“Building a healthy university culture, one step at a time”:

Results from a five-year research programme investigating students’ wellbeing/success
Introduction. University studies frequently result in psychological distress, with ​84% of students experiencing elevated mental-distress levels (Stallman, 2010). However, if we continue to identify risk/protective factors for students, alongside strategies to optimise the university experience, it will be possible to enhance their wellbeing levels (as well as educational outcomes).
Aims. Therefore, to demonstrate ways in which a positive/healthy university setting can be developed, this presentation will discuss novel findings across a five-year research programme.
Methods. Across this five-year period, two dual-method (quantitative and qualitative) studies were conducted (representing 40 Australian universities and 15 disciplines). The first study sampled ~2,500 students in a cross-sectional nature, while the second study adopted a three-phased longitudinal design (with ~3,500 students).
Results. These datasets have been drawn upon to highlight how occupational-health theories (e.g., Effort-Reward Imbalance Model; Job Demands-Resources Model) can be applied to build a positive/healthy higher-education ‘culture’ (e.g., by increasing belongingness and reducing pressure/competitiveness). In doing so, key predictive/outcome variables will be considered, including students’ wellbeing, educational success, and individual differences/moderators (e.g., growth mindset). For example, based on the occupational-health theories, various positive ‘culture’ aspects (e.g., peer/staff social support, and opportunities for early academic success) will be discussed, as they predict lower levels of imposterism, self-handicapping, and procrastination – as well as higher levels of self-efficacy, mindfulness, and resilience (p < .001 for all relationships, with moderate-large effects). Lastly, while this presentation will predominantly focus on quantitative results, students’ qualitative responses will be briefly discussed (offering ‘student-informed’ suggestions for developing a healthy culture).
Discussion. Overall, this presentation will highlight a multitude of positive wellbeing/educational outcomes that may arise by developing a healthy university culture. In turn, various ‘calls to action’ for educational managers and higher-education researchers will be made (to move towards a positive university system that optimally prepares our students for the workplace).
