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Abstract
This study explored the research question ‘What does wellbeing mean to you’ with a focus on second year psychology and counselling studies undergraduate students. There were three participants in the study, two female and one male, all aged between 19 and 21 and all residing in Wales. A qualitative semi-structured interview design was used, with questions prepared prior to the interview to encourage conversation, whilst also allowing for flexibility and prompts.  The interview was recorded with the aid of a voice recorder, and consent was not sought as all participants were students of the same course. Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was employed to identify five main themes; time management, diet, exercise, stress and social networks. This study revealed that stress had a large impact on feelings of wellbeing. Stress amongst university students has been highlighted as a cause of concern in recent years as discussed in studies by Regehr, Glancy & Pitts (2013) and Bewick et al (2010). Physical activity has been positively linked to feelings of wellbeing as highlighted by Fredrickson et al (2000) which was also reported by all participants within this study. All participants felt that they weren’t doing enough physical activity which had a negative effect on their wellbeing.       

Introduction 
The term wellbeing has become common place over recent years but actually defining what wellbeing is has proved to be a difficult prospect. Recent studies have highlighted that wellbeing is a complex, multifaceted phenomenon such as that by Forgeard et al (2011) and therefore does not have one single, all-encompassing definition. Some factors which have been identified as having an effect on wellbeing, either positive or negative, are stress Regehr, Glancy & Pitts (2013) and Bewick et al (2010), physical activity Fredrickson et al (2000) and social support Bum & Jeon (2016). 
In 2010, the National Union of Students (NUS) report, Silently stressed a survey into student wellbeing (National Union of Students Scotland, 2010) highlighted that students are reporting high levels of stress caused by exams, financial worries, self-image and managing time and deadlines. This was consistent with the findings of Bewick et al (2010) who found that a students’ time in university caused enhanced levels of stress, and Bayram & Bilgel (2008), who found that moderate levels of stress were found in over a quarter of students involved in their study. 
According to Bum & Jeon (2016), students who have good social support networks, tend to have lower instances of depression and reported higher levels of happiness and self-esteem. This finding is supported by Siedlecki et al (2013) who found that both support and perceived support from family and wider social circles has a positive effect on life satisfaction.  
Marques et al (2016) found that physical activity increased feelings of wellbeing across the general population, and Jonsson et al (2016) found the same in university student populace. Marques et al (2016) found that physical activity was positively associated with emotional wellbeing, and that achieving the recommended levels of physical activity, which has been defined by the World Health Organisation as thirty minutes or more of moderate activity at least five days per week, is associated with improved feelings of wellbeing. In addition, research conducted by Jonsson et al (2016) found that strenuous exercise achieved a clear, positive link with feelings of wellbeing. 
This study aims to look at individual interpretations of wellbeing, and what improves, maintains or has a negative effect on feelings of wellbeing by identifying key themes and the underlying meaning in responses. Previous studies suggest that having a good social support system in place, along with undertaking some physical activity has a positive effect on feelings of wellbeing. Stress, according to previous research studies, has a negative effect on wellbeing, and on mental health as a whole. 

Method
Participants
Three participants were involved in this study, all of whom are second year undergraduate students residing in Wales. There was one male participant, aged 22 and two female participants aged 19 and 21. 

Design
The study was carried out using a qualitative, semi- structured interview design. The interview was recorded and transcribed and thematic analysis was used to analyse the transcript.


Materials
A list of questions was prepared prior to the interview taking place (Appendix A). There were also prompts available to the interviewer in order to illicit further discussion. The questions allowed the participants to discuss their own interpretation of wellbeing, as well as detailing how they look after, or not, their own levels of wellbeing, and what can affect their wellbeing. Some impromptu questions were also included within the interview in order to prompt a more detailed discussion around wellbeing. As participants were all second-year undergraduate students, consent was not required and no debrief form was issued. All data was kept anonymous to protect participants identity.  

