
Frontiers in Public Health 01 frontiersin.org

The ABCs of mental health at the 
university: a multi-level 
intervention design for promoting 
mental well-being
Line Nielsen 1*†, Elena Bermejo-Martins 1†, 
Malene Kubstrup Nelausen 1, Cecilie Schacht Madsen 1, 
Elena Riva 2, Vibeke Jenny Koushede 1 and 
Charlotte Bjerre Meilstrup 1

1 Department of Psychology, University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2 Institute for 
Advanced Teaching and Learning, University of Warwick, Coventry, United Kingdom

Background: There is an escalating concern for the mental health of university 
students being recognized as a high-risk group for psychological distress. 
Despite research emphasizing the need to integrate mental well-being into 
higher education, existing interventions primarily focus on challenges and 
support services, leaving a gap in practical insights for promoting mental well-
being at the university as a whole.

Objectives: This paper aims to cover the theoretical and methodological 
foundations for the design and development of a complex multi-level 
intervention called the ABCs of mental health at the university (ABC-uni).

Methods: Following the MRC framework for complex interventions, the design 
and development of a novel complex intervention is described (Phase I). Using 
the socio-ecological model and incorporating principles from health promotion 
charters, capacity building, organizational change models, and the principles of 
the ABCs of mental health a program theory for mental health promotion at 
the university is proposed. Following this theoretical foundation a logic model 
outlines the ABC-uni intervention components at structural, community, and 
individual levels. The components include staff training, campaign materials, a 
photovoice project, integration of mental well-being literacy into introductory 
programs, a credit-bearing course, and an online module. Preferably, most 
of these components are developed and carried out collaboratively with 
students at the university. As proposed in the logic model expected outcomes 
encompass heightened awareness, supportive environments, commitment, 
and accountability, aiming to enhance mental well-being across the entire 
university. The design and development of the intervention components occur 
at a Danish public university.

Discussion: This section addresses the strengths and limitations of the design of 
the ABC-uni intervention. Future research will cover the feasibility phase of each 
components of the ABC-uni intervention (phase II). The conceptual framework 
and program theory outlining mental health promotion at the university, along 
with the detailed description of the intervention components, provides valuable 
insights for fostering mental well-being in the university community.
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1 Introduction

1.1 University students’ mental health and 
well-being

Young peoples’ mental health and well-being have been a public 
health issue of increasing concern in recent years with a growing 
body of empirical research showing that university students are a 
‘very high-risk population’ for psychological distress and mental 
disorders (1). When young people enter university, they are 
introduced to new demands and stressors that can profoundly affect 
their mental health and well-being (2, 3). To date, much of the 
research on university student well-being has focused on 
investigating the prevalence of psychological distress and on the use 
of support services for students experiencing mental health 
problems (1).

Mental health is more than the absence of mental disorders or 
disabilities, and can be  seen as a continuum throughout life, 
encompassing positive aspects and our ability to connect, 
function, cope and thrive (4). In a salutogenic perspective focus is 
on positive aspects of mental health, also labeled mental well-
being, and on protective factors for mental well-being, adding 
value beyond what is achieved from a pure risk reduction 
perspective (5, 6). This is outlined in the theory of salutogenesis 
emphasizing the concept of sense of coherence as an orientation 
toward life as being understandable, manageable and 
meaningful (6, 7).

Individual, family, community and structural factors may protect 
or undermine individuals’ mental health and change their position on 
the mental health continuum. As factors determining mental health 
and well-being are multisectoral, multi-level interventions to promote 
and protect mental health and well-being should also be delivered 
across multiple sectors and hence also in the higher educational sector 
(4). The socio-ecological model of mental health and well-being 
identifies several levels of importance when looking at protective 
factors: individual (e.g., mental well-being literacy, emotional 
resilience), community (e.g., sense of belonging, social support), and 
structural (e.g., supportive environment, social, economic, and 
cultural conditions) (8–10). Several studies have shown a correlation 
between high levels of mental well-being among university students 
and a spectrum of positive outcomes, including improved learning, 
reduced dropout rates, and elevated levels of life satisfaction (11–13).

Establishing supportive environments is recognized as crucial for 
promoting mental health and well-being, as individuals are 
significantly influenced by the structures surrounding them (14). This 
is also the case for students in higher education (15). Given that a 
substantial proportion of students will experience mental health 
difficulties during their time at university, it is important to consider 
how universities can ensure to provide supportive and ‘mental health-
promoting’ environments (16, 17). Therefore, more research is needed 
on how to promote mental well-being in the university context.

1.2 Promoting mental well-being in the 
university context

Higher education holds a unique role in society with potential for 
providing transformative education, engaging student voices, and 
advocating for the well-being of individuals and communities. 
Positioned at the forefront of the knowledge society, universities have 
the potential to generate and implement knowledge to enhance public 
mental health both within and outside the university. Indeed, this 
appears highly pertinent, considering the association between mental 
well-being and learning (11). Poor mental health and low well-being 
can impact academic achievement (18), and low levels of resilience 
can limit a student’s learning capacity and engagement with 
consequences for continuation and attainment (19). At a more 
philosophical level, higher education is also about cultivating “a 
complete, integrated person” emphasizing the importance of 
incorporating a focus on mental well-being and not solely 
concentrating on academic aspects (20).

Embracing the principles of Health Promoting Universities, it is 
proposed to integrate health into everyday operations, aligning with 
Mental Health Promotion (MHP) strategies (21, 22). To do this in a 
university setting, the five actions for health promotion proposed by 
the Ottawa Charter (23) can be applied. As described in the Okanagan 
International Charter for Health Promoting Universities and Colleges 
(22), the following actions are specifically tailored to the 
university setting:

 1 Embed health in all campus policies: ensure policies focus on 
health, well-being, and sustainability across individuals, 
campus, community, and environment.

 2 Create supportive campus environments: enhance the campus 
as a living laboratory for studying and supporting health, well-
being, sustainability, and resilience.

 3 Generate community action and a culture of well-being: foster 
empowered, connected, and resilient campus communities that 
prioritize care, compassion, collaboration, and 
community action.

 4 Support personal development: build resilience, competence, 
and life skills in students, staff, and faculty to help them thrive 
as engaged citizens.

 5 Create or re-orient campus services: design services to support 
equitable access, enhance health and well-being, and promote 
a supportive organizational culture.

1.3 A whole university approach

This aligns with the concept of a ‘whole university approach’ 
emphasizing the intricate interrelation of students’ living conditions, 
learning environments, access to support, and sense of community in 
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influencing mental well-being (24). This approach underscores that 
mental health support should extend beyond isolated services 
provided by specialist teams and thus should be integrated into all 
aspects of university.

