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This study explores college students’ perceptions of an Al-driven mHealth application
designed to promote well-being. With rising mental health challenges in academic
settings, students increasingly seek digital tools that provide holistic support for
physical, mental, and financial health. Through focus groups, this qualitative study
examines students’ preferences for personalized health tracking, educational content,
and flexible reminders within a private, supportive community. Key findings emphasize
students’ desire for a balanced, all-in-one app that integrates health and wellness
tools without overwhelming them with notifications. Students also highlighted
the importance of social media integration for outreach, though concerns were
raised about potential stress from competitive online environments. The findings
underscore the value of user-centered design in developing mHealth solutions
that foster engagement, simplify wellness management, and respect user privacy.
This research contributes to understanding how digital platforms can be tailored
to support college students’ well-being effectively.
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Introduction

The increasing use of mobile technology to promote wellness among college students is
well-documented (1-3). Mobile health (mHealth) applications, especially those powered by
artificial intelligence (AI), have shown promise in offering tailored support to encourage
positive health behaviors. Al-driven systems like Alexa, Siri or D] on Spotify provide
personalized recommendations based on user behavior, and similar approaches are now
emerging in wellness technologies. However, while the potential of mHealth apps is evident,
various factors such as perceived usefulness, ease of use, privacy concerns, and personalization
can significantly influence user adoption and engagement.

For example, the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) provides
a framework that utilizes perceived usefulness, ease of use, and personalization. The study
completed by Venkatesh et al. (4) elaborates on the determinants of technology adoption
through the UTAUT model, emphasizing elements like perceived usefulness, effort expectancy,
and facilitating conditions. This framework has been widely applied to understand user
engagement with digital health tools and is particularly relevant for discussions around
mHealth applications.

The growing concern over college students’ mental health, with rising rates of stress,
anxiety, and depression, underscores the urgency for innovative interventions (5). The negative
impacts of poor mental health—including diminished academic performance, lower sleep
quality, and increased dropout rates—highlight the need for practical tools to support student
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well-being (6, 7). mHealth applications have gained traction due to
their convenience, personalization, and ability to empower users to
take control of their health (8). However, despite their potential, few
studies have specifically examined college students” perspectives on
such apps’ design, usability, and overall value (9, 10). This qualitative
study explores college students’ perceptions of mHealth well-being
applications, focusing on the proposed Al-driven application.
Through focus groups, we sought to gather insights into students’
attitudes, expectations, and preferences regarding the design and
usability of an Al-based system aimed at promoting well-being.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design using focus
groups to explore college students’ perceptions of the proposed
mHealth application. The focus groups were conducted by two Master
of Public Health (MPH) students at a public university in southeastern
Virginia and facilitated by the Department of Health Behavior, Policy,
and Management. This study was determined to be exempt from IRB
review under Exemption Category #2 by the Institutional Review
Board. The research was conducted in accordance with federal
regulations for the protection of human participants. A total of 20
undergraduate students participated in five focus groups, one of which
was conducted online.

Participants were recruited through convenience—departmental
and course emails, face-to-face invitations at the student center, and
professor referrals. Informed consent was secured prior to agreeing to
participate in the study by all students. A facilitation guide and
training were provided to the two MPH students who led the focus
groups. Each focus group lasted approximately two hours, included
four to five students, and followed a structured sequence of activities
(Figure 1) designed to elicit feedback on proposed features and user
experience. The session began with a concept video introducing the
mHealth application, followed by a pre-process questionnaire that
captured participants’ initial reactions. Students then engaged in card
sorts, ranking various topics and interaction preferences relevant to
the proposed app. Discussions following each card sort activity
allowed participants to explain their rankings and provide deeper
insight into their preferences for app features, interaction frequency,
and overall usability. After the cards were sorted, a post-process
questionnaire collected further feedback on the concept. Two weeks

Concept Video

* Quantitative Questionnaire
¢ Qualitative Discussion

Topic Card Sort

* Quantitative Questionnaire
* Qualitative Discussion

App Engagement Card Sort

* Quantitative Questionnaire
¢ Qualitative Discussion

FIGURE 1
Focus group tasks and discussion.
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after the five focus groups concluded, participants were sent a
follow-up questionnaire to assess the recall of critical topics and their
likelihood of using and recommending the proposed app to others.
There was no loss to follow-up.

Data triangulation was achieved using multiple data sources
throughout the five focus groups, from the concept video to the topic
and engagement card sorts, pre- and post-process questionnaires, and
the recall survey. Group discussion after each activity allowed for
alignment and saturation in an iterative and structured process.
Layering diverse data collection methods is a technique that uses
repetition and comparison to elicit both expected and novel insights.
In addition, concurrent, content analysis using NVIVO v.12 was
performed after each focus group session by reviewing transcripts
from audio recordings and notes to identify when categories were
well-developed and no new information was being shared. The lead
author and the MPH students performed the data analysis.

