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Background
The well-being of university students is an important research endeavour. Experienc-
ing high levels of subjective well-being is considered to be a central criterion of positive 
mental health (Diener 1984). In addition to this, well-being has been found to not only 
be an outcome of favourable life circumstances such as academic success and satisfying 
relationships, but also a predictor and part cause of these outcomes (Lyubomirsky et al. 
2005). Consequently, the well-being of students at university is important for influencing 
students’ later attitudinal and career outcomes, but also outcomes that benefit commu-
nities and society at large.

Abstract 

This study explored whether the university environment provides similar well-being 
enhancing elements to those that have been found in the workplace and school 
contexts. Whether psychological inflexibility accounts for well-being over and above 
personality and environmental influences was also explored. A representative sam-
ple of 163 undergraduate university students in an Australian university completed 
an online survey measuring the key constructs. Environmental influences assessed 
included financial resources, physical security, opportunity to use new skills, externally 
generated goals, variety, environmental clarity, interpersonal contact, and valued social 
position. Hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses were then conducted to test 
for predictors of three domains of subjective well-being: positive affect, negative affect, 
and life satisfaction. The results suggested that university context contributes signifi-
cantly to undergraduate students’ well-being by providing a valued social role, exter-
nally generated goals, and variety. Students’ perception of their physical security was 
also an important influence on their well-being. These results are consistent with the 
literature on well-being and employment. Neuroticism significantly predicted negative 
affect, while psychological inflexibility accounted for unique variance in life satisfaction 
and negative affect even when personality and environmental influences were taken 
into account. The implications of these findings for enhancing undergraduate univer-
sity students’ well-being are discussed.
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Subjective well-being (SWB) is described as a broad category of human experience 
made up of two distinct components: an affective component that consists of the relative 
frequency of positive and negative affect, and a cognitive component that is concerned 
with judgements of life and global satisfaction (Diener 1984; Diener et al. 1999). People 
with high levels of SWB report frequent positive affect, infrequent negative affect and 
high levels of satisfaction (Diener 1994; Diener et al. 1991).

The personality traits of extraversion and neuroticism are strongly and consistently 
linked with the positive and negative affective components of SWB respectively (DeN-
eve and Cooper 1998; Steel et al. 2008). Several explanations have been given to explain 
this link, but these can be classified into two general classes: instrumental and tempera-
mental (McCrae and Costa 1991). According to instrumental explanations, personality 
traits affect SWB indirectly, through choice of situations or the experience of life events. 
In contrast, temperament theories propose that there is a direct link between person-
ality and affect that does not arise from life events or life experiences. Many of these 
theories link extroversion and neuroticism to affect through reward and punishment 
psychobiological systems (e.g., Cantor and Sanderson 1999; Carver and Scheier 1990). In 
addition to personality, SWB has also been found to be influenced by life circumstances 
and external environmental influences such as marital status (Diener et al. 2000), culture 
(Oishi and Schimmack 2010; Triandis and Suh 2002) and income (Diener et  al. 2010; 
Kahneman and Deaton 2010).

University students are reported to have insufficient financial resources to meet their 
needs, feel as though they are heavily burdened by assignments, exams and presenta-
tions, and are at significantly higher risk of mental health problems (Ansari et al. 2011; 
Stallman 2010). At the same time, it is possible that certain aspects of the university 
environment have the potential to be protective and enhance student well-being. For 
instance, tertiary study provides students with rich opportunities for socialisation, to 
pursue personally meaningful goals, and to learn and apply knowledge and skills.

Although student adaptation at university has been studied in some detail, most of this 
work has concerned academic success, with surprising little research being focused on 
subjective well-being. Of the work that has been completed a range of intriguing find-
ings have been found. Lounsbury et al. (2009) reported that Values in Action character 
strengths (Peterson and Seligman 2004) were significantly and positively related to life 
satisfaction. Norvilitis and Reid (2012) examined academic, circumstantial, and personal 
predictors of four categories of college success including life satisfaction. They found 
that life satisfaction was predicted by parental encouragement of intellectual curiosity 
and fewer symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Gilbreath et  al. (2011) 
conducted a study investigating the relationship between student-university fit and well-
being in two universities in the USA. They theorised that university “fit” would be an 
important consideration in increasing student well-being and performance. Their results 
indicated that student well-being and satisfaction increased as the university environ-
ment increasingly met their needs and that the physical environment (e.g., an aestheti-
cally pleasing environment) was more important than the social (e.g., enjoyable social 
life) or academic environment (e.g., a scholarly/intellectual campus climate).