Procedure
A voice recorder was placed in the centre of the table and, prior to the interview beginning, the interviewer checked the participant was ready and able to commence with the interview. The voice recorder was turned on and the interviewer asked the first question regarding the participants’ feelings about what wellbeing means to them. The interviewer continued to ask questions at appropriate intervals throughout the interview, using prompts and impromptu questions as and when necessary, until all questions had been asked. The interviewer asked the participants if they had anything further they would like to add prior to the end of the of the interview. Once all participants had concluded their final thoughts, the interviewer turned off the voice recorder and thanked the participants for their time.


Results 
The aim of this study was to explore participants perceptions of wellbeing, what can affect their own feelings of wellbeing, and how to maintain their own levels of wellbeing. Thematic analysis was used to examine three interview transcripts which resulted in the emergence of five predominant themes; family support, stress, diet, exercise and social support. 

	Theme
	Sub-theme

	Family support
	Parental support


	
	Support from partner


	Stress
	Time management


	
	University workload


	
	Taking time out


	Diet
	I’ve put on a bit of weight!


	
	I used to be really good


	
	One won’t hurt….


	Exercise
	Lack of motivation


	
	Benefits of exercise


	Social networks
	Family support


	
	Support from friends


	
	People who bring you down



Figure 1.
Table showing predominant themes and sub-themes

Of the five themes identified, three will be discussed; stress, exercise and social support.
Stress
All of the participants felt that stress had a negative effect on their wellbeing. One participant described how, when she isn’t maintaining her own levels of wellbeing she felt out of control:
‘It’s just sort of that feeling of being overwhelmed. Sort of not being in control or I get a bit tired or a bit rundown and I can feel that I’m not being organised….’
(Kelly)
The stress caused by university workload was a common theme throughout the interviews, and not taking time out to put things into perspective was a shared difficulty.
‘It’s sort of a feeling that I can’t cope really. Sort of like feeling that I can get overwhelmed by things, especially being in university with all the deadlines and all the assessments we have to do and sort of sitting down and managing the dates and things that have to be done in order to stay calm’ 
(Kelly)
Time management was also a cause of stress amongst the participants:
‘…. last year in university, I was leaving everything to the last minute, stressing out to the nines. I was trying to do an assignment which should have really taken me over a week to finish trying to pile it all in one night and I was just miserable, I was stressed, I was having breakdowns where I was thinking I was going to quit, I’m not ready for this course and it was all because I wasn’t managing my time’
(Jeff)
All participants could see how taking time out, having a structure, and being organised lessened their feelings of stress which then would have a positive impact on their wellbeing.
‘I would definitely say relaxation time and reflection time is very important. Um so every now and then, on your own put the telly on, either read a book or have a glass of wine and really just take the time out to just think ‘what’s going on’ and maybe even make a list and write things down…’
(Alice)
All participants could see the benefits of introducing more of a structure and improving their time management skills particularly around their university work load would be beneficial to their stress management abilities.

Exercise
The next theme to emerge from the interviews was exercise, and how good they felt afterwards.
‘I always feel in a more positive mood when I’ve done some exercise. It enhances my overall feeling of wellbeing I would say’
(Kelly)

All participants reported an improvement in feelings of wellbeing when they had participated in exercise.
‘So, I’ll be in the gym and I’ll be like ‘Yeah! I’m doing really good!’ and so emotionally I’m feeling much better and at the same time I know that my physical wellbeing isn’t suffering…’
(Alice)
However, a predominant feeling was that there was a lack of motivation to exercise despite knowing the benefits, across all three participants.
‘Also during that time (of eating healthily and exercising) I’m happy, feeling good, really motivated but then obviously most of the time there’s nothing and I’m just like…I’m not…just miserable and my wellbeing is low and I’m just like…I’ll just sit here and binge watch Netflix’
(Jeff)
There was an overwhelming feeling that, although aware of the benefits to their physical and mental health and wellbeing, all participants felt that they weren’t doing enough exercise and their feelings of wellbeing were suffering as a result.

