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Abstract

The incidence of mental health issues such as depression and anxiety are increasing with the
college student population, and they can impact students’ academic performance. In response,
some institutions have adopted a holistic approach to address undergraduate students’ well-
being. Well-being refers to thriving and fulfilling one’s potential yet some well-being skills such
as gratitude and optimism have also been shown to reduce mental health issues. | created an
institutional plan for promoting undergraduate students’ well-being that was built on five
dimensions of well-being. The dimensions are social (development and maintenance of healthy
relationships), physical (behaviors that improve physical health), emotional (ability to understand
and effectively process emotions), environmental (quality of the physical spaces and how actions
impact them), and financial (use of skills to manage personal finances). Emphasis of the paper is
on the process of creating the well-being plan, which relied on collaboration, starting small,
aligning evidence-based practices with institutional need, and developing a curricular
component. Ideas for rolling out the program to the institution are discussed as well.
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College life presents an opportunity for young adults to develop in healthy ways that can
heavily impact their future professional and personal lives. Today’s college student, however, is
faced with diverse challenges to their development that include relationships, the college

transition, economic and social justice, and COVID-related issues (Abrams, 2022). Recent
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surveys of college students’ mental health illustrate the various struggles they face. Survey
results from the Healthy Minds Study (Eisenberg et al., 2024) indicated that 38.0% of college
students reported moderate or severe depression, 34.0% reported moderate or severe anxiety, and
67.0% reported they felt left out and isolated from others some of the time or often (p. 5). Similar
data from the American College Health Association (ACHA, 2024) survey found that 48.5%
respondents reported loneliness, 19.5% reported serious psychological distress, and 76.4%
reported moderate or high stress in the last month. Relationships were another source of struggle
from the ACHA (2024) survey, as 25.7% of respondents reported issues with their
roommate/housemate, 36.9% with their intimate partner, and 36.9% with family members (p.13).

The incidence of depression and anxiety-related issues with college students are on the
rise. According to the Center for Collegiate Mental Health (2023), depression (+.23), social
anxiety (+.32), and generalized anxiety (+.29) have risen noticeably in a 13-year period from
2010-2023 (p. 13). Mental health-related issues have also been shown to negatively impact
academic performance. Data from the Healthy Minds Study (Eisenberg et al., 2024) illustrated
that 77% of college students reported that emotional or mental struggles impacted their academic
performance for at least one day in the last month, 45% reported that it impacted at least 3 days,
and 21% reported that it impacted at least 6 days (p. 6).

The rise in mental health-related issues has led to an increasing demand for traditional
counseling services that some counseling centers have had difficulty meeting. This has led to
some institutions creatively addressing how to meet the growing mental health needs of their

students (Abrams, 2022).
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Toward a Different, More Holistic Model

Fostering student mental health has traditionally focused on addressing the presence of
issues that are negatively impacting daily living. Counseling centers are the primary on-campus
service provider once an issue(s) has been identified and students are willing to seek out services.
The dynamic has recently shifted toward a more proactive, holistic model of student health from
a diverse group of institutional stakeholders to balance out the counseling-centric approach. This
perspective is exemplified by a statement signed by the National Intramural and Recreation
Sports Association (NIRSA). “We believe it is time to transcend reactive, siloed, programmatic
approaches to health and establish foundational, proactive, well-being initiatives for the campus
community” (National Intramural Recreation and Sports Association, 2025, para. 1). Fifteen
other participating national organizations representing various organizational stakeholders
including, the American College Health Association (ACHA), American College Counseling
Association (ACCA), American College Personnel Association (ACPA), College and University
Professional Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR), National Association of Colleges
and Employers (NACE), and National Association of Student Personnel Administrators
(NASPA), have signed this statement.

Different sets of institutions have come together in the last decade with a common goal of
promoting a holistic health approach in higher education. For example, the U.S. Health
Promoting Campuses Network (USHPCN) was created to support institutions of higher
education in the U.S. develop frameworks and infrastructure for promoting holistic health at the
individual and community levels. Its goal is to promote the Okanagan Charter, created in 2015,

so that higher education institutions could formally adopt a pledge to do two things:
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1. Embed health into all aspects of campus culture, across the administration,
operations, and academic mandates.