In schools, contemporary frameworks for MHP frequently 
involve whole-school approaches, such as the World Health 
Organization’s ‘whole school approach to mental health promotion’. 
This commonly used approach is based on three interrelated pillars: 
curriculum, teaching and learning; the school ethos and 
environment; and family and community partnerships, which 
presents a clear and manageable framework for schools to engage 
with (25), and which bears relevance to the higher education sector. 
It is notable that a crucial element of this approach is ‘curriculum, 
teaching and learning’. Thus, it is unsurprising that embedding 
mental well-being in the learning experience of higher education 
students has been recognized as an opportunity for a holistic, 
student-centered approach to mental well-being and that it is 
considered as an important element of the whole university 
approach (21). Indeed, the curriculum, identified as the sole 
assured point of contact between students and the university, 
presents a valuable avenue for implementing preventive measures 
to enhance student mental health and well-being (26). This involves 
adopting inclusive pedagogical approaches (13), embedding well-
being interventions into their curriculum in the recognition that 
teaching, pedagogy, and assessment practices can support higher 
education student well-being (1) and including (or ‘infusing’) 
discipline-relevant mental health-related content into the 
curriculum (27), increasing student mental well-being literacy 
understood as vocabulary, knowledge and language skills that may 
be intentionally used to maintain or improve mental well-being of 
oneself or others (28). Strong peer connection, teacher-student 
interaction (13), and communication are also pivotal to well-being 
and learning (29).

Moreover, working in partnership with students is increasingly 
recognized as an important aspect of a whole university approach to 
mental well-being (30), and participatory approaches are increasingly 
prioritized in the sector. In the UK, the University Mental Health 
Charter (21) requires universities to work in partnership with students 
throughout the different dimensions of the framework, and examples 
of staff-student partnerships are becoming increasingly common. 
Lister et al. (31) describe co-creation projects in two universities to 
create resources and initiatives to support student well-being. In the 
same line, the classroom (be it online or face to face) and teaching 
practices contribute to experiences of mental health and well-being 
(13, 32). Importantly, all the aspects of the student learning experience, 
from the classroom culture to the physical learning spaces, from the 
course design and curriculum content to the assessment and feedback 
strategies, from the group work and teacher-student dynamics to the 
available online support can impact on student mental health and 
well-being in a positive or negative manner, and can act as enablers or 
barriers to student mental well-being (33). Moreover, it has been 
observed how student-centered learning experiences that hinge on 
active learning and student participation sustain student well-being 
(13, 31).

In the pursuit of the shared objective to enhance mental well-
being and apply a whole university approach including individual, 
community, and structural levels, we propose to use a clear framework 
for MHP.

1.4 The ABCs of mental health: a 
research-based framework for mental 
health promotion

The ABCs of mental health (ABC) provides a research-based 
framework and principles for MHP. In Denmark the work with 
implementing the framework is organized as an interdisciplinary and 
multisectoral partnership called the ABC-partnership. The ABCs is 
inspired by Act-Belong-Commit, a universal MHP initiative 
developed at Curtin University, Western Australia (34). The 
ABC-partnership aims to (1) increase knowledge and understanding 
of what individuals can do to strengthen their own and others’ mental 
health and well-being and (2) create and support the best conditions 
for mental health and well-being for the entire population across life 
circumstances and conditions. The approach involves utilizing 
research-based information, fostering capacity building, sharing 
knowledge, and promoting collaboration across various disciplines 
and sectors (35, 36).

The ABCs is theoretically rooted in a salutogenic perspective 
inspired by the work of health research pioneer Aaron Antonovsky 
(1923–1994) and his resource-and possibility-oriented understanding 
of health (37). The ABC-framework can be understood as a principle-
based approach (38, 39). This indicates that the ABCs is not a 
standardized, manual-based intervention that follows specific 
procedures and is implemented uniformly across all settings. In a 
principle-based approach overarching principles guide the work, in 
this instance, MHP and can inspire innovation at the local level and 
provide guidance for adapting and implementing the framework (40). 
The five guiding principles in the ABCs are as follows:

 1 Take a universal approach: mental health concerns everyone 
no matter their mental health status, socioeconomic 
background, age etc.

 2 Use the ABC messages explicitly: (A) Do something, (B) Do 
something with someone and (C) Do something meaningful.

 3 Adapt a salutogenic understanding of mental health and well-
being: focus on protective and mental health promoting 
factors, resources, and settings.

 4 Promote collaboration across sectors: mental health is 
something we create together.

 5 Adapt initiatives locally: apply the framework to new or 
existing interventions.

A process evaluation among ABC-partners in Denmark 
highlighted that the framework provided relevant knowledge on MHP 
to stakeholders and fostered intersectoral and interprofessional 
collaborations by providing a common language for MHP (35). 
However, the evaluation also pointed out that its bottom-up approach 
requires time and resources, as well as a continuous deliberate balance 
between local adaptability and concrete guidance when engaging 
implementers. A study evaluating the impact on approximately 3,000 
randomly chosen individuals in Denmark revealed that those familiar 
with ABC gained new insights, engaged in self-reflection, and became 
more open to discussing mental health with others (36). Additionally, 
the awareness of ABC promoted mentally healthy behaviors. The 
analyses included both individuals with and without mental health 
issues, showing a consistent trend, with slightly higher figures 
observed among those experiencing mental health problems. Finally, 
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a recent report from the OECD, included ABC as a case study 
representing an integrated approach to MHP (41).

Despite the positive experiences reported, there is a notable gap 
in understanding how ABC can be adapted and implemented within 
a university context.

1.5 Strategies and mechanisms for capacity 
building for mental health promotion at 
the university

To implement the ABC-principles there is a need for capacity 
building at various levels at the university. In the health promotion 
literature capacity building has been defined as “an approach to the 
development of sustainable skills, organizational structures, resources 
and commitment to health improvement in health and other sectors, to 
prolong and multiply health gains many times over” (42).

In order to implement capacity building for MHP across various 
levels (e.g., students, campus, university staff and faculty members), 
five strategies have been identified as critical: leadership, infrastructure 
and organizational change, workforce development, partnerships and 
resource allocation (43, 44). To operationalize these strategies, the 
theoretical work by Hernantes et al. (45) about intersectoral action 
and building capacity for health promotion can be adapted to the 
university context. We  therefore propose that the ABC-principles 
could stimulate the promotion of mental well-being at university 
through five mechanisms: a shared vision, using a common 
language, creating a supportive environment, and adopting 
participatory practices.