Social Networks
Social networks played a positive part in all the participants feelings of wellbeing.
‘…now, like being around people and interacting like socially I feel a lot better and I think that has really uplifted my mood’
(Alice)
The support received from family was described in a positive and helpful manner:
‘Um well I do have quite a small family and we’re all quite close. I think we all have quite a good relationship especially my mum and dad. We tend to talk a lot so if I do have a problem I tend to go and talk to my mum. We talk about it and I do sort of feel a lot better then having a bit of reassurance from somebody else or a different perspective so I do think sort of having a good support network contributes to wellbeing and feeling loved’ 
(Kelly)
The support provided by friends was described with an equally positive approach.
‘So, I know I can call up my friends from back home that I may not have seen for a few weeks or months and we’ll just have hour long phone calls and have a laugh and I think that psychologically that restores that knowledge that you’ve got a support network and that can be really comforting and that can affect your whole wellbeing’.
(Alice)
Conversely, it was noted that some people had a negative effect on feelings of wellbeing:
‘…people and the company you keep are very important cos you don’t want toxic people or anyone who is going to bring you down because I don’t want them to make me feel miserable and I just, my self-worth will feel lower as well probably’.
(Jeff)
It was clear from the findings of this research study that each individual interviewed could identify aspects which improved, maintained or had a detrimental effect on their wellbeing.

Discussion 
The main objective of this study was to identify subjective feelings around wellbeing, and what can affect, maintain or improve those feelings by extracting themes and sub themes within the qualitative data. The participants involved in this study reported several factors which impact upon their feelings of wellbeing including stress, exercise and support networks.
The findings of this study are consistent with those of Bewick et al (2010) who found that being in university was a generally anxiety provoking experience with the greatest levels of stress being felt in semester one. This is also mirrored in this study as all the students interviewed were second year university students, currently in semester one of their studies. The NUS report silently stressed a survey into student wellbeing (National Union of Students Scotland, 2010) also highlighted high levels of stress amongst university students caused by factors such as managing time and deadlines, having enough money to get by and exams and assessments. These were concerns which all participants in this study reported as issues which has a detrimental effect on wellbeing.

Exercise, and the motivation to exercise, was a strong theme in this study and the findings were consistent with that of Marques et al (2016) who found that physical activity had a positive effect on emotional wellbeing. In addition, this study also found similarities with Jonsson et al (2016) in that strenuous exercise is beneficial to feelings of wellbeing. Jonsson et al (2016) found that self-efficacy is key to beginning and maintaining regular physical activity. This was concordant with this current study as participants reported that, when feelings of wellbeing were low due to increased workload, poor time management and increased pressures, motivation to maintain an exercise routine was poor. This could be due to decreased feelings of self-efficacy.

Another factor emerging from the study was that all participants valued social networks and the support received from those networks. Bum & Jeon (2016) argued that social support had a positive effect on self-esteem which advocates feelings of happiness. Happiness was reported by all participants in this current study as having a positive impact on wellbeing, and happiness was particularly linked with social networks and support from friends and family. This current study also supports the findings of Siedlecki et al (2013) who found that support and perceived support positively affected life satisfaction. It can, therefore be argued that, ‘toxic’ people, or people who are not supportive can have a negative effect on feelings of wellbeing as reported by all participants in this study.
The findings in this study were consistent with those found in previous studies Regehr, Glancy & Pitts (2013) Fredrickson et al (2000) and Bum & Jeon (2016). However, as this study was conducted with a small sample group, the results cannot be generalised across a larger university populace, and a larger study group may result in more a conclusive analysis on feelings of wellbeing. Personal values, bias and ethical principles may also have prejudiced the thematic analysis. 
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Appendix A

List of interview questions

1. Can you describe what wellbeing means to you?

2. Do you feel that there are any factors which influence your wellbeing?
(prompt – diet, exercise, family, stress)


3. Is there anything that you would like to introduce into your routine which could influence your wellbeing?
(prompt – exercise, work/life balance, healthy eating)


4. How do you know if you aren’t maintaining your own levels of wellbeing?
(prompt – stop doing things you enjoy, stop exercise/eating healthily etc)


5. [bookmark: _GoBack]What advice would you give someone who was trying to improve their wellbeing?
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