaning or purpose (believing that
one’s life is valuable and feeling connected to something
greater than oneself); and a sense of Accomplishment (making
progress toward goals, feeling capable). The PERMA models
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suggests that we flourish through balancing the Pleasant Life
(feeling good or hedonic wellbeing) with the Meaningful Life
(having purpose, contribution and belonging, or eudaimonic
wellbeing) (Seligman, 2011). This PERMA approach has
subsequently been extended to recognise the importance of
physical health in overall wellbeing; PERMA-H models include
a positive health dimension thereby offering a more holistic view
of wellbeing that includes practices for optimal physical and
psychological health (Norrish et al., 2013; Lai et al., 2018).

Despite there being disagreement over the components of
wellbeing and alternate conceptions of wellbeing proposed (e.g.,
Ryff (1989) theory of psychological wellbeing), there is wide
agreement that wellbeing is a multi-faceted construct (Ryff,
1989; Ryan and Deci, 2001; Huppert and So, 2013). With
further agreement that wellbeing includes emotional, social,
psychological and functional aspects (Forgeard et al, 2011)
and, more recently, physical health-related dimensions (Sears,
2013). The PERMA-H approach has been chosen here due to its
explicit inclusion of physical health alongside affective, social and
psychological aspects of wellbeing. Moreover, one of the
underpinning tenants of the PERMA(H) model, and the
subsequent measures of PERMA(H) that have been developed,
is that it comprises both hedonic and eudaimonic wellbeing
perspectives. One of the main criticisms of PERMA(H) has
been the lack of supporting empirical evidence. However,
recent efforts to address this gap have supported the PERMA
facets of wellbeing across over 15,000 people worldwide,
including in longitudinal studies with college students (Butler
and Kern, 20165 Coffey et al., 2016). In further support of the use
of PERMA, theoretical and empirical research has championed its
use in educational settings (Oades et al., 2011; Norrish et al,
2013). The PERMA-H model was considered, by the current
authors, as accessible to all key stakeholders involved in the
program.

Integration of the PERMA-H model within schools has been
linked to student, educator, and parental health and wellbeing
(Vella-Brodrick et al., 2014; Williams et al., 2015; Dubroja et al.,
2016). Geelong Grammar School in Australia implements
PERMA-H through their “learn it, live it, teach it, embed it”
ethos. This approach advocates sharing of wellbeing
opportunities, concepts and frameworks; active enabling of
wellbeing across school activities, and enacting wellbeing
through personal use of strengths and skills; explicit teaching
of character strengths and wellbeing skills within the classroom;
and embedding of positive education within the entire school
community including in school policies and practices (Hoare
et al, 2017). Other examples of PERMA (or PERMA-H)
programmes in schools include “Flourish” (Gray et al., 2020),
“The Flourishing Life” (Au and Kennedy, 2018), and Maytiv
positive psychology school program (Shoshani et al., 2016).

Outside of schools, a positive education approach has also
been recommended for universities:

“there would seem to be an opportunity for positive
psychology to enhance the experience of campus life by
influencing the development of a higher educational culture
that understands the psychosocial determinants of wellbeing
(e.g., positive emotions-traits-institutions) and seeks to create
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conditions that cultivate wellbeing in students and staff” (Oades
et al,, 2011, p.433).

Oades and colleagues advocate for the integration of the
PERMA framework across classroom and formal learning
environments in universities, as well as social environments,
local community, within Schools/Departments, and in student
halls and accommodation. Specifically, they argue for explicit
approaches to enhancing student wellbeing in HE through the
cultivation of positive emotion and positive relationships,
engagement in learning and the local community, and making
meaningful contributions to their course and university.

PEDAGOGICAL FORMAT, OBJECTIVES
AND LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

Overview of the Wellbeing Program

The aim of the wellbeing program was to 1) provide students with
a community and an opportunity to feel connected with other
students 2) introduce students to key concepts of wellbeing 3)
equip the students with tools that would help improve their
wellbeing. These aims align with the PERMA framework with
regards to promoting a pleasant and meaningful life, and helps to
foster a positive education approach through teaching wellbeing
skills alongside academic studies (e.g., Seligman et al., 2009).