These mechanisms will enhance the engagement of the university 
community in promoting mental well-being and strengthen the sense 
of belonging to a culture of well-being among all members of the 
university context. Belongingness is the main crucial precursor of 
commitment (46), and when experienced collectively among students 
as well as staff, could help to ensure the sense of responsibility and 
accountability (45). As a result, we  hypothesize that the above-
mentioned mechanisms will lead to increasing awareness, knowledge, 
skills and resources among students, staff, and the broader university 
context. At the same time, they will increase the commitment and 
accountability of various stakeholders and university decision makers 
(e.g., university board, heads of departments and deans) by helping 
them to understand that mental well-being issues is a shared 
responsibility which cannot solely be solved by focusing on treatment 
and prevention, but also needs to focus on promotion and take 
actions accordingly.

1.6 Developing a comprehensive and 
multi-level intervention to promote mental 
well-being

Despite recommendations, positive experiences, and knowledge 
on MHP, there is a gap in understanding the design and 
implementation of a whole university approach to students’ mental 
well-being: What should the design encompass at which levels, how 
should it be shaped, and how should it be delivered and implemented? 
In other words, there is a lack of practical and tangible insights into 
promoting mental well-being among university students. Recognizing 

this gap there is a need to develop comprehensive and multi-level 
interventions to promote mental well-being in the university setting, 
integrating the perspectives and frameworks mentioned earlier.

1.7 Aim

The aim of this paper is to describe the design and development 
of a multi-level intervention aimed to promote mental well-being at 
the university following the MRC framework for complex 
interventions. The focus is on Phase I  covering a comprehensive 
description of the conceptual framework for mental health promotion 
at the university as the program theory followed by a logic model to 
be tested in a future feasibility study (Phase II).

2 Methods and materials

2.1 Study design

The MRC-/NIHR-funded INDEX study has developed a 
comprehensive framework and guidance on complex intervention 
development and evaluation (47). Their proposed methodological 
framework entails four main phases of intervention research: 
development or identification of the intervention, feasibility, 
evaluation and implementation. Each phase is connected to a set of six 
core elements considering context, developing and refining program 
theory, engaging stakeholders, identifying key uncertainties, refining 
the intervention and economic considerations. These elements are 
revisited continually throughout the research process and especially 
before moving between phases (e.g., between feasibility assessment 
and evaluation) (48).

This study encompasses Phase 1 that involves the development 
and theoretical underpinning of the intervention. This phase focuses 
on understanding the problem, identifying potential solutions, and 
creating the sound program theory and logic model for the 
intervention to be tested in the following feasibility study (Phase II). 
It’s important to note that program theory and logic models are not 
static. They should be tested and refined throughout the development 
process using primary and secondary data collection and stakeholder 
input. Indeed, they are advocated for use in process evaluations 
alongside outcome evaluations in the recent MRC Guidance on 
process evaluation (48).

2.2 Study population, setting and 
participant engagement

The intervention adopts a multi-level and whole university 
approach, and study participants include staff and students at the FSS 
at the University of Copenhagen. The student body consists of roughly 
6,600 students enrolled across 7 bachelor’s and 10 master’s programs 
in anthropology, psychology, social science, sociology, political 
science, and economics. There are about 630 employees (excluding 
part-time scientific personnel) (49).

The proposed intervention is called the ABCs of mental health at 
the university (ABC-uni). The study is conducted at the Faculty of 
Social Sciences (FSS) at the University of Copenhagen (UCPH) in 
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Denmark. The higher education system in Denmark is characterized 
by a student-centric approach, offering a three-tier-structure 
comprising bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral programs. In Danish 
universities there is a widespread adoption of problem-based learning 
with the intent to foster critical thinking and teamwork. While tuition 
fees apply to non-EU/EEA students, Danish and EU/EEA students 
benefit from free education (50). Participation in most ABC-uni 
components, such as online and physical courses, is self-selected and 
voluntary, while other components, like the photovoice exhibition or 
teacher training, have a more universal nature. A more detailed 
description of participants and engagement strategies will follow in 
the description of the intervention components.

2.3 The program theory of the ABC-uni

As part of Phase I of a complex intervention development, the 
creation of a robust and clear program theory is critical (48). The goal 
is to describe how an intervention is expected to lead to a set of 
specified outcomes and under what conditions. It articulates (1) the 
key components of the intervention and how they interact; (2) the 
mechanisms of the intervention; (3) the features of the context that are 
expected to influence those mechanisms; and (4) how those 
mechanisms may influence the context and lead to achieve the 
desired outcomes.

Figure 1 articulates the different theories and models that have 
been presented in the introduction as underlying the strategy for 
building capacity for MHP in the university context. The proposed 
conceptual framework for mental health promotion at the university 
highlights the proposed five actions from the Ottawa Charter for 

Health Promotion into the university context by Okanagan 
International Charter for Health Promoting Universities and College: 
healthy policies at campus, supportive environment, strengthening 
community, personal development, and re-orienting campus services. 
These actions lead to five strategies necessary for a capacity building 
process for promoting mental well-being: leadership; workforce 
development; partnerships; organizational change; and resource 
allocation. First of all, it is critical that leadership for the advancement 
of MHP is apparent at the level of the board and management team as 
it enables strategic vision and planning. Second, the development and 
sustainability of MHP is dependent on having a skilled and informed 
workforce (in the university context, it extends to also include the 
students). Therefore, workforce capacity development can range from 
increasing mental well-being awareness and literacy to training and 
skills development needed to support and implement specific 
initiatives (51). Third, the partnership component requires developing 
and implementing multiple strategies to engage and facilitate the 
participation of diverse sectors (in the university context, of, e.g., 
various disciplines, departments, student-led organizations and 
initiatives, and subgroups) (8). And lastly, creating organizational 
change with a shared understanding of the organization’s well-being 
goals and strategies, including allocated resources, are required, in 
order to make MHP work effectively and sustainably.

The ABC-framework and messages (Act, Belong, Commit) 
provides key pragmatic principles: using a universal and salutogenic 
approach, spreading an actionable message through the 
implementation of activities and materials, adopting a cross-sectoral 
action (multi-disciplinary) and local adaptation (within the 
university context). According to Kaluzny’s (52) Organizational 
Change Model (adapted to the university context) this process of 

FIGURE 1

The program theory of ABC-uni showing the theoretical foundation and the process of change to be implemented.
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change may involve four sequential stages: awareness, adoption, 
implementation, and institutionalization. The ABC-principles are 
the core motor in articulating the strategies for capacity building 
into key mechanisms of change by developing a shared vision, 
adopting a common language, engaging in participatory practices 
and lastly, creating a supportive environment with a strong sense 
of belonging.

This process should lead to the main expected outcomes at three 
different levels:

 1 At the structural level (leaders, faculty members, administrative 
staff, and stakeholders at FSS): increasing their capacity 
for MHP.

 2 At the community level (members of the campus at FSS): 
enhancing available resources and creating a culture of 
well-being.

