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Abstract: Asking students for their views on happiness can help institutions understand what 1s
mmportant, as well as engineer ways to develop and sustain their wellbeing. Yet, the voices of students
are often overlooked to the detriment of institutions themselves as they lose opportunities to improve
their own mstitutional quality and effectiveness in the process. Based on our previous study of what
students consider useful in building their wellbeing within universities, we expand on how institutions
can do so 1n practical ways. From building relationships in classrooms between students and faculty
to prioritizing wellbeing curricula and policies, institutional wellbeing and the promise of positive
universities 1s within reach. As the number of international students grows, research into student
happiness and how universities can secure it 1s not only a means to fulfill national mandates and

business imperatives but equally a chance to raise levels of wellbeing in societies as a whole.
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‘With more freedom to make life choices as much as experience greater stress and 1solation,
university 1s a time of transition, independence and worry (Abelson et al., 2022; Baik et al., 2019; du
Toit et al., 2022). While many young people thrive in these years, some flounder and others suffer
i the halls of academa. Indeed, the mental health of young people 1s challenged upon university
entrance with depression, anxiety, and stress peaking around the age of 25 and seemingly immune
to a return to baseline (Auerbach et al., 2018; Colizzi et al., 2020; Solmi et al., 2022). In the Middle
East/North Africa (MENA) region specifically, depression and anxiety in young people are higher
than global averages (Chan et al., 2021; Zuberi et al., 2021); however, an awareness of mental health
1ssues 1s also growing (Zeinoun et al., 2020).

Beside this attention to illbeing 1s a greater focus on wellbeing too. Greater than an absence
of illbeing, the presence of wellbeing 1s conducive to positive life outcomes. Young people who
experience greater life satisfaction and frequent experiences of positive emotions are more likely to
graduate, find work and gain higher salaries (DeNeve & Oswald, 2012; Haase et al., 2012; Longhi et
al., 2018). Studies conducted in schools and universities show that greater wellbeing boosts learning
by as much as 11 percentage points and six months of additional learning (Biicker et al., 2018;
Cérdenas et al., 2022; Dix et al., 2012; Keyes et al., 2012; Suldo et al., 2011). In the United Arab
Emirates (UAE), it spells stronger academic performance (Marquez et al., 2022). Greater wellbeing
brings less depression, loneliness, and anxiety into adulthood (Kansky et al., 2016; Richards &
Huppert, 2011). More than nice to have, wellbeing 1s protective and promotive of good living.

Yet, mental health and wellbeing are often relegated to institutional counselling departments,
taking the form of consumable skills and awareness raising (Abelson et al., 2022; du Toit et al., 2022;
Hellstrom & Beckman, 2021). But, by construing the needs of university students as individual
mental health 1ssues, institutions avoid their pastoral duty of care ensuring positive developmental
learning environments (Abelson et al., 2022). Progress in wellbeing science however, 1s tasking
mstitutions with broader responsibilities (Baik et al., 2019; du Toit et al., 2022; Herndndez-Torrano
et al., 2020; Lambert, Abdulrehman et al., 2019; Young et al., 2022). Becoming an international
immperative, the demand for wellbeing also fulfils local obligations. Based on the OECD’s (2021)
advice, education authorities in the emirate of Dubai (UAE) recently instituted wellbeing
requirements for schools. Whether this will be extended to higher education remains unseen.

“Positive Universities”: More than Learning and Profit

Despite iterest in wellbeing, there 1s little consensus around what it means, especially at
university (du Toit et al., 2022; Kern et al., 2020; Sender et al., 2021), and even less attention to
stakeholder voices. Further, research often reveals an incongruency between the approaches young
people want and those put forward by mstitutions. For instance, young people report wanting
mformal, immersive ways to foster social connectedness and interpersonal support and not the
mdividual skills-based tools and strategies they are offered (Filia et al., 2021; Hellstrom & Beckman,
2021). Huang et al. (2020) demonstrated similar findings: in identifying wellbeing offerings they felt
would help, Chinese university students in Australia named cross-cultural interaction, help with
housing and employment, as well as non-discriminatory campus environments, rather than stress-
management. Such findings align with recent iterations of positive psychology that consider wellbeing
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a product of contextual systems and the interactions between individuals and social groups (Kern et
al., 2020; Lambert et al., 2021).

Accordingly, positive universities (Oades et al., 2011) explicitly prioritize wellbeing and take
an active role i developing contexts for its emergence. Together with attention to academic
performance, the priorities of positive universities are expressed via wellbeing skills delivered within
mteractional courses, curriculum mnovation, campus-wide nitiatives, attention to spatial and green
design, explicit policies aimed at wellbeing, improved administrative, learning and management
processes, as well as strengthening interpersonal relationships as examples. Aimed at students as
much as faculty, leadership and management, wellbeing 1s construed as a business imperative given
its associations with organizational productivity, turnover, profit, and customer loyalty (Bellet et al.,
2020; Harter et al., 2003; Krekel et al., 2019), as well as employability, university drop-out rates,
learning and workplace satisfaction (Kertechian et al., 2022; Reitz et al., 2021).

