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Carry out an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis exploring the Research question ‘What does Wellbeing mean to You?’

Abstract
     This study aimed to investigate and explore the personal and subjective interpretation of the multidimensional term ‘Wellbeing’, from a psychological perspective.
     Three ten-minute, semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted within the university campus on three second year Psychology university students.
The participants all gave their own personal insights and opinions on their experience of the topic-area. 
     The findings were then analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009), to extract the lived experience from the interviewees, and five key themes were consequently identified; ‘Organisation of Time’, ‘Stress’, ‘Healthy lifestyle and Exercise as a confidence enhancer’, ‘Looking to the future as a comfort’, and ‘Support Networks as a buffer between life’s hardships and wellbeing.’ The results show strong similarities between the participant’s personal viewpoints and experiences of Wellbeing, and how they subjectively define it.

Introduction
     The concept of ‘Wellbeing’ is a largely expanding topic of research, yet the notion of exactly how it should be defined still remains ambiguous, and intently questionable.
     Ryff and Keyes (1995, as cited in Dodge, Daly, Huyton, and Sanders, 2012), stated that ‘the absence of theory-based formulations of well-being is puzzling’, perhaps this apparent gap in research is due to the individualised definitions connected with the subject. 
     From evaluating previous empirical research, it is clear that there are many personal and environmental factors that can dictate an individual’s sense of wellbeing. Eckersley (2011), found that trends in young adults have shifted negatively. They noted a rise in unhealthy processed food and physical inactivity, having an adverse effect on wellbeing. Although, it could be problematic to raise a large generalisation to all young adults, it may produce more valuable data trends for comparison to compare patterns across all age groups.

     Masih, Dimmock, Epel, and Guelfi (2017) alternatively discovered that wellbeing may in turn, have an influence on the type of food we choose to eat. Periods of high pressure or stress that cause an alteration in emotional regulation, can determine which foods we consume. However, generalizability may be limited as many people with unhealthy diets may not be experiencing any stress or disruptions to their wellbeing. 

     Another emerging societal trend was noted by Hojman and Miranda (2017), that the traditional focus on material possessions and income, as measures of wellbeing have shifted to a much richer and more extreme notion, characterized by our contemporary society. This is a logical and intriguing find, as changing society has led to changes in psychological values. Constructs that may have once been associated with high social status when attained, have shifted to what is more desirable within modern life today (for example, material possessions), which could impact wellbeing as striving for unattainable assets can be detrimental to happiness and self-worth.

     This relates to Joshanloo (2017) on Externality of happiness. Wellbeing was found to be negatively linked depending on externality of happiness displayed, and mediated by low levels of personal growth, and psychological resilience. 
     Similarly, findings from a study conducted by Stamp, Crust, Swann, Perry, Clough, and Marchant (2014), found that confidence in ability was a predictor of happiness in university students. They stressed the importance of mental toughness, and remaining calm under pressure, as vital in maintenance of wellbeing during academic study. Although these are both interesting, the concepts of both ‘mental toughness’ and ‘resiliency’ are subjective terms, and may have had different meanings depending on the individual.

     Additionally, socialisation has been investigated in relation to wellbeing. 
Thomas and Emond (2017) found that dining out with friends regularly, was reported as a pleasurable experience, combatting feelings of loneliness, and promoting enjoyment. 
Lastly, in relation to socialisation, the effects of romantic relationships have also been considered. Brewer, Bennett, Davidson, Ireen, Phipps, Stewert-Wilkes, and Wilson (2017) found that undesirable behaviours such as lack of empathy and manipulation, are related to relationship satisfaction levels, and partner wellbeing.