 3 At the individual level (students and tutors (peer-mentors) at 
FSS): increasing mental well-being awareness, knowledge, 
skills, and resources.

As a result of this process, the end goal is to increase mental well-
being at the university as a whole.

2.4 The logic model of the ABC-uni 
intervention

The logic model has proven to be a successful tool for program 
planning as well as implementation and performance management in 
numerous fields including public health (53). It is defined as a 
graphical and textual representation of how an intervention or 
program is intended to work. It links outcomes with processes and the 
intervention’s theoretical assumptions. Building on our proposed 
program theory for mental health promotion at the university, the aim 
of the logic model in Figure 2 is to make explicit the theory of action 
underlying the ABC-uni intervention and provide a graphical 
common approach to integrate the planning, implementation, and 
future evaluation of each component of the intervention.

Figure  2 shows the relationships between the different action 
levels (structural, community and individual) at which the 
intervention is targeted, its actionable components connected to 
specific participants and the activities involved. The activity-design is 
a full expression of the mechanisms of change and active ingredients 
of the intervention by: ensuring a shared vision on promoting mental 
well-being; using a common language with the ABC-principles; 
adopting participatory practices during the design and implementation 
of activities, and creating a supportive learning environment.

All the above elements relate to the main proximal (short and 
middle-term) and distal (long-term) expected outcomes from each 
component in the intervention. The outcomes across the three actions 
levels of the intervention reflect the specific way to ensure the 
achievement of the general outcomes described in the 
conceptual framework:

 • Structural level: increased awareness, knowledge, skills, resources, 
commitment and accountability by assessing the organization 
capacity for MHP and promoting actions for mental well-being 
policies in the university agenda.

 • Community level: improvement of the study environment and 
culture of well-being by assessing perceived supportive 
environment and identifying mental well-being resources 
at campus.

 • Individual level: increased awareness and knowledge by 
measuring mental well-being literacy; skills and resources by 
assessing mental health promoting behaviors, sense of coherence, 
life satisfaction and commitment by measuring 
academic engagement.

Therefore, this logic model reflects a series of “if then” 
relationships that, if implemented as intended, expectedly will lead to 
the desired outcomes. However, it is essential to comprehend the logic 
model in the context of resources and collaboration acting as crucial 
inputs for the success of starting up the intervention. Key elements 
encompass university board support, internal funding, project-specific 
budget allocation, time, personnel, resources, and the establishment 
of a cohesive research team. The collaboration covers internal cross-
collaboration at the University of Copenhagen: student volunteers, 
student assistants, student organizations, communication office, data 
management, educational advisors, student counseling service and 
Center for Online and Blended Learning; and external cross-
collaboration: Institute for Advanced Teaching and Learning at 
University of Warwick, the ABCs of mental health partnership in 
Denmark and Studenterrådgivningen (national student counseling 
service in Denmark).

2.5 Description of the components in the 
ABC-uni intervention

The following sections provide a detailed description of the design 
of the various components of the designed complex intervention 
including background, objectives, participants and materials and 
activities. Whereas some components are already developed and ready 
to be tested in the feasibility study (Phase II), the development of 
others are still in progress. This accounts for the differences in the level 
of detail provided.

The intervention components have been be  developed by the 
research group behind ABC-uni in collaboration with several cross-
collaborators at the FSS including student volunteers, student 
assistants, student organizations, tutors, communication officers, 
educational advisors, and student counselors.

2.5.1 Formative training in mental health 
promotion for staff

2.5.1.1 Background
According to the whole university approach, both academic 

and administrative staff, alongside counseling personnel, play 
crucial roles in the comprehensive strategy. This perspective 
recognizes the collective importance of all staff members in 
contributing to the well-being of the university community. A study 
among students at a campus-based metropolitan university in 
Australia focused on how universities can enhance student mental 
well-being with the majority of student recommendations focusing 
on the importance of academic teachers and teaching practices (1). 
A qualitative study involved interviews with professors recognized 
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for their teaching excellence and focused on mattering in the 
teacher-student relation as a way to strengthen the learning, 
development and well-being of students (54). Educational advisors 
and student counselors also play a pivotal role in the daily lives of 
students, serving as essential bridges to impart knowledge, 
competencies, and support (55). Through their regular interactions 
with students, these professionals can contribute to the creation of 
a safe and inclusive campus environment that extends beyond 
academic guidance, encompassing the vital task of nurturing a 
supportive atmosphere that can contribute to the mental well-being 
among students.

In the ABCs, the capacity building efforts aim to increase 
knowledge about MHP and improve relevant organizational 
structures, e.g., through the training of employees and volunteers, and 
creating local and national intersectoral and interprofessional 
collaborations. A process evaluation has shown that it can 
be particularly effective to engage non-health-oriented implementers 
by presenting MHP and the ABC-framework as means of supporting 
them in conducting their core-tasks, which might not be explicitly 
linked to mental health and well-being, which is the case for most of 
the faculty staff (35).

2.5.1.2 Objectives
The formative training of staff aims to enhance knowledge and 

competencies in MHP using the ABC-framework, fostering the 

capacity to create supportive environments for mental health and well-
being within the university. Objectives include elevating staff 
knowledge, skills, and resources to cultivate a shared language for 
MHP and to integrate a well-being focus in teaching and 
counseling practices.

2.5.1.3 Participants
The formative training in MHP will target faculty and staff, 

including educational advisors and student counselors. Various 
engagement strategies will be employed based on the specific type 
of formal training. The participation rate will significantly hinge 
upon the availability of leadership endorsement and the level of 
interest demonstrated by faculty and staff members in participating. 
It is anticipated that approximately 30 faculty or staff members will 
participate in the action learning processes. Additionally, it is 
expected that around 25 adjunct lecturers each year will become 
familiarized with a focus on well-being at the university and mental 
health promotion, including exposure to the resources provided by 
ABC-uni, as part of their teacher training program. Should the 
online module be extended to faculty and staff members (see 2.5.6), 
it is projected that roughly 5–10% of faculty and staff will actively 
engage with the podcast episodes. This projection is informed by a 
recent deployment of an online module concentrating on cyber 
security to all faculty and staff members at the faculty, which 
exhibited a notably low participation rate (no reference available).

FIGURE 2

The logic model of the ABC-uni showing the action plan for each intervention component and the expected outcomes.
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2.5.1.4 Materials and activities
Action learning processes will be developed with academic and 

administrative staff. The advantage of an action learning program is 
that it can contribute to local development processes and serve as a 
valuable bridge between theory and practice. Positive experiences with 
ABCs action learning programs demonstrate their scalability, 
adaptable to varying resources and ambitions (35). ABC-uni will build 
upon initial experiences from an action learning program for 
educational advisors and student counselors at the FSS, which will 
be unfolded over three workshops and aimed to build knowledge and 
competencies to enhance MHP in the educational work at the 
university and in student counseling services.