The program was organised into eight, weekly, 1-h wellbeing
sessions. These weekly sessions were focused on Positive
Psychology constructs and practices (see Table 1). The
wellbeing sessions began with a brief presentation that
included an introduction to the area and key constructs, and
an overview of the activities. For some sessions, participants were
encouraged to take part in the activities synchronously and share
their thoughts or experiences. Other sessions included a toolkit of
activities that participants could take away with them. All
wellbeing sessions and activities were uploaded to a supporting
VLE, where students could access the resources outside of the
wellbeing sessions.

An 8-week program was deemed suitable as previous literature
has suggested positive psychology interventions typically range
from 4-8 weeks (e.g. Bolier et al, 2013). Moreover, lengthy
interventions contribute to high levels of attrition amongst
participants (Ryan et al, 2010). The first weekly wellbeing
session took place on 25th March 2020, with the final session
on the 13th May 2020".

Learning Environment

The wellbeing program took place in a university in the West
Midlands, UK. The university is a medium-sized, campus
university with approximately 10,000 students and a larger
than average proportion of mature students (over the age of
21) and students from diverse backgrounds or those entering

"It should be noted that this period coincided with the university’s examination and
assessment period. During the program (March-May 2020), students were
undergoing preparation of assessments and one of two assessment submission
periods in the academic year.
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TABLE 1 | Overview of weekly wellbeing sessions, activities and PERMA-H focus®.

Week Theme/Positive
psychology
Construct(s)

1 Introduction to

wellbeing

2 Positive emotions

3 Gratitude and Positive

Reframing

4 Mindfulness and Self-

compassion

5 Physical Health

6 Alleviating Stress

7 Resilience

8 Hope and Optimism

Session content

Introduction to the program and discussion of what
wellbeing is (including hedonic and eudaimonic
perspectives, and PERMA)

Introduction to positive emotions and related theories
(e.g., Fredrickson (2001) broaden and build theory)

Introduction to gratitude and gratitude exercises (e.g.,
counting blessings and gratitude letters), followed by an
introduction to positive reframing and reframing
exercises. Please note that the positive reframing
exercises were introduced alongside cautionary guidance
around the content and frequency of reframing and the
role of negative emotions in wellbeing

Introduction to the concepts of mindfulness and self-
compassion, including how the two are linked

Why physical activity is good, physical activity and
COVID-19 restrictions, hints and tips around exercising
for wellbeing

Introduction and definition of stress

Introduction and discussion of the concept of resilience
(e.g., as a trait or process, as multi-faceted etc.). A
particular focus on self-awareness was taken in the 2020
occurrence

Introduction to the concepts of hope and optimism,
including how they are related but distinct. Activities and
discussions were focused on maintaining wellbeing
following the conclusion of the program

PERMA Response to the Pandemic

Activities

- Introduction to wellbeing models, tour of the VLE website,
introduction to wellbeing practices

- 2020 occurrence®: Activity involving sharing images and
tips for remote working and social connection whilst in
lockdown

- Reflective exercise around the people, events or “things” that
evoke feelings of happiness. Participants were asked to share
images of what makes them happy using the platform padiet
- Program participants jointly created a “Feel Good” playlist
of songs that create positive emotions. This playlist was then
made available to all students in the School of Psychology
- The gratitude exercise comprised an adaptation of the
well-known “counting blessings” exercise. In recognition of
the different forms of gratitude that one can experience
(outlined in the introduction to gratitude section of this
session), students were presented with three columns. “I
am grateful to for”; “| am grateful for”; and “I am grateful
that”. Students were asked to reflect on three things that
they are grateful for and add to the relevant columns

- Positive reframing exercise: Students were asked to consider
their current living and working arrangements (with a focus on
the pandemic), and share the positive elements that they are
able to take from these situations (e.g., no commuting)
-Mindfulness exercise: Students were invited to take part in
a short mindfulness meditation and reflect on their
experience of this

- Self-compassion exercise: Adaptation of Kristin Neff’'s
“How would you treat a friend?” exercise (available via
https://self-compassion.org/) Group discussion of how we
treat and speak to ourselves versus others

- Students were asked to share the types of physical activity
there were currently engaging in

-Share and discuss activity around tips for exercising during
lockdown

- Solution-focused thinking exercise: Students each
considered what prompts stress and shared ways to
alleviate stress (with a peer support emphasis)