When considering predictors of university students’ well-being, it may also be useful 
to consider models that have been developed in related fields such as the workplace and 
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schools. Research has shown that employment has a significant influence on SWB in 
adults (Fryer 1986; Jahoda 1982). As well as providing financial benefits, Jahoda’s (1982) 
latent deprivation model suggests that employment satisfies a number of psychological 
needs that she claims are inherent to well-being. Jahoda attributes the decreases in SWB 
observed in unemployed adults to the absence of the enforced time structure provided 
by the workplace, which creates a sense of purposeless in the unemployed individual. 
Warr’s (1987) model of well-being builds on this understanding of the psychological 
benefits of employment by suggesting that certain characteristics of the workplace can 
either facilitate or constrain personally important processes and activities important for 
well-being and mental health. These broad environmental features (termed principal 
environmental influences, PEIs) may include: the extent to which a person can control 
activities and events; the clarity of expectations and feedback; the opportunities pro-
vided for the person to use and develop his or her skills; the degree to which goals are 
generated by the environment; the extent to which there is variety in tasks to be under-
taken; the quality and quantity of interpersonal contact the environment affords; and 
the extent to which the environment provides the individual with valued social status, 
money, and physical security. These PEIs have been found to have predictive utility in 
the context of employment and unemployment (Haworth 2004), as well as in other envi-
ronmental contexts such as in family life and retirement (Warr 1987). Warr suggests 
that, well-being is influenced by the environment in a non-linear manner analogous to 
the effect of vitamins on physical health. Like vitamins, some PEIs such as availability 
of money can improve mental health, but not beyond a certain level. Other PEIs such as 
externally generated goals produce benefits up to a certain level beyond which increases 
would be detrimental (Warr 1986, 2007). Warr’s model is consistent with other theories 
of well-being that suggest that there are universal human needs and that fulfillment of 
them is likely to enhance a person’s feelings of well-being (e.g., Ryan and Deci 2000; Ryff 
and Keyes 1995).

Horstmanshof et al. (2008) applied the Warr model of well-being to a sample of Aus-
tralian year 12 high school students. These authors found that when personality variables 
were controlled, school-related environmental factors contributed a significant amount 
of the variance in the well-being of school students. The school environment was found 
to provide similar opportunities and context to the work environment through struc-
turing students’ time, providing opportunities for social contact, and providing students 
with a valued social role. The most significant predictor of students’ affective well-being 
scores was found to be time structure, which supports Jahoda’s (1982) emphasis on the 
psychological benefits of structured time in giving purpose and meaning to an individu-
al’s daily life.

Jahoda (1982) suggested that the psychological benefits that are gained from employ-
ment may be present, to a lesser degree, in other societal institutions and contexts. 
Although this has been tested in high school students (Horstmanshof et al. 2008), it has 
yet to be investigated in the university context. One of the goals of the present study was 
to build upon the foundation of work on university student wellbeing by applying Warr’s 
(1987) PEI model to better understand how the well-being enhancing opportunities pro-
vided by the university environment compares to those in the school and workplace.
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The concept of psychological flexibility may also be useful when considering students’ 
well-being since it is purported to account for how individuals can navigate complex sit-
uational demands and engage in valued pursuits (such as university study) despite objec-
tive hardship or psychological distress (Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010). Psychological 
flexibility refers to the ability to persist or change behaviour while being aware of and 
in contact with thoughts and feelings, understanding the demands of the situation, and 
behaving in a way that is consistent with one’s values (Hayes et  al. 1999). Individuals 
displaying psychological flexibility are willing to experience unwanted thoughts and feel-
ings while pursuing important personal goals and values and tend to display healthier 
personal and social functioning (Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010). Psychological inflex-
ibility is the term used to describe the opposite of these processes. It refers to attempts 
to avoid or alter the form, frequency, or intensity of difficult private events which arise 
when pursuing goals or values. Psychological inflexibility is associated with a number of 
quality of life outcomes including poor job performance, and increased psychopathol-
ogy, stress, pain, and negative affectivity (Kashdan and Rottenberg 2010).

In summary, the aim of this study was to expand on the current knowledge of the 
influences on university students’ well-being. The study replicates and extends the work 
of Horstmanshof et al. (2008) by using more commonly used measures of SWB in a uni-
versity rather than a school student population. This study also investigates the contribu-
tion of psychological inflexibility in order to gain a greater understanding of a personal 
factor that has the potential to be subject to intervention in order to increase SWB in 
students. We hypothesised that after controlling for demographic variables, extraversion 
and neuroticism, and environmental influences (financial resources, physical security, 
opportunity to use new skills, externally generated goals, variety, environmental clarity, 
interpersonal contact, and valued social position) would account for a significant pro-
portion of the variance in satisfaction with life (SWL), positive affect (PA) and negative 
affect (NA). It was also hypothesised that psychological inflexibility would account for 
a significant amount of the variance in SWL, PA, and NA, beyond that accounted for 
by demographic variables, extraversion, neuroticism, and environmental influences. We 
also tested for differences between male and female students since gender differences 
have previously been found in neuroticism, environmental comfort, perception of threat, 
and symptoms of anxiety and depression amongst high-school students (Horstmanshof 
et al. 2008).