Results

The focus group discussions provided valuable insights into
college students’ attitudes toward an Al-assistant for well-being. The
primary theme was an overarching interest in managing personal
health and wellness amid work, school, and relationship pressures.
Students expressed a strong desire for tools to help them achieve and
sustain a balanced life, particularly as they transition into their
professional careers.

Life balance and financial stability

Achieving work-life balance was a recurrent theme. Most students
emphasized the challenges of maintaining this balance while juggling
multiple responsibilities. Financial wellness emerged as a crucial
aspect of well-being, closely linked to stress management and
future stability.

“Right now, I feel like I kind of put my own wellness on the
backburner a lot of the time to prioritize other things like school,
especially being in my penultimate semester. So, it is very
important, because it allows me to achieve my goals. And without
my own well-being I would not be able to get to where I want to
be”—Focus Group #3.

“I will say financial stability. I think that's my number one because
after everything has been going up.. gas and like groceries and
stuff, like people are trying to figure out what they are gonna do.
Financial stability like that should be—not everyone’s number
one, but top three”—Focus Group #1.

Privacy and community support

Students highly valued community and social support but
preferred these interactions to be collaborative rather than
competitive. Most participants appreciated the privacy offered by
digital platforms, noting that face-to-face discussions around sensitive
topics could be intimidating or judgmental.
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“Especially in today’s digital age, after COVID too, especially
people are so much more accustomed to being behind the screen,
and not having to be face to face with those people.. We are so
much more used to that. And we do not need that physical
interaction to satisfy that need”—Focus Group #3.

“There were a few cards that mentioned like community
competition and like reminders and stuff like that and I'm just not
a very like competitive person so I do not think I would use this
app to be like oh, this now its like a competition of who can
be better.. it would be more so like I know I just want to better
myself and be more involved in the community, but not in a
competitive way”—Focus Group #2.

Desired Al-assistant features

Participants expressed a strong interest in a user-friendly app that
prioritizes personalization. Features of interest included customizable
reminders, daily check-ins, and progress tracking. They also valued
educational content, social media integration, and a comprehensive
platform integrating physical, mental, and financial well-being.

“The daily check-ins because that’s something that can be really
simple and quick and just it can provide information to go into
more in-depth conversations later on”—Focus Group #2.

“I like to track everything, and it keeps you honest, like you are
actually paying attention.. Being able to see your progress like
being able to look back and be like wow, I've really improved since
then”—Focus Group #4.

Therefore, the proposed application would provide students with
evidence-based recommendations that lead them to adopt behaviors that
scientific evidence shows will improve their health and academic
performance. The application would offer specific recommendations for
four essential lifestyle areas, which include physical activity, dietary
habits, social interactions, and personal development. The proposed
application would unite behavioral science principles with user-centered
design approaches. The application will help students adopt sustainable
behaviors that promote their educational success and overall well-being.

The primary limitation of this study is a small sample size of 20
undergraduate students from various degree programs across the
University. The focus groups confirmed the proof of concept for the
Al-assistant’s utility and feasibility influencing prototype development.

Discussion

The results highlight the critical need for a personalized, user-
friendly AT assistant designed to help college students manage their
holistic well-being. Students seek tools that integrate physical, mental,
and financial health into a single, easy-to-use platform. They also
value features like customizable reminders, educational content, and
engaging in a supportive, non-competitive community.

A key challenge for the app will be to balance personalization with
simplicity. The app must provide meaningful support without
overwhelming users with frequent notifications or complicated
features. Additionally, while social media and technology integration
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are essential for reaching the target audience, these features must
be implemented thoughtfully to avoid adding unnecessary stress.

Research has identified multiple obstacles which affect the
development of mHealth applications. The development of functional
and secure mHealth applications faces obstacles from inadequate
security standards and restricted stakeholder participation according
to Aijedaani and Barbar (11). The 2023 review of mHealth applications
emphasizes the need for iterative user-centered design to achieve a
balance between advanced functionalities and overall usability (12).
The research builds upon previous studies by showing that college
students need strong security measures and privacy protection,
together with advanced features that do not overwhelm them and
improved usability. Students expressed interest in work-life balance
and financial stability because these two themes appeared as stressors
and future stability indicators.

As the field continues to evolve rapidly, ongoing comparison with
emerging studies will be essential for sustained growth. The proposed
application appears to align well with student preferences. However,
future research will be necessary to confirm its perceived usefulness,
required effort, and facilitating conditions as outlined by the UTAUT
framework. Additional studies could also address unresolved challenges,
such as the deeper integration of real-time feedback loops and the use
of advanced data analytics to further personalize interventions.