- Expressive writing exercise: Participants were asked to
consider a stressful event and engage in an expressive
writing exercise for 10 to 15 min to recognise and combat
their stress response

-Students were encouraged to practice self-awareness. They
did this by writing a description of a negative event and
considered which aspects were in and outside of their control
-This framework was further used to consider responses to
the pandemic

-Best possible selves exercise: Students were asked to
reflect on an aspect of their ideal life in the future (e.g., best
possible social life, work life or family life) and write a
statement on what this looked like to them. These were then
discussed together as a group

- Hope exercise: Students were also asked to create a
“Hope Map.” This involved considering their future goals,
the pathways and motivations to meet those goals, and the
possible obstacles they may need to navigate. Students
were presented with an adapted version of Michelle
McQuaid’s Hope Map (available via www.
michellemcquaid.com)

AFurther details on the session content and activities is available on request through contacting the corresponding author.
bp, Positive emotion; E, Engagement; R, positive Relationships; M, Meaning; A, Accomplishment; H, Health.

°A selection of activities in the 2020 occurrence were about adjusting to changes in light of the recent national lockdown. The 2021 occurrence of this program has been adapted in line with
the changing context (e.g., considering long-term coping responses to the pandemic), and new activities have been added [e.g., in session 1 of the 2021 occurrence the remote learning
activity has been replaced with one hedonic wellbeing activity (reflecting on a humorous event) and one eudaimonic wellbeing activity (recognition of accomplishments)].

PERMA-H
focus®

P.ERM,AH

PR

P.E.R

EAH

EH

P.M,A

P,M,A
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university through access to HE routes. The wellbeing program
was delivered within the School of Psychology, which consists of
approximately 500 undergraduate students and 60 postgraduate
taught students. Participation was on a voluntary basis and
attendance was not logged.

The wellbeing program was delivered by a range of lecturing staff
in the School of Psychology. The weekly sessions were delivered by
staff synchronously through an online Virtual Learning
Environment (VLE). The practical implications of this will be
further discussed in Practical Implications and Lessons Learned.

RESULTS TO DATE

This wellbeing program was implemented as an opportunity for
students to enhance their wellbeing and socialisation at the
beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. At that time, the priority
and focus was on providing wellbeing support in a timely fashion
rather than on setting up an evaluation of the program’s efficacy.
Although anecdotal feedback indicated this intervention was a
useful resource for students during the initial months of the
pandemic, an evaluation of this wellbeing program is required.

Consequently, during the 2020-2021 occurrence of this wellbeing
program (starting in Semester 2 of the 2020-21 academic year), an
evaluation of the program will be conducted. The evaluation will
involve a repeated-measures, mixed research design with pre and
post quantitative surveys and follow up qualitative interviews. A
control group from the same student cohort who do not opt-in to the
program will be sought for comparative purposes. In the quantitative
stage of the research, students will be asked to complete measures of
wellbeing, anxiety, depression, academic burnout and sense of
community. These measures will be completed in the week
preceding the wellbeing program, and the week following the
completion of the 8-week program. Following from previous
positive psychology interventions and the underpinning PERMA-
H framework, it is anticipated that, following the program, students’
self-reported levels of wellbeing and sense of community will
increase, and that self-reported anxiety, depression and academic
burnout will decrease. It is also anticipated that the magnitude of
these effects will be contingent on the number of sessions students
have engaged with and the degree to which wellbeing practices are
performed outside of the weekly sessions.

Students who complete the program will be invited to take part
in a semi-structured qualitative interview. The objective of this
qualitative phase is to obtain deeper insight into the participants’
experience of the 8-week program, including perceived benefits in
relation to the PERMA framework. The qualitative phase will also
assist in informing future delivery of the wellbeing program by
identifying any barriers or difficulties encountered during
participation.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS AND LESSONS
LEARNED