Methods
Participants

A total of 232 individuals accessed the online survey, and of the 183 who completed the 
survey, 20 did not fit the undergraduate student status eligibility criteria. According to a 
priori power analysis, 123 participants were required in order to have adequate power 
(0.80) to detect a medium effect (ƒ2 = 0.15) at an alpha level of 0.05. The final sample 
size of 163 participants, therefore, adequately powered the analyses. The sample con-
sisted of 63 male (38.7%) and 100 female (61.3%) undergraduate university students, 
aged between 18 and 47 years (M =  21.26, SD =  4.41). All areas of study available at 
Curtin University were represented with the majority of the participants studying health 
sciences (36.8%), followed by engineering and mining (20.2%), business, management 
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and law (14.7%), and the arts and creative industries (11.7%). The remainder of the par-
ticipants were studying: information technology and computing; education; architecture 
and construction; physical sciences and mathematics; culture, language and indigenous; 
and agriculture, environment and sustainability (16.6%). All years of undergraduate 
study were also represented with 27.0% of the sample in their first year, 32.5% in their 
second year, 26.4% in their third year, and 14.1% in their fourth year.

Measures

Well‑being

The cognitive and affective components of SWB were measured using two independ-
ent scales. The cognitive component was measured using the Satisfaction with Life Scale 
(SWLS; Diener et al. 1985). This measure consists of five items (sample item: “I am satis-
fied with my life”) on which participants rate their agreement on a 7-point Likert scale 
with endpoints strongly disagree and strongly agree. Higher scores represent higher levels 
of SWL. The scale is considered to provide an excellent measure of the cognitive com-
ponent of well-being (Pavot and Diener 2008). In previous research alpha coefficients for 
the SWLS have ranged from 0.79 to 0.89 (Pavot and Diener 1993). The alpha coefficient 
for the present study was 0.88.

The affective component of SWB was measured using the Positive and Negative Affect 
Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988). This scale required participants to indicate the 
extent to which they have felt each of 10 negative (e.g., “distressed”) and 10 positive (e.g., 
“interested”) affects within the past year on a 5-point Likert scale with endpoints very 
slightly or not at all and extremely. According to Watson et al. (1988) the PANAS scales 
provide reliable, precise and largely independent measures of PA and NA, regardless of 
the population studied or the time frame used. They reported alpha coefficients ranging 
from 0.90 to 0.86 for PA and 0.87 to 0.84 for NA. The alpha coefficients for the present 
study were 0.88 for PA and 0.87 for NA.

Personality

The 12-item neuroticism and extraversion subscales of the short-scale Eysenck Personal-
ity Questionnaire—Revised (EPQ-R; Eysenck et al. 1985) were used to measure person-
ality variables. Higher scores represent higher levels of extraversion (sample item: “Are 
you a talkative person?”) and neuroticism (sample item: “Does your mood often go up 
and down?”). The EPQ-R is a well-validated measure with the neuroticism and extra-
version subscales, in particular, being recognised as valid measures of their constructs 
(Eysenck and Eysenck 1991). Francis et  al. (1992) reported alpha coefficients ranged 
from 0.87 to 0.78 for the extraversion subscale and 0.82 to 0.79 for the neuroticism sub-
scale. The alpha coefficients for the present study were 0.86 for extraversion and 0.80 for 
neuroticism.