Yet, the reality of institutional life 1s often strikingly different. Being a university student 1s
marked by loneliness, lack of meaning, and low or negative affect (Abelson et al., 2022; Baik et al.,
2019; du Toit et al., 2022). Poor English language proficiency also affects learning, socialization and
the ability and willingness to ask for assistance (Guo-Brennan et al., 2020; Jones et al., 2020; van der
Riyjst et al., 2022). In the UAE, young people are often “Third Culture Kids” (Dillon & Ali, 2019);
that 1s, neither a product of their parent’s home country, or the one in which they currently reside.
Belonging and 1dentity development take different paths than those seen elsewhere. That nearly all
faculty are also expatriates and have their own culturally embedded notions of learning as well as
relating socially to students (van der Ryjst et al., 2022) i1s another hurdle.

In the MENA’s Gulf economies, private mstitutions strive to be competitive, profitable and
ascend international rankings (Ryan & Daly, 2019; Tight, 2022; van der Riyst et al., 2022; Wilkins,
2020). They do not consider themselves accountable for the wellbeing of students (Sweileh, 2021)
and community service, professional development, as well as mental health commitments are
calculated as costs. Identifying the mstitutional drivers that fuel illbeing issues are uncommon. Yet,
mstitutions have a vested interest in addressing wellbeing demands as higher education becomes
even more internationalized and the number of international students grows (Ryan & Daly, 2019;
Tight, 2022; van der Ryst et al., 2022). Universities are the “last stop” for young people prior to
embarking on their life goals, occupying workplaces, engaging in relationships and raising children.

Our Previous Study

We explored the views of 80 UAE-based university students (Lambert, Khadri et al., 2022).
Our findings showed they were aware of what they needed, as well as what mstitutions could do to
help. We summarize those most conducive to the development of social relationships and wellbeing
as these were most often expressed (see Table 1). Respondents reported feeling happier when they
felt valued and seen in the classroom, as well as when they were socially included by friends and
unknown peers. Their experiences were most unhappy when they felt intentionally or otherwise
ignored by others, with such experiences making them feel socially 1solated, disconnected and as
though they did not belong. Still, they felt such events could be easily addressed by intentional means
of connecting, particularly at the hands of professors who could engineer interactions on their behalf
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mn the classroom. Moments of connection like these created great days for many students, while their

absence was a contributing and often exacerbating factor to existing or growing mental health 1ssues.

Table 1

Themes relevant to university (un)happiness

Question Themes Reported
Contributors to - Social interactions in/out of classrooms
Happiness - Group projects and social events (versus individual)

- Physical settings that make socializing easy (open space, game
areas, large tables which force engagement; quiet zones to think)

Statements to “maybe Il they give us some [students/ or create a group of students who
support have problems to make friends” (Iraq, 22, Female), “make it easier to

meet new people” (Sudan, 19, Female), “involve community-building or
[riendship-building actvities. I mean events where we get closer to people
we already know” (Jordan, 21, Male), “adding group work and keeping it
m uni classes, so that we meet new people” (Jordan, 28, Female).
Contributors to - Classroom difficulties (feeling disrespected by professors, not
Unhappiness understanding content and having little support)
- Personal/social issues (and feeling like no one cares about 1t)
Statements to “It’s just lonely” (UALE, 19, Male), “living without my parents can be lonely
support sometimes” (Madagascar, 19, Female), “when I'm eating alone and there
are a lot of students laughing around me” (Iraq, 22, Female), “when I feel
left out socially. No one thinks to include or ask me it I would like to jorn™
(Jordan, 21, Male), “not being able to meet new people because I'm shy”
(Jordan, 18, Female). “I hate sitting or walking alone at university because

I'm afraid people will think I don’t have friends” (Syria, 19, Female)

Our data supported the notion that what universities offer 1s not always aligned with the needs
of young people. Students rarely proffered mental health services as a solution; rather, they wanted
help making friends and feeling connected to others so that they could develop for themselves, a
foundation from which to derive emotional and instrumental support. In sum, they wanted social
contexts in which this could be easy. How can mstitutions help?

How Can Umnversities Build Wellbemg?

Recommendation I. Beyond the development of student councils, members of which ideally
sit in faculty and management meetings to ensure a student voice, councils can also mitiate quarterly
discussion sessions with faculty and management on a range of topics critical to wellbeing. These can
mclude a sense of belonging and inclusion opportunities to raise awareness, instill a habit of being
heard and solicited, as well as model candour and leadership. Student councils across the nation can

also organize themselves into larger associations to legitimize their roles, much like those seen in
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other parts of the world. This would enable them to advocate for student wellbeing practises and
policies across mstitutions and potentially develop sanctioned ministry partnerships in the process.