The use of internet-based interventions to support wellbeing in
higher education has been encouraged (Royal College of
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Psychiatrists, 2011), with online interventions having greater
feasibility in comparison to traditional face-to-face or blended
delivery approaches due to the ease of accessing the programmes
and its flexible engagement (e.g., Schreiber and Aartun, 2011).
Moreover, online interventions have been shown to be beneficial
for those who are resistant to seek help due to stigma, which
makes them accessible to individuals who may have not sought
support previously (Barrable et al, 2018). A recent systematic
review highlighted the usefulness of internet-based interventions
in accommodating the diversity of mental health conditions
present in university students in addition to promoting
general wellbeing (Harrer et al., 2019). It is also important to
note here that during the early stages of the pandemic, the UK was
in lockdown, meaning that online delivery was the only option for
this wellbeing program due to the government restrictions.
Therefore, the implementation of an online wellbeing program
was not only a practical approach but the only feasible one. In
terms of engagement in programmes during the pandemic,
research has indicated that face-to-face wellbeing programmes
may have encouraged more active engagement and social
integration with peers (Huber et al., 2018). This indicates the
importance of considering the balance between accessibility and
engagement for future program delivery.

As outlined in Pedagogical Format, Objectives and Learning
Environment, the wellbeing program was delivered using a VLE.
The VLE was a useful platform through which students could
attend the weekly wellbeing sessions but also gain extended access
to the sources of wellbeing support. Offering this permanent
access to materials was an important component of the program
as self-management of wellbeing and mental health is a useful tool
for individuals who are reluctant to seek formal support (Griffiths
and Christensen, 2007). This approach sought to promote
autonomy and self-facilitation of wellbeing, akin to similar
online interventions (e.g., Papadatou-Pastou et al., 2019).

During the wellbeing sessions participants were encouraged to
share their thoughts and experiences, ergo an associated risk with
this approach was that participants might disclose information
about their mental health or a mental illness which could prompt
safeguarding issues and create discomfort for other students. At the
beginning of the program, participants were asked to follow a set of
“guidelines” with regards to appropriate disclosure. For example,
students were informed that “when engaging with any discussion
forums or interactive activities on this site, please refrain from
disclosing information that others might find distressing” and
“interaction with this site is not anonymous, therefore, any
private discussions should be directed toward your Personal
Academic Tutor.” Program facilitators had the responsibility of
enforcing these guidelines and continually made students aware
that the wellbeing program was not designed to offer specific,
tailored mental health or mental illness support. Whilst the remit
of the program was clearly communicated to students, this could
have contradicted students’ expectations.

Relatedly, constant vigilance around students’ posts and
comments was required. For each wellbeing session, a
minimum of two members of staff were present; with one
member of staff acting as a facilitator of the activities and the
other as a moderator of the conversation to ensure that comments
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in the chat box were safe and appropriate (see Taylor et al., 2016).
The facilitators of the program had research expertise and
knowledge of the area of wellbeing, however, it is important to
note that the staff were not formally trained in providing
wellbeing interventions.

Staff delivering the program had ongoing, professional
relationships with the students. This familiarity with staft could
have encouraged student participation (Jorm and Griffiths, 2006),
however, could also be viewed as a limitation with regards to the
balance of power. Typically, lecturers are perceived to own the
power, due to their role in directing students to complete tasks
(Michail, 2011). With regards to the wellbeing intervention,
lecturers as facilitators meant that the students may have viewed
the sessions as another type of teaching and learning experience.
This may have also had a negative impact on the extent to which
students shared information with their peers in the sessions (e.g.,
through feeling uncomfortable or reluctant in sharing personal
information with a member of staff). Because of this, participants
were allowed to remain in the session to talk with peers, after the
facilitators had left. Due to the aforementioned issues regarding
disclosures, it is important to note that trained peer mentors were
present in these discussions. To help counteract any social isolation
as a result of the first national lockdown, further peer support and
social connectedness was encouraged in the wellbeing sessions
through the use of “Padlet” a chat box and the use of
microphones and video during the session to facilitate conversation.

One practical implication to consider with regards to the delivery
of this program was its voluntary nature. Student engagement was
an important aspect of the weekly wellbeing sessions and arguably,
students who are less engaged in their academic studies, may be less
likely to engage in a wellbeing program (e.g., Bond et al., 2020).
Crucially, these less engaged students may benefit more from a
wellbeing program due to the notion that wellbeing can increase
academic engagement and achievement (Seligman et al, 2009;
Waters, 2011). This signposts that not all students are likely to
engage and benefit from the current approach. Moreover, students’
mental health literacy may have also influenced their engagement;
students who have increased knowledge of mental health literacy
and wellbeing demonstrate self-management (Gulliver et al., 2010),
suggesting that there may be a level of self-motivation to engage in
such a wellbeing program. Consequently, those lacking self-
motivation may not benefit from a program like the one we
have described here.