The Teaching and Learning in Higher Education Program at the 
FSS is a one-year course designed to develop and upgrade university 
teachers’ pedagogical and didactic skills. A perspective on student 
well-being is included as a new theme in the training from 2023. This 
is an opportunity to create awareness of the ABC-uni and build 
participants’ knowledge and skills to promote mental well-being in the 
teaching and learning environment also building on the findings of 
mattering in teaching by Phycyl et al. (54).

The different types of formal training in MHP will, if possible, also 
include a perspective on student-staff-interaction to increase knowledge 
on how these interactions can contribute significantly to academic and 
personal development (1, 13). Inspired by the principles of the ABCs, 
the training will also include specific examples on how student-staff-
interaction can be fostered. These illustrative examples are drawn from 
the Department of Psychology, where student assistants have engaged 
in diverse events and initiatives (56) e.g. conducting workshops with 
students and staff together to collaborate on the design of a more 
inclusive and diverse curriculum; guest lectures inviting both faculty 
members and students; using social media to present faculty staff to 
students and providing spaces for casual and interactive exchanges and 
feedback sessions where students can share their perspectives with staff.

Finally, it is being considered to encourage all staff members to 
engage in the online module intending to foster mental well-being 
literacy (see 2.5.6). Even though the module is developed for and in 
collaboration with students, the content of the themes and podcast 
episodes may still be relevant for staff in terms of building knowledge, 
skills and a common language.

2.5.2 Communication and campaigns

2.5.2.1 Background
Raising awareness, knowledge and skills to promote mental well-

being can contribute to increasing mental well-being literacy (57). 
Experiences from the ABCs have shown that awareness of the 
campaign has prompted individuals to reflect on their mental health, 
engage in conversations about mental health with friends and family, 
and take action to enhance their own mental health (36).

2.5.2.2 Objectives
The objectives of developing campaign materials are to create 

awareness and increase mental well-being literacy at the individual 
level and to foster a mental well-being culture at the community level.

2.5.2.3 Participants
The target groups of the campaign materials are all students and 

staff at campus. According to the different types of materials 

developed, the target groups differ: Campaign films featured on 
campus info screens will be  visible to everyone walking around 
campus whereas dialog cards and the day journey movie would most 
often be presented to students in student cafés, as part of working in 
study groups or through various events at campus.

Anticipating the scope of expected participants poses a 
considerable challenge. It is presumed that a majority of the 
students and faculty members at FSS will encounter communication 
and campaign materials at some point. Nevertheless, it is 
anticipated that only a minority, approximately 10%, will retain 
awareness or pursue further engagement with the initiatives of 
ABC-uni due to exposure to campaign or communication 
materials. This assumption is based on the findings from an impact 
evaluation of the ABCs of mental health campaign in 
Denmark (36).

2.5.2.4 Materials and activities
Physical and digital materials: In the ABC-partnership campaign 

materials have been developed with different themes every year and 
spread through the ABC-partners’ different channels and platforms 
(SoMe, websites, public spaces etc.) to raise mental well-being literacy 
in the public. As part of the ABC-uni intervention, campaign materials 
are developed continuously and will be  inspired by the campaign 
materials developed and used in the ABC-partnership. The materials 
will include a spectrum of resources, ranging from digital content 
optimized for social media platforms sharing the ABC-message, to 
items such as physical dialog cards.

Day journey movie: In the ABC-partnership, there is valuable 
experience in developing and utilizing a day journey movie to initiate 
reflections and conversations, sparking awareness and enhancing well-
being literacy. In the ABC-uni, a day journey movie has been 
developed, inspired by the original movie but adapted to reflect 
university students’ everyday life (58). The movie was developed in 
close collaboration with five students at FSS who described a typical 
day in the life of a student. The students also took part in developing 
the script for the movie to make sure that their perspectives were 
included, secure an appropriate use of language etc. The narration in 
the movie is also done by a student who was actively involved in 
crafting the script for the movie.

The movie seeks to convey an appreciation for small actions, 
termed as micro-actions, directed toward oneself, others, and the 
community. These micro-actions encompass seemingly insignificant 
gestures, such as taking a break, rectifying a forgotten bicycle light 
for someone else, or offering a cup of coffee to a fellow student. The 
underlying concept is to demonstrate that various factors and actions 
possess the capacity to impact individual well-being and 
interpersonal dynamics. The movie shows that mental well-being is 
not only an individual matter but is also significantly influenced by 
the surrounding environment. In this regard, the movie places 
emphasis on the cultural and structural aspects within the academic 
setting, which are denoted as microstructures. By exploring these 
microstructures, the movie seeks to highlight their role in shaping 
the mental well-being of individuals, drawing attention to the 
broader context in which daily actions and interactions unfold. The 
day journey movie is preferably to be  shown when facilitating a 
dialog among students on how they can initiate micro-actions on 
different levels, that may influence their own and others mental 
well-being.
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Dialog cards: Physical dialog cards featuring 38 diverse questions 
centered around mental well-being and study life have been developed 
also with the aim of strengthening mental well-being literacy and 
foster conversations on mental well-being at campus. The dialog cards 
can either be  used on their own or in combination with the day 
journey movie. The cards have been tested and customized according 
to feedback from students. The cards will be  handed out to 
stakeholders at campus (e.g., heads of departments and student 
counselors) and be placed in different spots at campus (e.g., in the 
canteen and student cafés) to spark interest and awareness among 
students and staff. The cards have a QR code printed on them, 
enabling people to read more about the ABC-uni intervention. 
Additionally, it is the plan to create online versions of the cards and 
exploring the customization of new card sets especially focusing on 
working in study groups.

Communication through social media, info screens and physical 
materials: The universal campaign materials developed as part of the 
ABC-partnership aiming at spreading the ABC-message will also 
be used around campus at info screens, posters, featured in newsletters, 
the faculty intranet, and social media. This is part of raising awareness 
and conversations around mental well-being. Roll-ups with the 
ABC-messages and QR-codes have also been produced to be used as 
an eyecatcher at various events, e.g., the annual campus day.

2.5.3 Photovoice project on mental health 
promoting resources at campus

2.5.3.1 Background
The photovoice component, rooted in participatory action 

research (PAR) principles, empowers individuals to capture and 
convey their community’s perspectives through photography (59).