Environmental Influences

The environmental influences proposed by Warr (1987) were measured using a modi-
fied version of the Principle Environmental Influences Questionnaire (PEIQ; Haworth 
1997). This scale includes two context-free subscales, and seven subscales that Haworth 
considers context specific. The context-free subscales consist of a three-item financial 
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resources subscale (sample item: “Do you find that a shortage of money stops you engag-
ing in activities” with a 5-point scale with endpoints very often and never); a 3-item 
physical security scale (sample item: “Do you ever feel threatened in some way?” with a 
7-point scale with endpoints never and all the time). The context-specific subscales con-
sist of a 4-item opportunity for control scale (sample item: “Much of the day I can choose 
the way in which I carry out my tasks”), a 4-item opportunity for skill use (sample item: 
“I feel as though I am learning a great deal”), a 7-item externally generated goals scale 
(sample item: “My university degree provides me with many targets/goals which I have 
to try and achieve”), a 4-item variety scale (sample item: “I carry out a wide range of 
activities in an average day”), a 4-item environmental clarity scale (sample item: “Some-
times I don’t really know what people expect of me” [reverse scored]), a 4-item opportu-
nity for interpersonal contact scale (sample item: “I see a lot of my university friends”), 
and a 6-item valued social position scale (sample item: “Society in general respects peo-
ple like me”). All of the responses on these seven subscales were measured on a 7-point 
scale with endpoints of completely agree and completely disagree. The wording of some 
of the items in this measure were modified to reflect the university rather than the work-
place environment. Higher scores indicated, respectively, more financial resources, 
greater physical security, more opportunity for control, more externally generated goals, 
more variety, greater environmental clarity, more opportunity for social contact, and 
greater valued social position. In the present study the internal reliability coefficients for 
the subscales were 0.80 (financial resources), 0.55 (physical security; one item [1] was 
removed to improve the internal reliability), 0.61 (externally generated goals; three items 
[8, 19, 30] were removed), 0.73 (variety), 0.70 (environmental clarity; two items [3, 31] 
were removed), 0.70 (opportunity for interpersonal contact), and 0.72 (valued social 
position; one item [33] was removed). Due to unacceptable and poor internal reliabil-
ity of the opportunity for control and opportunity for skill use scales, items from these 
scales were combined (removing 2, 7, 16, 18, and 29), to create a new scale relating to the 
opportunity to use new skills. This scale had an internal reliability of 0.61. Overall, the 
internal reliabilities of these PEIQ scales are similar to a previous study where internal 
reliabilities ranged from 0.55 to 0.71 (Horstmanshof et al. 2008).

Psychological Inflexibility

Psychological inflexibility was measured using the seven-item Acceptance and Action 
Questionnaire (AAQ-II, Bond et al. 2011). This scale is scored on a 7-point scale with 
endpoints never true and always true (sample item: “My painful experiences and memo-
ries make it difficult for me to live a life that I would value”) with higher scores indicating 
greater levels of psychological inflexibility. AAQ-II scores predict a range of outcomes 
that are consistent with the underling theory including mental health and work absen-
teeism (Bond et  al. 2011). Bond et  al. (2011) reported alpha coefficients ranging from 
0.78 to 0.88. The alpha coefficient for the present study was 0.91.

Procedure

This study employed a survey design with a non-probability sample. Ethics approval for 
this study was granted by the Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee. An 
invitation to participate in the study was distributed to Curtin University students using 
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a Curtin University undergraduate social media page with data being collected via an 
online 111-item survey.

Results
Means and standard deviations for all variables are presented in Table 1. We tested for 
differences between male and female students by conducting a series of independent 
sample t tests. To avoid Type 1 errors, a Bonferroni correction of α < 0.0042 (0.05/12) 
was applied. At this level, there were no gender differences between students. Bivariate 
correlations are reported in Table 2. Three hierarchical multiple linear regression analy-
ses were then conducted to test for predictors of the three domains of well-being. The 
dependent variables in these analyses were SWL, PA and NA. Since the demographic 
variables of age and gender and the environmental influence of financial resources were 
not found to be significantly associated with the dependent variables they were excluded 
from the analyses. The personality variables (extraversion and neuroticism) were entered 
at Step 1 to control for their effect. When significantly associated with the dependent 
variable, the environmental influences (physical security, opportunity to use new skills, 
externally generated goals, variety, environmental clarity, interpersonal contact, and 
valued social position) were entered at Step 2. Finally, psychological inflexibility was 
entered at Step 3 to determine whether this variable would make a contribution above 
and beyond the previously entered predictors.

Satisfaction with Life

At Step 1 extraversion and neuroticism significantly predicted SWL, F(2, 160) = 28.72, 
p < 0.001, accounting for 26.4% of the variance. Both neuroticism (β = − 0.42, sr2 = 0.16) 
and extraversion (β = 0.18, sr2 = 0.03) made significant individual contributions, with 
students reporting lower levels of neuroticism and higher levels of extraversion also 

Table 1  Summary data for all study variables

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. When a Bonferroni correction of p < 0.0042 (0.05/12) was applied, there were no gender differences 
between students.