2. To lead health promotion action and collaboration locally and globally. (Okanagan
Charter: An International Charter for Health Promoting Universities and Colleges,
2015, p. 3)

There are currently 32 institutions—a community college, colleges, and universities—
that have adopted the Okanagan Charter. Member institutions meet to generally provide support
and share successes and challenges in order to optimize implementation strategies and ongoing
assessment. Collaboration between The Wellbeing Project, University of Virginia, and Stanford
University led to the creation of The Wellbeing, Innovation, and Social Change in Education
(WISE) Network where institutions of higher education in the U.S. and beyond share innovations
in promoting student well-being within the context of promoting social change (Chima &
Germano, 2020).

Wellness and Well-Being

Modern views on wellness can be traced back to the pioneering work of Halbert Dunn,
who was Chief of the National Office of Vital Statistics at the U.S. Department of Health. His
groundbreaking conceptualization of health went beyond the disease model and included what he
termed “wellness.” Dunn (1957) wrote:

The goal of health now at mid-century calls for not only the cure or alleviation of disease.

It calls for even more than the prevention of disease. Rather, it looks beyond, to strive for

maximum physical, mental and social efficiency for the individual, for his family and for

the community. (p. 225)
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Hettler (1980) was another pioneering figure in this area, and he defined wellness as an
“active process through which the individual becomes aware of and makes choices toward a
more successful existence” (p. 77). His work directly led to the current model of wellness
proposed by the National Wellness Institute (2023, 2024), whose core component of wellness
focuses on living an optimally healthy life. It includes six dimensions along with their general
areas of focus:

e Intellectual—learning and personal growth

e Occupational—meaning from work, academics, volunteering

e Spiritual—exploration of life and the universe

e Physical—taking care of physical health

e Emotional—self-awareness and self-regulation of emotions

e Social—connection between the self, and community and nature (p. 3).

Mainstream psychology has made considerable advancements over the last couple of
decades developing the concept of well-being, which | summarized to refer to a state of
flourishing that is achieved through influencing five core dimensions of well-being: positive
emotions, healthy relationships, engagement, meaning, and accomplishment (Seligman, 2011).
This philosophy of “thriving” aligns with Dunn’s (1957) and Hettler’s (1980) “thriving” focus
and is fundamentally separate from reducing the incidence and/or intensity of symptoms
associated with mental health issues. However, some skills that have been shown to improve
well-being can also improve mental health issues such as depression, (Maddock & Blair, 2023;
Wolfe, 2021). Thus, creating a well-being program can complement a counseling-centered
approach to addressing mental health by teaching evidence-based skills that can improve well-

being and select mental health issues.
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Creation of the Institutional Well-Being Program (WBP)

Given the trend toward adopting more proactive, health-centered programming to
complement counseling-related efforts on various campuses in the U.S., | aimed to create an
institutional plan to promote New England College’s undergraduate students’ well-being. It
made the most sense to use the term well-being as opposed to wellness because wellness more
represents an emphasis on medical and mental health services at the institution. | thought that it
would be confusing at some level if I tried to re-brand the term “wellness” on campus. I also felt
that I would encounter unanticipated issues when developing and rolling out the program, so
simplifying the process at every turn was important. Thus, | used well-being to represent an
emphasis on supporting students’ flourishing, which can also benefit students’ mental health
issues.

The three biggest factors that laid the foundation for the Well-Being Program (WBP)
were starting small, collaborating as much as possible, and aligning evidence-based practices
with institutional needs. A fourth important factor of developing a sequenced curricular program
emerged during program development.

Starting small was important because | did not want to put additional work onto
colleagues’ schedules with initiatives that would be part of the WBP. I planned to carry out a
small set of new initiatives to start the program and notice if others wanted to participate over
time. So, | needed to be realistic about what programming would be included in the early stage
of the plan. | created an exhaustive plan and then identified programming that would best address
institutional need, show value, and build resources over time with the ultimate goal of
embedding well-being into all levels of the institution.

Collaboration throughout the entire process was critical in order to achieve two goals:
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e Understand well-being from multiple institutional perspectives
e ldentify areas of need
It was important to understand what well-being meant within the confines of the
institution by hearing the voices of students, staff, faculty, and deans. Students, faculty, and
deans were polled with similar mixed-method questionnaires (see Appendix A and Appendix B)
about what well-being meant to them, ways in which they promote it, and institutional
barriers/roadblocks to well-being. | spoke with various staff members to understand what well-
being meant to them and how that translated into the type of work they were doing with students.
Data from the surveys and staff conversations produced a clear picture of basic areas of
well-being that were important to the institution. These basic areas, called dimensions of well-
being, provided the foundation for the WBP with the description informed by my general
knowledge in Psychology and the National Institute of Wellness (2024):
e Social—development and maintenance of healthy relationships
e Physical—behaviors that improve physical health and minimize a negative impact on
physical health
e Emotional—ability to understand and effectively process emotions, and behaving in
ways that promote healthy emotional expression
e Environmental—quality of the physical spaces we inhabit, and how our actions
impact them
e Financial—understanding personal finances and use of skills to manage them
| started this process thinking that areas of need would be gaps, or areas where there was
not the necessary programming to support the dimensions of well-being. Conversations with
staff led to the realization that they were sponsoring programming that students recognized as
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supporting their well-being. Thus, identifying areas of need also included how to best support the
robust existing programming for students’ well-being. Providing this support could be done
mostly remotely via email and meetings compared to the “in person” commitment required to
implement new initiatives on campus, which created an additional layer to the WBP.