Studies find that the photovoice methodology is a powerful tool 
when working with different kinds of students as it empowers them to 
be  more aware of their surroundings, amplify their voices in 
communication to university leadership, initiate change in the culture 
of the university, and represent strengths and challenges of the 
university community (60–63). Studies also show that the 
incorporation of visual images, can lead to a deeper understanding of 
the human experience than words alone and facilitate a safer space for 
reflections and discussions (64), which clarifies what is needed to 
promote mental health and well-being in everyday life of students 
at campus.

In this context, photovoice will be applied as a way to engage 
students to reflect on and document what they consider valuable 
resources for promoting mental well-being on campus, referred to as 
Mental Health Promoting Resources (MHPR). The resulting 
photographs will be showcased in a campus exhibition, providing a 
platform for students and staff to interact with the visuals and 
accompanying texts. This exhibition will serve a dual purpose of 
disseminating findings to faculty stakeholders, students, and staff, 
while also directly communicating these insights to faculty leaders and 
key personnel dedicated to enhancing student well-being through 
structural support and student engagement.

The initiative draws inspiration from the ABCs of mental health 
in two key dimensions:

 1 Using the ABC-principles in the research design: working 
together with students as co-researchers, employing a 

salutogenic approach and using the ABC-messages to reflect 
upon the MHPR shown in the photographs taken by 
the students.

 2 Using the ABC-messages in the exhibition to communicate to 
students, staff, and stakeholders, how to strengthen one’s own 
and others mental well-being on an individual-, community-, 
and structural level.

2.5.3.2 Objectives
The aim of the photovoice component in the ABC-uni is to 

explore and understand students’ perceptions of MHPR crucial for 
enhancing mental well-being on campus. Recognizing the significance 
of comprehending these resources, the project seeks to bridge the gap 
in understanding how university environments influence student well-
being. By focusing on students’ perspectives, the aim is to identify and 
highlight key factors contributing to mental well-being within the 
university context.

2.5.3.3 Participants
The recruitment process seeks to engage students from all five 

departments at FSS to have different perspectives represented from 
each institute. The minimum number of participants recruited to 
carry out the photovoice project is set at 10 students, as the wish is to 
have diverse perspectives represented and enough students to 
participants to engage in focus group discussions. The maximum 
number of participants is 15 due to the available resources allocated 
to this component. Students that will participate in the photovoice 
project will be regarded as co-researchers, collaboratively contributing 
alongside university researchers in an evolving and relational approach 
to mutual learning. This approach is built upon the researchers 
willingly relinquishing complete control, as discussed by Phillips et al. 
(65). In this study, students will be engaged as active co-researchers 
when using photography to capture their perspectives on MHPR 
within the university setting and when analyzing the findings.

2.5.3.4 Materials and activities
The project design entails a series of three workshops, aiming to 

cultivate discussions and impart knowledge about MHPR. These 
sessions will guide students in utilizing photography to encapsulate 
MHPR on campus and select photographs for an exhibition. Thematic 
analysis of the captured photographs and their accompanying texts 
will facilitate the identification of key factors pivotal to understanding 
the necessary components of MHPR crucial for establishing a mental 
health-promoting environment (66).

2.5.4 Integrating a focus on mental well-being in 
introductory programs

2.5.4.1 Background
The transition into university can cause a significant source of 

stress during the initial phase of university life (3). This period places 
intense strain on students’ well-being as they grapple with the 
challenges of adjusting to the new academic and social environment. 
This transition is an important window of opportunity to reach 
individual students through introductory programs and have a 
particular focus at community level on a culture of well-being at 
campus. A qualitative study from the UK on student mental health 
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and transitions into, through and out of university, showed that 
students highlighted a need for universities to equip them with coping 
skills especially during the transition into university (67).

2.5.4.2 Objectives
At the individual level, this component aims to enhance mental 

well-being literacy among students, with a specific emphasis on 
student life within the academic setting. At the community level, the 
objective is to establish a supportive and inclusive study environment 
from the outset of the academic journey.

2.5.4.3 Participants
This component primarily targets students who are new to the 

university. Each year, approximately 1,000 new students enroll in the 
study programs offered at FSS. They are provided with the opportunity 
to participate in the digital and physical onboarding program, which 
also includes materials related to ABC-uni. Participants also include 
those transitioning from the BA program to the MA program, as well 
as students entering the university during their education from other 
institutions. Although it is challenging to anticipate what to expect, it 
is assumed that more than half of the new students will encounter 
ABC-uni materials with approximately 20% of them choosing to 
further engage with the approach, e.g., by enrolling in the online 
module (see 2.5.6).

2.5.4.4 Materials
The FSS offers all new students a digital onboarding program that 

provides an introduction and essential tools for their entry into the 
university. This initiative encompasses online resources to help 
students understand digital platforms, access course information, and 
explore academic opportunities. Additionally, a section focusing on 
student life and well-being features the ABC-uni, and students are 
encouraged to participate in the online module promoting mental 
well-being literacy.

Tutors (peer-mentors) are more experienced students who are 
responsible for conducting introductory programs, guiding, and 
assisting new students as they navigate their initial experiences at the 
UCPH. At the faculty, tutors undergo training to conduct physical 
in-class introductory programs for new students. Tutors at FSS will 
also receive training in MHP and be provided with materials, such as 
dialog cards and the day journey movie mentioned earlier, for use in 
workshops during introductory programs. The intention is to 
highlight the importance of a culture of well-being, fostering 
conversations on this topic and facilitating a shared language on 
mental well-being.

2.5.5 Elective credit-bearing course on mental 
health promotion in theory and practice

2.5.5.1 Background
The curriculum, identified as the sole assured point of contact 

between students and the university, presents a valuable avenue for 
implementing preventive measures to enhance student mental health 
and well-being. Aligned with the whole university approach, 
interventions embedded in the curriculum and pedagogy can offer a 
universal approach (21). However, there is still a lack of research in 
this field. A systematic review of curriculum-embedded interventions 
targeting student mental health and well-being examined 46 

longitudinal pre−/post-studies from June 2015 to May 2020, and 
found that most interventions did not significantly impact stress or 
anxiety (29). The authors emphasize the need for increased funding to 
enhance study power through collaborative efforts and call for 
improved reporting quality to facilitate robust meta-analyses and 
more conclusive findings.

An important aspect of embedding mental health and well-being 
in the curriculum and in the learning experiences of students is to 
implement curricular but also extracurricular interventions that aim 
at increasing students’ mental health and well-being literacy. 
Supporting mental well-being literacy constitutes an important aspect 
of MHP. In Ireland, Hill et al. comment that “A key element of a whole 
system approach is education and training in mental health literacy for 
staff and students, to help identify signs of distress and direct students to 
appropriate resources” (68). Interventions to increase mental health 
and/or well-being literacy can be found in several different European 
contexts. For example, a study using a video intervention found 
non-significant positive trends toward increased mental health literacy 
with 101 university students in France (69). The University of Warwick 
has recently developed online and in-person courses aimed at 
increasing the mental health and well-being literacy of students (70). 
In the module, students explore the concept of well-being from 
different disciplinary viewpoints, ranging from scientific, economic, 
psychological, and philosophical perspectives to create a holistic 
understanding of this complex concept. The students also engage with 
activities and strategies that can improve their well-being, e.g., 
exercise, art, and mindfulness.