Total (N = 163) Female (n = 100) Male (n = 63) t

M SD M SD M SD

Satisfaction with life 23.04 6.82 22.79 6.83 23.46 6.84 0.61

Positive affect 34.65 7.06 34.57 7.24 34.79 6.81 0.20

Negative affect 26.29 8.05 26.85 7.76 25.41 8.49 −1.11

Neuroticism 6.69 3.21 7.35 3.02 5.65 3.26 −3.39**

Extraversion 7.59 3.52 7.79 3.62 7.26 3.36 −0.92

Financial resources 8.48 3.29 8.08 3.43 9.13 2.98 1.99*

Physical security 9.41 2.30 9.23 2.14 9.69 2.52 −1.27

Opp. to use new skills 15.03 3.50 15.52 3.29 14.25 3.69 2.28*

Ext. generated goals 20.90 3.81 21.05 3.97 20.65 3.56 0.65

Variety 17.53 4.80 17.43 5.00 17.68 4.47 −0.33

Environmental clarity 7.36 3.30 7.45 3.41 7.21 3.13 0.46

Interpersonal contact 18.38 5.05 18.31 5.32 18.49 4.62 −0.22

Valued social position 22.40 5.68 22.60 5.59 22.09 5.85 0.56

Psychological inflexibility 25.80 10.58 26.02 10.66 25.46 10.54 −0.32
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reporting more SWL. At Step 2, the environmental influences accounted for a further, 
significant 17.6% of the variance, ΔF(7, 153) =  6.87, p  <  0.001. At this step a total of 
40.7% of the variance was accounted for in SWL, with the most important predictors 
being valued social position (β = 0.33, sr2 = 0.05), neuroticism (β = − 0.24, sr2 = 0.04), 
physical security (β = 0.21, sr2 = 0.02), variety (β = 0.17, sr2 = 0.02), and environmen-
tal clarity (β = −  0.15, sr2 =  0.01). At Step 3, psychological inflexibility was found to 
account for a further significant 2.0% of variance, ΔF(1, 152) = 5.68, p = 0.018. At this 
step a total of 46.3% of the variance was accounted for in SWL, with the most important 
predictors being valued social position (β = 0.28, sr2 = 0.04), psychological inflexibility 
(β = − 0.24, sr2 = 0.02), physical security (β = 0.16, sr2 = 0.02), environmental clarity 
(β = − 0.20, sr2 = 0.02), and variety (β = 0.16, sr2 = 0.02). Students who reported greater 
valued social position, less psychological inflexibility, more physical security, less envi-
ronmental clarity, and more variety reported higher SWL. A summary of these results 
may be found in Table 3. If psychological inflexibility was added to the model at Step 2 
instead of environmental influences, it accounted for a further significant 7.2% of vari-
ance, ΔF(1, 159) = 17.24, p < 0.001 (33.6% of the variance in total) and was the only sig-
nificant predictor of SWL.

Positive Affect

At Step 1 extraversion and neuroticism significantly predicted PA, F(2, 160) =  18.69, 
p < 0.001, accounting for 18.9% of the variance. Both extraversion (β = 0.36, sr2 = 0.11) 
and neuroticism (β = − 0.16, sr2 = 0.02) made significant individual contributions, with 
students reporting higher levels of extroversion and lower levels of neuroticism report-
ing more PA. At Step 2, the environmental influences accounted for a further, significant 
22.9% of the variance, ΔF(6, 154) =  10.09, p  <  0.001. At this step a total of 41.8% of 
the variance was accounted for in PA, with the most important predictors being valued 
social position (β = 0.26, sr2 = 0.04), variety (β = 0.21, sr2 = 0.03) and externally gener-
ated goals (β = 0.16, sr2 = 0.02). At Step 3, psychological inflexibility was not found to 
account for any significant amount of the variance, ΔF(1, 153) =  0.98, p =  0.324. At 

Table 3  Hierarchical multiple linear regression predicting satisfaction with  life as a func-
tion of personality, environment and psychological inflexibility (N = 163)

R2 = 0.26 for Step 1 (p < 0.001); ΔR2 = 0.18 for Step 2 (p < 0.001); ΔR2 = 0.02 for Step 3 (p = 0.018).