Recommendation 2. Students depend on faculty to engineer classroom peer interactions,
especially i the early years when supports are not in place and interpersonal skills are few. Yet,
faculty often consider university students to be responsible for their own social and emotional needs.
Thus, training in wellbeing, as much for themselves as for students, classroom discussion and activity
design for greater mteraction and meaningful conversation, as well as updated training on emerging
topics like how to prevent micro-aggressions, include non-binary students, advocate for non-sexist
behavior in classrooms, as well as mentor students (Byrd et al., 2021; Goldberg et al., 2019; Russell
et al., 2018; Seelman, 2016) 1s critical. Training can be part of onboarding and annual professional
development, particularly as most may not have been exposed to such ideas in their university years
or countries of origin.

Recommendation 3. Given that 50% of mental health concerns peak by age 25 (Colizzi et
al., 2020; Solmui et al., 2022), the need for attention to wellbeing and mental health 1s at its most
critical during university. Positive psychology intervention programs are useful i decreasing
symptoms of mental illness and icreasing wellbeing (Carr et al., 2021; Chakhssi et al., 2018; Hood
et al., 2021; Young et al., 2022) and have been successfully used in the region including in the UAE
(see Basurrah et al., 2022). Programs include learning skills like gratitude, savoring, capitalization,
and the development of meaning as examples. Classroom approaches minimize stigma, remediate
mental health concerns and strengthen wellbeing while mmparting skills for positive mindsets,
meaningful relationships and learning (Baik et al., 2019; Young et al., 2022). Simple in-class
mterventions like affirming one’s values 1s effective in reversing GPA scores as well (Brady et al.,
2020; Layous et al., 2017; Marksteiner et al., 2019).

Mandatory for-credit wellbeing courses can also include financial literacy, career guidance,
life skills (1..e, cooking, physical health, assertiveness in relationships, managing family dynamics,
identifying character strengths, etc.), as well as wellbeing promotive content that aligns with evidence
that changes to syllabi, courses, teaching pedagogy and classroom cultures foster positive student
experiences (Abelson et al., 2022; Baik et al., 2019; Gilken & Johnson, 2019; Gurung & Galardi,
2021; Harper & Neubauer, 2021). Assigning new students an institutionally designated mentor and
learning community (i.e., peer cohort groups that study together over an academic program versus
semester) can provide social support, reinforce learning and the practice of skills, and mitiate
students to higher academic standards, with which many students are unfamiliar, and which cause
much anxiety, shame and isolation (du Toit et al., 2022; Martin & Kilgo, 201)5).

Recommendation 4. Mental health screening tools at registration and mechanisms to update
one’s mental health status every semester (or as needed) are cost-effective ways nstitutions can
identify, address, and prevent escalating issues. These can be done online much like student
satisfaction surveys with results flagging at-risk students to mentors, professors, parents, or other
services. These, alongside more immediate daily tracking features, can also serve as a gauge of
mstitutional intervention success (Fedorchak & Cimini, 2018; Schwartz & Davar, 2018). These
mnovations can track faculty and leadership wellbeing levels and how they influence one another, as
well as 1dentify broader institutional dynamics and additional entry points for intervention.
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Recommendation . The OECD (2021) recommended that UAE schools be accountable
to a measure of student wellbeing in school rankings. Indeed, regulators must support institutions
with guidelines and programming options to improve student wellbeing, as much as they do for
mstitutional effectiveness. To date, this has not been prescribed for higher education, but given
that wellbeing 1s as critical for young adults as it 1s for young people, there 1s no reason why it
should not. Rather than wait for legislative changes or institutional requirements, universities can
shape their sector by including wellbeing, mental health, and satisfaction rankings for students and
faculty and consider these as new key performance indicators of success. Having such metrics in
place will enable consumers and their parents to make better choices and consider where academic
and wellbeing needs will be best served.

Conclusion

Despite university students being experts on identifying their needs for greater wellbeing,
universities are not always listening (Filia et al., 2021; Hellstrom & Beckman, 2021; Huang et al.,
2021). Many, 1if at all, offer individual-level interventions to help students with their perceived
shortcomings but overlook more effective systemic changes that would alleviate the need for students
to shoulder the responsibility alone (Kern et al., 2020; Lambert et al., 2021). Relying on the notion
of positive universities (Oades et al., 2011) can be helpful for mstitutions to see beyond their singular
aim of maximizing profit and see that wellbeing offerings are also a market differentiator with tangible
economic and employment outcomes for students and institutions alike (e.g., Biicker et al., 2018;
Cardenas et al., 2022; DeNeve & Oswald, 2012; Haase et al., 2012; Kansky et al., 2016; Longhi et
al., 2018). The recommendations made here are only a start but can help institutions fulfill national
mandates around wellbeing agendas, as well as strengthen the role of regional institutions as they
strive to be recognized globally (Wilkins, 2020).
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