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1. Introduction
Student well-being has become an increasingly important concern within higher education institutions due to rising levels of academic stress, mental health difficulties, and chronic health conditions among university students. Contemporary university environments expose students to academic, financial, social, and emotional pressures that may negatively affect academic performance, psychological resilience, and overall well-being. Research suggests that students experiencing long-term physical or psychological health challenges may face additional barriers related to concentration, attendance, motivation, and social engagement, increasing the risk of academic withdrawal and reduced student retention (Stallman, 2010).
In response to these challenges, many universities have implemented support services such as counselling, academic accommodations, disability support, and mental health resources. However, existing literature suggests that institutional responses often remain reactive rather than preventative, with support commonly introduced only after students experience significant emotional distress, academic decline, or crisis situations (Hughes et al., 2018). Although these interventions may provide short-term assistance, they may fail to address the organisational and leadership factors influencing student well-being. Consequently, concerns have emerged regarding whether current university leadership strategies adequately promote early intervention, resilience, psychological safety, and inclusive support cultures.
Despite growing awareness of student well-being, limited research has examined how proactive leadership strategies can support students experiencing both chronic illness and mental health challenges within higher education environments. This study aims to explore how universities can move from reactive support to proactive leadership strategies that prioritise student well-being for students experiencing chronic illness and mental health challenges. The study will examine how proactive leadership strategies may improve student experiences and academic outcomes.
This topic is particularly relevant because leadership and organisational support are increasingly recognised as important factors influencing student success and retention.

2. Aim of the Research
The aim of this research is to explore how proactive university leadership strategies can improve student well-being and strengthen institutional support systems for students experiencing chronic illness and mental health challenges within higher education environments.

3. Research Objectives
1. To explore the main well-being challenges experienced by university students, including chronic illness and mental health difficulties.
2. To critically examine current university support systems and leadership approaches related to student well-being.
3. To investigate the limitations of reactive institutional support strategies within higher education.
4. To explore the role of proactive leadership, psychological safety, and inclusive institutional cultures in promoting student well-being and academic resilience.
5. To recommend leadership-driven strategies for developing more supportive and preventative university environments.

4. Research Questions
1. What well-being challenges do university students experience during their academic journey?
2. How do students perceive current university support systems in promoting student well-being?
3. What limitations exist within reactive support approaches in higher education institutions?
4. How do students perceive the influence of proactive leadership practices on psychological safety, resilience, and their overall well-being within higher education institutions?
5. Literature Review
Student well-being has become an increasingly significant issue within higher education due to growing levels of stress, anxiety, chronic illness, and mental health difficulties among university students. Stallman (2010) found that university students experience higher levels of psychological distress than the general population, largely due to academic pressures, financial concerns, and personal responsibilities. However, the study relied primarily on cross-sectional survey data, limiting the ability to explain how student well-being changes over time. Similarly, Hughes et al. (2018) argue that students experiencing chronic illness and mental health challenges face significant academic, emotional, and social barriers. Nevertheless, their research focuses mainly on students' experiences and provides limited discussion of how institutional leadership may prevent well-being deterioration. Both studies emphasise support systems but offer limited insight into preventative leadership approaches, highlighting a gap in existing research
In response to increasing mental health concerns, many universities have introduced counselling services, disability accommodations, and student support programmes. However, institutional approaches often remain reactive rather than preventative. Thomas (2012) argues that universities frequently respond after students experience difficulties instead of implementing strategies that promote resilience and long-term well-being. Likewise, Oades et al. (2011) and Student Minds (2023) advocate a whole-institution approach that embeds well-being within institutional culture and practice. Although these studies strongly support preventative approaches, they provide limited discussion of leadership behaviours required to encourage early intervention and psychologically safe learning environments. Existing literature has not reached consensus regarding leadership strategies for supporting students with diverse well-being needs.
Psychological Safety Theory provides an important perspective for understanding student well-being within higher education. Edmondson (1999) defines psychological safety as an environment in which individuals feel comfortable expressing concerns, seeking support, and engaging without fear of negative consequences. Although widely examined within workplace teams, limited research has explored its application within university leadership and student well-being.
 This highlights a significant gap in understanding proactive support within higher education. However, because the theory was originally developed within organisational settings, its application to higher education requires further investigation.
Inclusive Leadership Theory also provides valuable insight into how university leaders can create supportive and equitable educational environments. Inclusive leadership emphasises empathy, accessibility, and recognition of diverse individual needs (Northouse, 2021). Research suggests that inclusive institutional cultures can enhance student engagement, resilience, and retention (Kahu and Nelson, 2018). Bovill (2020) highlights collaborative and student-centred approaches that foster belonging. However, critics argue that leadership effectiveness may vary according to institutional culture, available resources, and student diversity, suggesting that inclusive leadership alone may not fully address complex well-being challenges.
Organisational Support Theory further strengthens the theoretical foundation of this research. Eisenberger et al. (1986) argue that individuals are more likely to achieve positive outcomes when they perceive their organisation as supportive and committed to their well-being. Supportive institutional cultures may enhance student resilience, engagement, and retention (Tinto, 2017). Nevertheless, one limitation of the theory is that it was developed primarily to explain employee experiences rather than student experiences. Therefore, its transferability to higher education contexts requires further investigation, particularly when exploring the experiences of students with complex well-being needs.
Despite growing awareness of student mental health and well-being, limited research has explored proactive university leadership strategies that prioritise prevention, resilience, and early intervention. Existing studies tend to focus on counselling services or individual coping mechanisms while giving less attention to leadership-driven institutional culture and preventative organisational approaches. Therefore, this research seeks to address this gap by exploring how proactive leadership, psychological safety, and inclusive institutional strategies can improve student well-being and create more supportive higher education environments.