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β

Neuroticism −0.90 0.15 −0.42*** −0.50 0.16 −0.24** −0.27 0.19 −0.13

Extraversion 0.36 0.14 0.18* −0.00 0.14 −0.00 0.00 0.14 0.00

Physical security 0.54 0.21 0.18* 0.47 0.21 0.16*

Opp. to use new skills 0.02 0.14 0.01 −0.00 0.14 −0.00

Ext. generated goals 0.20 0.14 0.11 0.18 0.14 0.10

Variety 0.25 0.11 0.17* 0.23 0.11 0.16*

Environmental clarity −0.32 0.16 −0.15* −0.42 0.16 −0.20*

Interpersonal contact 0.04 0.10 0.03 0.04 0.10 0.03

Valued social position 0.40 0.10 0.33*** 0.34 0.11 0.28**

Psychological inflexibility −0.16 0.06 −0.24*
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this step a total of 42.2% of the variance was accounted for in PA, with the most impor-
tant predictor remaining valued social position (β = 0.24, sr2 = 0.03), variety (β = 0.20, 
sr2 = 0.02) and externally generated goals (β = 0.16, sr2 = 0.02). Students who reported 
greater social position, more variety and more externally generated goals reported more 
PA. A summary of these results may be found in Table 4. If psychological inflexibility 
was added to the model at Step 2 instead of environmental influences, it accounted for a 
further significant 6.5% of variance (25.5% of the variance in total), ΔF(1, 159) = 13.93, 
p < 0.001 and was a significant predictor of PA (β = − 0.37, sr2 = 0.06) along with extra-
version (β = 0.31, sr2 = 0.08).

Negative Affect

At Step 1 extraversion and neuroticism significantly predicted NA, F(2, 160) =  49.12, 
p < 0.001, accounting for 38.0% of the variance. Neuroticism (β = 0.62, sr2 = 0.34) made 
a significant individual contribution, with students reporting lower levels of neuroti-
cism reporting less NA. At Step 2, the environmental influences accounted for a fur-
ther, significant 5.3% of the variance, ΔF(4, 156) = 3.65, p = 0.007. At this step a total 
of 43.3% of the variance was accounted for in NA, with the most important predictors 
being neuroticism (β = 0.52, sr2 = 0.17) and physical security (β = − 0.23, sr2 = 0.04). 
Students reporting lower levels of neuroticism and greater physical security reporting 
less NA. At Step 3, psychological inflexibility was found to account for a further signifi-
cant 2.0% of the variance, ΔF(1, 155) = 5.74, p = 0.018. At this step a total of 45.4% of 
the variance was accounted for in NA, with the most important predictors again being 
neuroticism (β = 0.41, sr2 = 0.08), psychological inflexibility (β = 0.24, sr2 = 0.02), and 
physical security (β = − 0.21, sr2 = 0.03). Students reporting lower levels of neuroticism, 
greater physical security, and lower psychological inflexibility reported less NA. A sum-
mary of these results may be found in Table 5. If psychological inflexibility was added to 
the model at Step 2 instead of environmental influences, it accounted for a further sig-
nificant 2.6% of variance (40.6% of the variance in total), ΔF(1, 159) = 6.91, p < 0.01 and 
was a significant predictor of NA (β = 0.23, sr2 = 0.02) along with extraversion (β = 0.46, 
sr2 = 0.10).

Table 4  Hierarchical multiple linear regression predicting positive affect as  a function 
of personality, environment and psychological inflexibility (N = 163)

R2 = 0.19 for Step 1 (p < 0.001); ΔR2 = 0.23 for Step 2 (p < 0.001); ΔR2 = 0.00 for Step 3 (p = 0.324).

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β

Neuroticism −0.36 0.16 −0.16* 0.02 0.16 0.01 0.13 0.20 0.06

Extraversion 0.71 0.15 0.36*** 0.22 0.15 0.11 0.22 0.15 0.11

Opp. to use new skills 0.22 0.15 0.11 0.21 0.15 0.10

Ext. generated goals 0.29 0.14 0.16* 0.29 0.14 0.16*

Variety 0.31 0.12 0.21** 0.30 0.12 0.20*

Environmental clarity 0.06 0.16 0.03 0.02 0.17 0.01

Interpersonal contact 0.07 0.11 0.05 0.07 0.11 0.05

Valued social position 0.33 0.11 0.26** 0.30 0.11 0.24**

Psychological inflexibility −0.07 0.07 −0.10
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Discussion
Previous research has emphasised the contribution of employment to well-being not just 
in terms of the monetary rewards, but also in terms of the role it plays in providing for 
other psychological needs such as social contact and time structure (Fryer 1986; Warr 
1987). The primary aim of the present study was to investigate the influence of the uni-
versity environment over and above personality on undergraduate university students’ 
well-being. We hypothesised that the university setting would provide environmental 
elements similar to those found in employment settings and that these elements would 
contribute to university students’ well-being. We also hypothesised that psychological 
inflexibility would account for a significant amount of the variance in well-being beyond 
that accounted for by other factors and that this, being a personal factor, would have 
important implications for interventions to increase well-being.