Method
Participants:
     Participants comprised of three second year university students within the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. They were all recruited through a Psychology academic workshop. 
     They demographically consisted of; one thirty-nine-year-old female (Catherine), one twenty-two-year-old Male (Tom), and one nineteen-year-old female (Megan). All residing in Swansea, Wales. Two of which currently in part-time employment (Catherine and Tom). 
Design:
     A qualitative, semi-structured interview design was used for three recorded discussions. Data were collected and analysed according to Smith’s recommendations on Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009).
Materials
     A list of topic related questions (see appendix A for full list) was prepared prior to the interview to add structure, and help the flow of conversation. The precise wording and order of the questions was flexible throughout the interview, allowing for frequent change and prompts, creating a more relaxed and informal rapport with the participants. 
     Some spontaneous questions were included, stemming from aspects of the conversation direction, intended to elicit more information on certain subjects. Consent forms and debriefing were not necessary, as participants were all students of the same course and fully aware of the research objectives. 
Procedure:
     The participant was seated opposite he researcher with a voice recorder in the centre of the table, and the main topic of ‘Wellbeing’ was introduced. 
     The first question was asked in order to stimulate talk from the participant, and the interview commenced. 

     The researcher continued to ask the pre-prepared questions at the appropriate points, along with prompts to help direct the discussion back to the main focus. When all of the questions had been asked, the researcher switched off the recording device, ending the interview.




Results
     A summary of the results is provided in Fig.1, which lists all of the themes that emerged from the data.
	Main Themes
	Subthemes

	Organisation of Time.
	Upcoming deadlines,
Sticking to a routine,
University work.

	Stress.
	Stress having a detrimental impact.
Academia as a negative stressor.

	Healthy lifestyle and Exercise as a confidence enhancer.
	Eating healthily,
Exercising regularly.

	Looking to the future as a comfort.
	Having something to look forward to,
Having academic goals.

	Support Networks as a buffer between life’s hardships and wellbeing.
	Friends and social circle,
Romantic partners having an impact.


Figure 1. Table showing subordinate themes and subthemes.

     Of the five identified subordinate themes, three will be discussed in detail; ‘Looking to the future as a comfort’, ‘Support Networks as a buffer between life’s hardships and wellbeing,’ and ‘Stress.’
     Looking to the future as a comfort. The first subordinate theme captures the sense that for all three of the participants, focussing on the future helped improve their sense of wellbeing.

     The subtheme of ‘Having something to look forward to’ was identified.
Catherine: ‘For me, if I haven’t got things booked in in advance it causes me stress and anxiety which has a direct effect on my wellbeing, because then I get a bit fed up with the monotony of things…’ 
‘…but if I plan and book then I have something to look forward to and it helps me feel (pause) upbeat and keeps me motivated I suppose.’ (Catherine; page 6: Line 111-114). 
 It seems that having future plans in place is a very important motivator, the participant sees them as something to keep her positive and in a good frame of mind.

     ‘Having academic goals’ emerged as a second subtheme related to the future.  All Participants discussed the notion succeeding with their university studies. 
Tom: ‘…I really want to succeed and pass university so I’d be pretty devastated if that didn’t happen as you know it’s such an achievement’ (page 5: line 93-95).
And, ‘It’s a massive milestone in my life to say I’ve come out of this with a degree, and I’ve started the pathway to my future and my masters… I think it’s going to fill me with joy as I know I’ve worked really hard for it and I will be very proud of myself.’ (page 5-6: line 99-102).
Gaining a higher education qualification will provide a sense of self, and perhaps a career-focussed direction. Success will lead to an enhancement of wellbeing as the participant describes how he will eventually feel.

     The second subordinate theme that will be discussed is; 
Support Networks as a buffer between life’s hardships and wellbeing.
This theme focusses on the idea that peer groups and close acquaintances have an impact on how participants feel.
     The subtheme of ‘Friends and social circle’ was elicited in relation to support networks.
Megan: ‘I have a very good friendship network here and that definitely lifts me up, and at home I’m still in regular contact with a lot of my close friends from school so I know I can always turn to them if I’m having like a down day, or if I don’t quite feel myself.’ (Megan: Page 3: Line 49-52). 
The participant relies on communications with friends as an emotional outlet. Adding to the notion that friendship is a prominent predictor in feelings of wellbeing.