6.  Research Methodology

6.1 Research Philosophy
This study will adopt an interpretivist research philosophy. Interpretivism is considered appropriate because the research aims to explore students' personal experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of university support systems and well-being strategies. Unlike positivist approaches, which focus on objective measurement and statistical analysis, interpretivism enables a deeper understanding of how individuals experience social and organisational environments (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). Understanding participants' perspectives is essential to this research.


6.2 Research Approach
The study will adopt an inductive research approach. An inductive approach is appropriate because the research seeks to generate understanding from participants' experiences rather than test predetermined hypotheses. Saunders et al. (2023) explain that inductive research is particularly suitable for qualitative studies aiming to understand social phenomena and develop conceptual insights from collected data. This approach aligns with the exploratory nature of the study, as limited research has examined proactive leadership strategies and psychological safety within university well-being systems.
6.3 Research Methodology
A qualitative research methodology will be used because it enables an in-depth exploration of complex emotional, social, and organisational experiences. According to Flick (2023), qualitative methods are particularly effective when research aims to understand participants' experiences and meanings within real-world contexts. Therefore, this methodology is considered appropriate for exploring how students perceive university leadership strategies and institutional support systems related to well-being.


6.4 Data Collection Methods
Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews. This method is appropriate because it provides flexibility for participants to discuss their experiences openly while allowing the researcher to explore key themes relevant to the study (Flick, 2023).
Interview questions will focus on student well-being, university support systems, psychological safety, and leadership support. Semi-structured interviews encourage detailed discussion and allow participants to explain their experiences in their own words. However, interview responses may be influenced by participants' personal interpretations and require considerable time for transcription and analysis.
6.5 Target Population and Sampling Technique
The target population for this research will consist of university students experiencing well-being challenges, including academic stress, chronic illness, and mental health difficulties within higher education institutions.
A purposive sampling technique will be adopted to select participants with direct experience relevant to the research topic. Purposive sampling is appropriate because it enables the researcher to recruit information-rich participants capable of providing meaningful insights into student well-being and university support systems (Patton, 2015; Saunders et al., 2023).
Approximately 6–10 participants will be recruited, depending on accessibility and ethical considerations. Data collection will continue until thematic saturation is reached, meaning no significant new themes emerge from additional interviews (Guest, Bunce and Johnson, 2006). However, saturation should not be viewed as a fixed numerical target because the richness of data depends on the complexity of the topic and participants' experiences. Therefore, saturation in this study will be treated as an ongoing process throughout data collection and analysis.