CONSTRAINTS RELATING TO THE
PROGRAM AND APPROACH

This wellbeing intervention was designed in response to the
pandemic and in a short period of time. In the UK, the lockdown
restrictions began on the 16™ March 2020 and the wellbeing program
was implemented on the 25™ March 2020. As a result of this short
timescale, the staffing of the wellbeing program presented challenges

*Padlet is an online platform where participants are allowed to post and share their
thoughts, ideas and images.

PERMA Response to the Pandemic

at times. This was due to the wellbeing sessions being delivered in
parallel with lectures, seminars and student tutorials, alongside
extended assignment deadlines. At the time of the program, staff
were also tasked with moving the delivery of teaching online, in
addition to maintaining their duties in providing academic and
pastoral support to students. This indicates implications of
delivering the 8-week program on staff workload.

Resultantly, increasing student wellbeing provision in the
School during this challenging time could have had knock-on
(or trade-off) effects in terms of staff wellbeing. This brings into
question where wellbeing programmes should be situated-at a
School/Departmental or organisational level? At a School level,
relationships between staff and students have already been
established, which could encourage participation (Jorm and
Griffiths, 2006). Alternatively, at a wider organisational level,
wellbeing provision could be delivered centrally by trained staft,
where this commitment is recognised in job role and workload.

The program itself was not cost-intensive as there were no
financial requirements in the creation or delivery of this program
(especially as staff time was not compensated in this occurrence).
This should be considered an advantage to the HEI given the well-
documented budget cuts to HE over the past decade. These
budget cuts have changed the landscape of Higher of Higher
Education and made HEIs reliant on fees provided from students,
rather than on government funding (House of Commons, 2020).
Consequently, budget cuts have altered the priority of HEIs to
focus on the recruitment and retention of students (e.g. Calma
and Dickson-Deane, 2020). There is an argument that wellbeing
interventions could help with the retention of students at
universities, particularly as students often withdraw university
due personal reasons, including mental health (Van Bragt et al,,
2011). Therefore, investing in student mental health and
wellbeing support should pay dividends not only in terms of
mental health outcomes but also in terms of continuation of
studies, student fees and satisfaction metrics. This could be
further explored in future research projects, examining the
longitudinal effects of wellbeing interventions on retention.

The current wellbeing program follows an MPPI approach
which is commonly utilised within positive psychology and
integrated into educational contexts (Hendriks et al., 2020).
However, an arguably more effective approach to cultivating
wellbeing is to embed character and wellbeing enhancement
into the curriculum (Hoare et al.,, 2017)-a suggestion that has
previously been advocated within HE. For example, Houghton
and Anderson (2017) have argued for a “whole-university”
approach where wellbeing is incorporated into the curriculum,
learning support, specific disability and mental health services,
and wider university services (not dissimilar to the Healthy
Universities approach, Dooris et al, 2010). Houghton and
Anderson further suggest that wellbeing should be embedded
into the curriculum content, so students can understand the
concept of wellbeing, and within curriculum processes as to
foster inclusive practices and a sense of belonging.

The aforementioned points regarding voluntary wellbeing
programmes being reliant on engagement and self-motivation
(Bond et al., 2020) provide further support for wellbeing being
embedded into the curriculum content and processes to ensure
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that all students can access its benefits. This is not an easy goal to
accomplish, however, as it requires an explicit joined-up approach
throughout the HEI. Akin to how whole-school, multi-component
approaches to mental health and wellbeing that comprise collective
action appear more effective in promoting wellbeing and
accounting for the complexities in school systems (Hoare et al.,
2017), a whole-university approach that integrates and embeds
wellbeing throughout its systems is likely to offer increased
effectiveness over stand-alone programmes in HEIs. In line with
Oades et al. (2011), it is our hope that HEIs will move toward a
consistent integration of wellbeing frameworks, such as PERMA,
across the various levels in which it works with wellbeing
embedded into curricula in addition to the existing central
provisions that are well established.
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