     ‘Romantic Partners having an impact’ was a second subtheme relating to support networks.
Catherine: ‘My partner also plays a massive role, knowing he is always there for me if I need him and that he cares about me and my wellbeing. He really lifts me up and keeps me on track.’ (Catherine: Page 5: Line 96-98).
The participant describes how having the love and reassurance of another, makes her feel secure in herself.

     However, Megan talks about her partner with a contrasting outlook on wellbeing:
Megan: ‘I just moved in with my partner, so that’s quite a big adjustment that can bring me down sometimes because he leaves all of his laundry all over the floor and doesn’t wash up (laughs) so that puts extra stress on me’ (Megan: Page 3: Line 37-39).
The participant laughs after talking about her partner’s domestic flaws having an adverse impact, using humour in an attempt to potentially downplay her living arrangement as a stressor.

     And lastly, the third subordinate theme: Stress. Stress was mentioned consistently throughout the interview processes. The emergence of the subtheme ‘Stress having a detrimental impact’ was identified.
Tom: ‘I really need to stop stressing so much as it does really affect me (pause) so I think my sense of wellbeing does fluctuate depending on my stress levels at the time.’ (Tom: Page 2: Line 36-38).
‘If I’m really stressed…about something I can be quite grumpy or moody as I get really overwhelmed when I feel like I can’t cope.’ (Tom: Page 3: Line 58-59)
For the participant, stress is a massive psychological factor in wellbeing, when the demands placed upon him exceed his ability to cope.

     A second subtheme, ‘Academia as a negative stressor’ was noted.
Megan: ‘I can get quite uptight, worried and stressed especially with university work and deadlines.’ (Megan: Page 2: Line 32-33).
The Participant identifies and cause and effect relationship between university deadlines and the subsequent stress experienced as a direct result.

Discussion
     Findings from this study support previous empirical research, such as the importance of diet and activity as investigated by Eckerseley (2011). Results are also similar to that of Stamp, Crust, Swann, Perry, Clough, and Marchant (2014), with the prevalence of confidence and self-worth being an integral to wellbeing. 

     This study also outlined the importance of having healthy friendships and romantic relationships, which compares to the research of Brewer, Bennett, Davidson, Ireen, Phipps, Stewert-Wilkes, and Wilson (2017) and, Thomas and Emond (2017).

     The strengths of this research include high ecological validity, as the interviews were all conducted within a real-life library setting, allowing collection of in-depth data. 

     Whilst not seeking generalizability, the limitations of this study may include the small sample size and geographical focus, reducing the diversity of viewpoints. If there were more participants, more similarities or larger themes could be depicted. However, one of the characteristics of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009) is a small-scale sample, so it may have been beneficial to use a more quantitative research approach, to yield data from a larger-scale sample.

     The study also only involved three participants on one single occasion. Future research could use a longitudinal study, and interview participants over the course of several months, to gain more accurate data into how their personal wellbeing may fluctuate over time.

     With regard to Ethics (Coolican, 2014) consent and debriefing were not necessary as students were aware of the aims, and had knowledge of how their information would be transcribed and used. Data was kept anonymous with the use of pseudonyms. 
However, the interviews were conducted on academic peers which may raise the issue of Justice, as the researcher may have treated participants differently. Participants may have consequently provided socially desirable answers, or been uncomfortable discussing sensitive issues.
Conclusion
     This study presents an in-depth look at undergraduate student’s personal definitions of Wellbeing. Although exploratory, this qualitative inquiry, with the use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009) as a methodological approach enhances our understanding of the complexities and individual differences inherent in the participants’ subjective experiences.
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‘Wellbeing’ Question Schedule




1. First of all, could you please describe to me what the term ‘Wellbeing’ means to you?

2. What strategies, if any, do you put in place in order to maintain your own wellbeing?

(Prompt: how do you relax?).

3. What issues do you feel may affect your well-being?

(Prompts: Diet? Exercise? Stress?).

4. Could you please describe any elements of your lifestyle you would like to change?

5. Could you please tell me about your own personal goals towards your wellbeing over the next 12 months?

6. And lastly, if I was to ask you to give one piece of advice to a person trying to improve their wellbeing, what would it be?
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