2.5.5.2 Objectives
The objective of this component in the ABC-uni is to embed 

mental well-being and MHP in the curriculum, and to provide 
students with a fundamental understanding of MHP and equip them 
with analytical and theoretically grounded skills. The course aims to 
enhance students’ knowledge, competencies, and capabilities to 
promote mental well-being, serving as both an immediate resource 
and a supplementary skillset to their broader academic expertise 
developed throughout their studies. Upon course completion, students 
will gain comprehensive knowledge of mental well-being and they will 
learn theoretical and methodological approaches to define and 
measure mental well-being and explain influencing factors at 
individual, community, and structural levels. Students will cultivate 
competencies in analyzing cases, proposing solutions, and engaging 
in interdisciplinary discussions on MHP. The active learning process 
is intended to also contribute to raise mental well-being literacy 
among the students (71).

2.5.5.3 Participants
The elective course is anchored at the Department of 

Psychology and offered across the FSS at UCPH. The aim is to 
engage students from different disciplines in the topic of mental 
health promotion, emphasizing the interdisciplinary nature of the 
student body. It is anticipated that the course will be  offered 
annually with a maximum capacity of 30 students for each 
iteration. The recruitment of students follows the standard 
procedures for courses offered at UCPH. This course is included 
in the course catalog accessible to all enrolled students at 
FSS. Additionally, the elective course will be  featured on the 
ABC-uni webpage and communicated to students upon 
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completion of the online module (see 2.5.6) as an opportunity to 
delve deeper into the scholarly aspects of mental health promotion.

2.5.5.4 Materials and activities
This interdisciplinary elective course explores MHP from 

various professional perspectives. Students are acquainted with 
different theoretical frameworks and perspectives on mental health, 
including social-psychological, socio-economic, public health, and 
educational perspectives. Various empirical studies utilizing 
qualitative and quantitative methods will also be presented. The 
course adopts a problem-and project-oriented approach inspired by 
action research, with a continuous interplay between theory and 
practice. Each teaching session will typically combine lectures and 
practical exercises, actively integrated into students’ projects. 
Throughout the course, students will engage in student-led 
presentations, group discussions, exercises, and reflective 
in-between-classroom activities. This structure allows students to 
apply their knowledge, competencies, and skills in practice. In 
interdisciplinary project groups, students will work on a self-
selected case, allocating time for this work between 
teaching sessions.

2.5.6 Online module promoting mental 
well-being literacy for all students

2.5.6.1 Background
Web-based interventions have become more widespread within 

recent years (72, 73). There are several advantages, e.g., they can reach 
a wider and larger group of young people, reduce stigma, 
be  approached flexibly and anonymously and be  cost-effective. A 
meta-analysis on web-based interventions for students on mental 
health in higher education revealed effectiveness in reducing 
depression, anxiety, and stress symptoms compared to control groups 
(74). The interventions also improved interpersonal relationships and 
perceived social support. However, further research is necessary to 
confirm the robustness of these effects across diverse target groups 
and over time.

Online courses teaching well-being seem to have potential to 
promote mental well-being as demonstrated in a UK-based 
longitudinal study involving over 1,180 participants who took part in 
a psychoeducational happiness course at the University of Bristol (75). 
A large study of online courses compared well-being levels among six 
cohorts of adult students before and after they completed either a 
science of well-being course or a control course on introduction to 
psychology (76). The findings indicated that online courses teaching 
evidence-based well-being approaches have the potential to positively 
impact mental health and well-being of the students.

The online module in the ABC-uni intervention is strongly 
inspired by the online module ‘Understanding well-being’ 
developed and delivered by University of Warwick. In the ABC-uni 
online module students will gain insight into interdisciplinary and 
bio-psycho-social aspects of mental well-being as well as 
knowledge about MHP at the individual, community, and 
structural levels.

2.5.6.2 Objectives
The learning objectives are to enhance students’ mental well-

being literacy (knowledge, reflection, and action). By completing the 

online module, the student will gain knowledge about mental well-
being and how it can be promoted, be encouraged to reflect on the 
concepts of mental well-being and MHP, acquire an understanding 
of the importance of the surrounding context for mental well-being, 
be presented to tools that aim at strengthening mental well-being 
(both at the university/campus and in their private life), and acquire 
skills to strengthen own and others’ mental well-being. A pivotal 
aspect of the online module is to inspire and motivate students to 
engage in activities and exercises that can impact their own and 
others’ mental well-being using the ABC-framework as 
an inspiration.

2.5.6.3 Participants
The module is designed for students and is accessible through 

the educational platform Absalon, which is available to every 
student at UCPH. Students are recruited by creating awareness of 
the online module via the intranet, SoMe, posters at campus etc. 
Once students have signed up for the online module, they receive 
information on the research and evaluation and have the possibility 
to consent to participate. Participation in the online module as well 
as the evaluation of the online module is completely voluntary. The 
online module will not give ECTS points, but students who 
complete all podcasts and engage in the learning activities, can 
claim a course certificate.

All students at FSS potentially have the opportunity to enroll in 
and complete the module. Drawing from experiences at the University 
of Warwick, it is anticipated that around 10% of the students within 
the faculty will register for the module (approximately 650 students) 
with an estimated 20% of these students participating in the 
subsequent research study of reach and impact of the online module. 
The study will collect empirical data in form of a survey before and 
after students’ engagement with the online module and 
group interviews.

2.5.6.4 Materials and activities
The online module covers 11 themes about mental well-being. 

Each theme includes a podcast episode with an expert interview, 
associated learning activity (quiz, reflection assignments and mini 
experiments), and suggested readings etc. The online module was 
designed, developed, and produced in collaboration and co-creation 
between our research group based at the Department of Psychology, 
students and The Centre for Online and Blended Learning (COBL) at 
UCPH. Throughout the co-creation process with students, a workshop 
was conducted during the design phase, engaging two students, the 
research group, and two COBL representatives. One student from the 
workshop became a podcast host together with one of the staff of the 
research group. Student perspectives were integrated into all podcast 
episodes through individual interviews with seven students from 
various UCPH study programs. The student host conducted these 
interviews, fostering openness and honesty in the student voices due 
to the peer-to-peer interaction. The student voices from these 
interviews acted as a reflective mirror, bridging the gap between 
theory and practice. The podcasts, enriched by students’ lived 
experiences, served as a foundation for conversations, offering 
listeners insights that translated expert knowledge into practical 
understanding from the students’ perspectives.