We found that personality variables were associated with well-being with a valence and 
strength consistent with previous research (Steel et al. 2008). Extraversion was positively 
associated with SWL and PA, although no longer predicted these variables when envi-
ronmental elements were introduced into the regression models. These findings are con-
sistent with instrumental hypotheses suggesting an indirect link between extraversion 
and PA and extraversion and SWL. Diener and colleagues (e.g., Ng and Diener 2014; Tay 
and Diener 2011) found that positive feelings were most associated with the fulfilment of 
social and respect needs and it is possible that the students’ environment permitted the 
fulfilment of these psychological needs that are particularly associated with extraversion. 
An implication of this finding is that it might be possible to increase student’s SWL and 
PA by increasing these PEIs.

Neuroticism was negatively associated with SWL and PA and negatively associated 
with NA. When environmental variables were taken into account, neuroticism no longer 
predicted PA, but continued to contribute unique variance to SWL and NA. However, 
when psychological inflexibility was added to the model neuroticism failed to contribute 
variance to SWL, but continued to contribute unique variance to NA. These findings 
suggest that the relationship between neuroticism and PA is mediated by environmental 
factors, that the relationship between neuroticism and SWL is mediated by psychologi-
cal inflexibility, and that there is a direct link between neuroticism and NA. The “large” 
relationship between neuroticism and NA has been reported previously and it has been 

Table 5  Hierarchical multiple linear regression predicting negative affect as  a function 
of personality, environment and psychological inflexibility (N = 163)

R2 = 0.38 for Step 1 (p < 0.001); ΔR2 = 0.05 for Step 2 (p = 0.007); ΔR2 = 0.02 for Step 3 (p = 0.018).

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Variables Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β

Neuroticism 1.55 0.16 0.62*** 1.29 0.19 0.52*** 1.02 0.22 0.41***

Extraversion 0.01 0.15 0.00 0.08 0.16 0.04 0.09 0.15 0.04

Physical security −0.82 0.24 −0.23** −0.75 0.24 −0.21**

Environmental clarity 0.14 0.18 0.06 0.26 0.19 0.11

Interpersonal contact −0.03 0.12 −0.02 −0.2 0.11 −0.01

Valued social position −0.09 0.12 −0.06 −0.01 0.12 0.01

Psychological inflexibility 0.18 0.08 0.24*
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suggested that these two constructs are conceptually very similar and may share com-
mon physical underpinnings (e.g., serotonin; Steel et  al. 2008; Zuckerman 2005). The 
finding that psychological inflexibility may mediate the relationship between neuroti-
cism and SWL is intriguing. When experiencing negative thoughts and feelings, people 
scoring high in neuroticism have a tendency to ruminate or brood rather than engaging 
in adaptive behaviours such as problem solving or taking action toward personally val-
ued goals (e.g., Hertel 1998; O’Brien and DeLongis 1996). It is plausible that this failure 
to take action may adversely impact on SWL.

Implications of these findings are that university based strategies aimed at the 
enhancement of student well-being may usefully include interventions that provide 
instruction in skills that will better equip students to manage the anxiety, moodiness and 
worry that characterises neuroticism, as well as stress which may precipitate negative 
mood states and mental health disorders. Students might also benefit from interven-
tions that equip them with skills to detach from negative thoughts and feelings and to 
increase their tolerance for them while engaging in actions aligned with their interests 
and values. Interventions could include both brief, “light touch,” interventions as well as 
more intensive cognitive-behavioural interventions where they are needed. Behavioural 
activation may be particularly suitable since it is a parsimonious approach that has been 
demonstrated to be effective in a university setting for both depression and anxiety and 
to increase levels of well-being in both individuals with and without a mental health 
condition (Gawrysiak et al. 2009; Mazzucchelli et al. 2009a, 2009b, 2010). Behavioural 
activation involves the use of a variety of strategies such as self-monitoring and schedul-
ing activities to increase participants’ engagement in adaptive activities that are typically 
associated with pleasure or mastery (Dimidjian et al. 2011).

As hypothesised, when personality variables were controlled, environmental elements 
proposed by Warr (1987) were found to account for a significant amount of the vari-
ance in SWL, PA, and NA. Students’ SWL was positively related to with valued social 
position, physical security, and variety, but negatively related with environmental clar-
ity. In terms of affective well-being, whereas students’ PA was associated with valued 
social position, variety, and externally generated goals, students’ NA was associated with 
physical security. Together, the findings suggest that university provides benefits to stu-
dents in terms of providing a valued social role, externally generated goals, and variety. 
These findings are consistent with findings from studies involving adults in employment 
settings (e.g., Fryer 1986; Warr 1987) and more recently with secondary school students 
(Horstmanshof et  al. 2008) and indicate the importance of these environmental influ-
ences in terms of determining well-being.