6.6 Data Analysis Techniques
The collected data will be analysed using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2022) describe thematic analysis as a flexible qualitative method used to identify patterns, themes, and meanings within participant responses.
Interview recordings will first be transcribed and organised systematically. The data will then be coded into themes relating to proactive leadership, student well-being, psychological safety, and organisational support.
Thematic analysis is appropriate because it enables detailed interpretation of participants' experiences while maintaining flexibility during data analysis. However, Braun and Clarke (2022) acknowledge that the process may be influenced by researcher interpretation during coding and theme development.
6.7 Researcher Positionality
The researcher acknowledges her position as a mature university student with a strong interest in student well-being and support systems within higher education. This insider perspective may facilitate empathetic understanding of participants' experiences while also creating the possibility of personal assumptions influencing interpretation. Therefore, reflexivity will be maintained throughout the research process to ensure that findings remain grounded in participants' perspectives rather than the researcher's personal experiences.


7.  Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are particularly important due to the sensitive nature of mental health and well-being discussions. The study will comply with university ethical guidelines and ensure that all participants provide informed consent before participation.
Participants will be informed about the purpose of the study, their right to withdraw at any stage, confidentiality procedures, and how their information will be used. Anonymity and confidentiality will be maintained throughout the research process, and participants' identities will not be disclosed.
Interview questions will be designed carefully to minimise emotional discomfort or distress. Because the research focuses on mental health and chronic illness, participants may decline to answer any question, pause the interview, or withdraw from the study at any stage without consequence. If a participant becomes distressed, the interview will be paused or terminated according to the participant's wishes. Relevant support information will be provided where appropriate.

8.  Trustworthiness of the Research
To enhance the quality of the research, the study will adopt the trustworthiness framework proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Trustworthiness is assessed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability, which are considered the qualitative equivalents of validity and reliability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Saunders et al., 2023).
Credibility will be enhanced through accurate transcription and careful interpretation of interview data. Transferability will be supported by providing detailed descriptions of the research context and participants' experiences. Dependability will be strengthened through maintaining a clear record of research decisions and procedures, while confirmability will be promoted by ensuring that findings are grounded in participants' perspectives rather than researcher assumptions. These measures will enhance the quality of the research.
9.  Research Limitations
Several limitations may affect the research findings. Firstly, the relatively small sample size may limit the transferability of findings to wider university populations. Secondly, the research relies on self-reported experiences, which may be influenced by personal perception, memory, and emotional interpretation. Additionally, qualitative interviews may introduce researcher subjectivity during data interpretation and thematic coding. Time limitations and participant availability may affect data collection.
Despite these limitations, the study is expected to provide valuable insight into how proactive university leadership strategies, psychological safety, and supportive organisational cultures may contribute positively to student well-being and resilience within higher education environments.
10. Project Plan
This research project will be conducted through several organised stages to ensure that the study remains manageable and academically structured. The first stage will involve refining the research topic and conducting preliminary reading.
The second stage will involve conducting a literature review using academic sources. Following this, the research methodology will be developed, including justification of the interpretivist philosophy, inductive approach, qualitative methodology, purposive sampling, and thematic analysis.
Following ethical approval, participants will be recruited and semi-structured interviews will be conducted. The collected data will then be transcribed and analysed thematically to identify key themes related to proactive leadership, organisational culture, psychological safety, and student resilience.
Finally, the findings will be discussed in relation to the literature and research objectives before the study is reviewed, proofread, and prepared for final submission.

11. Timeline / Gantt Chart
[image: ]

Figure 1: Gantt Chart showing the proposed timeline for the research project from topic selection to final submission.
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