Benefitting from the online format of the module and 
accommodating various student needs and preferences, the course 
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has no set start or end date. We recommend that students complete 
one theme per week, which includes listening to a podcast episode 
(around 30 min) and engaging with the associated learning 
activities which in total requires approx. 45 min per theme. 
Students will be advised to complete the full online module in 
4 months.

3 Discussion

3.1 Strengths and limitations

The design of the complex ABC-uni intervention has 
several strengths.

The development of a robust program theory and comprehensive 
conceptual framework, incorporating recommendations from health 
promoting charters and the socio-ecological model of MHP, provides 
an exhaustive understanding of mental well-being and a whole 
university approach to MHP. Consistency in critical actions for health 
promotion adds to the coherence of the multi-level and multi-
component intervention and enables easier replication and adaptation 
across diverse contexts as suggested by the MRC guidelines for 
complex interventions. The utilization of the ABC-framework offers 
both theoretical and research-based guidance, providing a structured 
approach to intervention components development and local 
adaptation. Furthermore, participants are recognized as change and 
health agents, with a focus on capacity building, co-creation, and 
action learning, hopefully fostering empowerment and sustainability. 
Finally, the intervention is not only focused on enhancing individual 
well-being but also contributes to a collective culture of well-being.

There are also several limitations. A fundamental challenge is the 
time-consuming nature of developing and implementing multi-level 
interventions. While such investments are recommended and 
worthwhile, attracting funding for long-term interventions can also 
be difficult. More specific limitations are included in the following 
SWOT analysis of the ABC-uni intervention in this first stage of the 
process. A SWOT analysis provides a structured methodology for 
evaluating internal strengths and weaknesses, alongside external 
opportunities and threats (77). This approach is fundamental in 
informing strategic decision-making processes and ensuring the best 
options for future implementation and efficacy of the intervention at 
the university. During the SWOT analysis, we adhered to the MRC 
framework recommendations, which advocate for the consideration 
of six core components: context, program theory, stakeholders, 
uncertainty, intervention refinement, and economic considerations 
(48). At this particular phase of the intervention, our focus primarily 
centered on the first three core components.

In evaluating the potential success, several, critical factors are 
considered at all levels of the program theory and the context of the 
ABC-uni: leadership support, resources to develop and deliver 
intervention components, and student and staff engagement and 
involvement. Identified weaknesses involve recognizing limited 
awareness of the intervention components among students, staff and 
faculty members, difficulties in engaging participants, resource 
constraints for creating awareness of the intervention, other 
compulsory commitments or obligations that hinders participation, 
lack of readiness for implementation within the organization, and 

challenges with evaluation intervention components, which may 
impede the implementation.

Regarding opportunities, there is a growing interest within the 
university context and among stakeholders to prioritize mental 
health promotion and integrate it as a key focus in higher education. 
This is expressed through leadership support, in strategic documents 
from the university sector and interest from students and staff. 
Several threats are at stake too. Ongoing reforms in the university 
sector may impact resource allocation and prioritize other initiatives 
over MHP. We also anticipate resistance from stakeholders who may 
be skeptical or resistant to adopting new approaches to MHP, as it 
is relatively new within the university setting. Finally, external 
factors such as the economic downturn and societal uncertainty due 
to wars, climate crisis etc. may also impact uncertainty and the 
economic situation, potentially affecting the engagement and 
support to initiatives like this.

3.2 Implications for policy, practice and 
research

The suggested conceptual framework for MHP at the university 
and its further development and concretization in the logic model 
holds implications for policy, research, and practice in the realm of 
MHP within higher education. Regarding implications for policy 
and practice, this study can contribute to shaping and advancing 
university well-being policies and actions as it contributes to the 
existing gap by providing a comprehensive mental well-being 
promotion strategy at the university context. The focus of our study 
aligns with the evolving landscape of evidence-based practices and 
contributes to the continuous improvement of interventions aimed 
at promoting mental well-being with a special focus on the 
university setting. Beyond the university setting, the findings can 
have broader implications for the wider community and society. By 
nurturing future generations with enhanced life skills and mental 
well-being literacy, universities play a pivotal role in shaping 
individuals who can positively contribute to various aspects of 
society. Regarding implications for research, the suggested 
conceptual framework could be  used to inspire other research 
projects focusing on mental health and wellbeing in higher 
education settings. In this study, the primary emphasis is on 
enhancing mental well-being literacy among students, and 
subsequent research could explore avenues for promoting overall 
well-being among the university workforce.

The next important step will be  to conduct phase two in the 
complex intervention framework focusing on feasibility and piloting 
of the ABC-uni. During this phase, the intervention will be tested in 
a feasibility study to measure its main uncertainties and assess its 
practicality, acceptability, and potential effectiveness. Data gathered 
during Phase II inform adjustments to the intervention before 
proceeding to larger-scale implementation and evaluation study. A 
future feasibility study of the ABC-uni intervention will create insight 
into the components’ practicality, adaptability, and perceived impact. 
Nevertheless, the complexity of the intervention will entail several 
challenges along the evaluation plan and therefore, ensuring the 
robustness and reliability along the evaluation design of the program 
theory and each component will be critical.
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4 Ethics

Delivery of the intervention components will adhere to ethical 
guidelines and principles for conducting research involving human 
subjects to ensure the rights, well-being, and privacy of participants, as 
well as the integrity and credibility of the research. Thus, the study will 
follow the 1975 Helsinki Declaration as revised in 2008, APA ethical 
standards in publishing as well as national ethical guidelines. This study 
has received ethical approval for the components of both the online and 
elective courses from the Ethics Committee at the Department of 
Psychology, University of Copenhagen (approval reference number 
IP-EC-07022023 for the online module and approval reference number 
IP-EC-23062023-01 for the elective course).

Participation in the various components of ABC-uni intervention 
is anticipated to contribute to an increased awareness of mental health 
and well-being among participants. Throughout all study components, 
participants will be explicitly informed that the focus is on resources 
designed to foster mental well-being, as opposed to addressing the 
treatment of poor mental health or mental illness. Information 
regarding available support services, such as on-campus student 
counseling, will be provided to participants to ensure they are aware 
of the resources at their disposal.

Participants will be provided with comprehensive information, 
including the purpose, procedures, potential risks, and benefits of the 
study, through an information sheet and a consent form. Their 
participation in the evaluation is contingent upon providing explicit 
consent. This ensures that participants are well-informed and 
voluntarily agree to be a part of the study. Participation in the study 
components and the subsequent evaluation is completely voluntary.
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