Conclusion

College students expressed a strong interest in using an AI-driven
app to help manage their health and well-being. These findings suggest
focusing on user-centric design, personalization, and comprehensive
support. This research suggests these ideas have the potential to
become a valuable resource for students seeking balance, support, and
long-term well-being. Future research should explore whether these
design preferences translate into sustained user engagement and
improved health outcomes.

Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will
be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.

Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Old Dominion
University Institutional Review Board. The studies were conducted in
accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements.
The participants provided their written informed consent to
participate in this study.

Author contributions

LH: Investigation, Formal analysis, Writing — original draft, Data
curation, Conceptualization, Writing — review & editing, Funding
acquisition. CB: Writing - review & editing, Formal analysis,
Conceptualization, Methodology, Data curation, Investigation. CT:
Writing - original draft, Writing - review & editing.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2025.1605222
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org

Hoglund et al.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the
research and/or publication of this article. Internal funding through
the Joint School of Public Health at Old Dominion University was
made available to support this research.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

References

1. Boulos MN, Wheeler S, Tavares C, Jones R. How smartphones are changing the face
of mobile and participatory healthcare: an overview, with example from eCAALYX.
Biomed Eng Online. (2011) 10:24. doi: 10.1186/1475-925X-10-24

2. Huckins JE daSilva AW, Wang W, Hedlund E, Rogers C, Nepal SK, et al. Mental
health and behavior of college students during the early phases of the COVID-19
pandemic: longitudinal smartphone and ecological momentary assessment study. ] Med
Internet Res. (2020) 22:¢20185. doi: 10.2196/20185

3. Naslund JA, Aschbrenner KA, Marsch LA, Bartels SJ. The future of mental health
care: peer-to-peer support and social media. Epidemiol Psychiatr Sci. (2016) 25:113-22.
doi: 10.1017/S2045796015001067

4. Venkatesh V, Thong JYL, Xu X. Consumer acceptance and use of information
technology: extending the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology. MIS Q.
(2012) 36:157-78. doi: 10.2307/41410412

5. American Psychological Association (2013). College students' mental health is a
growing concern, survey finds. Monit Psychol, 44,:13. Available online at: https://www.
apa.org/monitor/2013/06/college-students

6. Ramos JN, Muraro AP, Nogueira PS, Ferreira MG, Rodrigues PRM. Poor sleep
quality, excessive daytime sleepiness and association with mental health in college
students. Ann Hum Biol. (2021) 48:382-8. doi: 10.1080/03014460.2021.1983019

Frontiers in Public Health

04

10.3389/fpubh.2025.1605222

Generative Al statement

The author(s) declare that no Gen Al was used in the creation of
this manuscript.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors
and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations,
or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product
that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its
manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.

7. Zada S, Wang Y, Zada M, Gul E Effect of mental health problems on academic
performance among university students in Pakistan. Int ] Ment Health Promot. (2021)
23:395-408. doi: 10.32604/IJMHP.2021.015903

8. Ebert DD, Mortier P, Kaehlke E Bruffaerts R, Baumeister H, Auerbach RP, et al.
Barriers of mental health treatment utilization among first-year college students: first
cross-national results from the WHO world mental health international college student
initiative. Int ] Methods Psychiatr Res. (2019) 28:e1782. doi: 10.1002/mpr.1782

9. Heron KE, Romano KA, Braitman AL. Mobile technology use and mHealth text
message preferences: an examination of gender, racial, and ethnic differences among
emerging adult college students. mHealth. (2019) 5:2. doi: 10.21037/mhealth.2019.01.01

10. Holtz BE, McCarroll AM, Mitchell KM. Perceptions and attitudes toward a Mobile
phone app for mental health for college students: qualitative focus group study. JMIR
Form. Res. (2020) 4:e18347. doi: 10.2196/18347

11. Aljedaani B, Babar MA. Challenges with developing secure mobile health
applications: systematic review. JMIR Mhealth Uhealth. (2021) 9:1-16. doi:
10.2196/15654

12.Goel A, Taneja U. Mobile health applications for health-care delivery:
trends, opportunities, and challenges. ] Public Health. (2023). doi:
10.1007/s10389-023-02165-z

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2025.1605222
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1186/1475-925X-10-24
https://doi.org/10.2196/20185
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2045796015001067
https://doi.org/10.2307/41410412
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2013/06/college-students
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2013/06/college-students
https://doi.org/10.1080/03014460.2021.1983019
https://doi.org/10.32604/IJMHP.2021.015903
https://doi.org/10.1002/mpr.1782
https://doi.org/10.21037/mhealth.2019.01.01
https://doi.org/10.2196/18347
https://doi.org/10.2196/15654
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-023-02165-z

	A qualitative analysis of college students’ interest in mHealth solutions
	Introduction
	Methodology
	Results
	Life balance and financial stability
	Privacy and community support
	Desired AI-assistant features

	Discussion
	Conclusion

	References