It was important to select specific, evidence-based skills to address major areas of
programming that came from an analysis of data from students, staff, faculty, and deans. For
example, socialization opportunities was a major theme that emerged from the data. From this |
identified social connection as a critical area of programming. Social connection refers to a
minimum amount of quality relationships where there is reciprocal concern for another’s
welfare. (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 497). This conceptualization of social connection aligns
with it being a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 497). Given the issues
surrounding depression, loneliness, and healthy relationships with college students (American
College Health Association, 2024; Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2023; Eisenberg et al.,
2024), developing programming focused on social connection fit very well. Gratitude can play a
pivotal role in forming healthy social connection (Algoe, 2012; Bartlett et al., 2012; Tsang,
2006) and lowering stress and loneliness (Bono & Sender, 2018; Hittner & Widholm, 2024;
Kurian & Thomas, 2023; Zhang & Tsai, 2023), serving as a great example of how some well-
being skills can also impact symptoms associated with mental health issues.

It became clear to me during program development that there was a need to create
opportunities for students to engage in sequenced programming while ensuring they would have
the time to consistently attend. | have found that it is difficult to achieve this consistency with co-
curricular programming because of a lack of a clear schedule into which to place specific well-

being experiences, so | added an academic component to the well-being program.
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A micro-credential program is an academic option that fits well with the WBP because it
provides opportunities for students to build well-being into their academic lives and for students
to develop various skills associated with all five dimensions of well-being. Students would be
able to apply their classroom learning to a diverse set of practical experiences, reflect on those
experiences, receive feedback, then continually practice them in various ways. Four added
benefits of a curricular component to an institutional well-being program are that it (a) creates a
more balanced, robust well-being program by emphasizing certain aspects of well-being
dimensions that are not covered as much with existing or newly proposed initiatives, (b) adds a
unique, diverse component to the academic offerings, (c) helps with marketing the well-being
program, and (d) provides balance to assessing well-being program effectiveness with co-
curricular programming.

Rolling out the Well-Being Plan

The WBP has yet to be implemented at the time of writing this article. Thus, everything
below is a proposed plan without any comments on its relative success.

Effectively rolling out the WBP is almost as important as creating it, and it requires
different approaches to different entities at the institution. But the overarching theme is to find a
group of interested students, staff, and faculty who would be advocates for the program by
discussing it with their peers.

| believe that a critical piece to marketing the program effectively is having a clear
webpage so that everyone can access the information at their leisure. It was important to contact
the administration early in the process to gauge support for the initiative. The administration was
supportive which is a good first step to creating a webpage on the college website. Thus, part of

the plan was a detailed outline of the webpage.
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Administration, faculty, and staff will be emailed about the program along with a link to
the well-being webpage. | am also creating a monthly drop in, open faculty and staff meeting
about well-being.

The core elements of the marketing plan for students are marketing the micro-
credentialing program and starting the well-being club. Students can access information and
insights about various majors and minors at the college through our advising office and through
faculty advisors. Some students are able to learn about the WBP during advising sessions and are
able to read about the micro-credential program that includes a link to a full description on the
college website.

The well-being club was created to be an option for promoting students’ social and
emotional well-being. Students in the well-being club will be advocates for the WBP by talking
with friends, and marketing and hosting club events throughout the academic year. This is
perhaps the best way to involve students as advocates for the program who would educate their
peers.

Conclusion

The rise of mental health issues with college students has forced some institutions to
think about how to meet these needs. One such option is a proactive, well-being institutional
program that aims to improve individuals’ flourishing which can also help manage some mental
health-related issues. By utilizing a data driven and collaborative process, | created a feasible,
robust plan to promote student well-being. Creating an effective plan to educate the college
community was also a critical piece that should accelerate the timetable for observing positive

results from the program.
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