Providing a valued social position was found to be a predictor of both SWL and PA. 
The items of this subscale relate particularly to respondent’s recognition that his or her 
efforts are making a contribution to others and the community at large. This finding 
appears to run contrary to the view that pleasure is merely about satisfying one’s own 
needs, but is consistent with Jahoda’s (1982) view that contributing to broader social 
structures can give personal esteem and social status. This finding, replicates Horstman-
shof et al.’s (2008) findings and suggests that tertiary study has the potential to support 
students’ well-being through providing a role that is held in esteem, providing opportu-
nities to contribute to society in the present, and facilitating students’ aspirations with 
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respect to their future contributions to society. This finding is also consistent with pre-
vious research that has found that the experience of respect is a key predictor of posi-
tive feelings and may reflect a psychological need (Ng and Diener 2014; Tay and Diener 
2011). The finding may also suggest that providing more opportunities for students 
to have a presence in the community through experiential education and contribute 
through community practicums could feasibly enhance well-being.

Externally generated goals was an important predictor for PA. This finding is consist-
ent with Jahoda’s (1982) model of well-being that emphasises the benefits of enforced 
time structure in terms of providing a sense of purpose and meaning. It is possible that 
time structure contributes toward fulfilling the psychological need for purpose in life, 
thus enhancing students’ SWL and PA. Research has demonstrated that having valued 
goals is associated with well-being and that PA, in particular, is associated with mak-
ing progress on those goals (Carver and Scheier 1990; Emmons 1986; King et al. 1998). 
This finding also indicates the relevance of psychological interventions that emphasise 
instruction in effective goal setting, time management, and scheduling of activities, again 
reinforcing the relevance of behavioural activation interventions for this population.

Variety emerged as an important predictor for SWL and PA. This finding is consistent 
with the idea that a role which provides diverse requirements and which introduces nov-
elty and breaks up uniformity of activity is likely to have a positive impact on wellbeing 
(Warr 1987). People tend to seek variety in their behaviour (McAlister 1982; Ratner et al. 
1999), perhaps because a certain amount of change is innately pleasurable and stimulat-
ing (Berlyne 1970; Rolls et al. 1981).

Environmental clarity was as an important predictor of SWL. Clarity refers to a range 
of perceived environmental features which make it possible for a student to understand 
what is expected or required, feedback on how he or she is performing, and what the 
consequences or outcomes will be both in the short-term and in the longer term in 
terms of a likely life course. Role ambiguity and conflict has been particularly studied 
in relation to the workplace and found to be associated with negative affect and depres-
sion (e.g., Schmidt et al. 2014), it was therefore interesting that in the present research 
environmental clarity was a better predictor of SWL than NA and that greater levels of 
clarity were associated with decrements in SWL. This appears to be the case where it 
is possible to get too much of a good thing. Warr (2007) noted that at very high levels 
of environmental clarity, events may become entirely predictable and a fixed set of role 
requirement may not permit any new experiences or the opportunity for further skill 
development. The implication for universities would appear to be to not attempt to con-
trol events too tightly and to ensure that there is scope for students to take some risks in 
the interest of skill development.

Physical security was a significant predictor of both SWL and NA. Because the 
questions asking about safety and threat were not specific to the university setting, it 
is not possible to draw conclusions about the university environment. Nevertheless, it 
is important that universities ensure students feel safe and secure. Indeed, Gilbreath 
et  al. (2011) found that students emphasised the physical aspects of the environment 
(including safety) more than social and academic aspects when they described their 
ideal university (Gilbreath et  al. 2011). While the relationship between perceptions of 
safety and well-being for students at school is well recognised and this has resulted in 



Page 14 of 18Mazzucchelli and Purcell ﻿Psych Well-Being  (2015) 5:6 

whole-of-school interventions to address bullying and victimisation, this relationship 
receives less attention at tertiary education settings and is deserving of further investiga-
tion (Karim 2010).

Financial resources and interpersonal contact were found to have little predictive value 
for student well-being. At first glance it seems surprising that financial resources does 
not predict well-being among a population who report restrictions on their activities 
because of a shortage of finances. However, previous research has established that finan-
cial resources do not appear to have a strong relationship with well-being once basic 
needs are met (Diener and Biswas-Diener 2002). It might be assumed that, although a 
lack of financial resources limits participation in desired activities, the present sample 
had sufficient financial resources to meet their essential needs. Similarly, although peer 
friendships have been identified in the literature as playing a vital role in adolescent and 
employee well-being (Haworth 1997; Steinberg 2002), social contact played a minor role 
in predicting SWL and PA, and buffering against NA, in the present study. Perhaps the 
present sample already had sufficient opportunities for social interaction outside of the 
university context.

Psychological inflexibility was found to account for unique variance in SWL and NA 
even when personality and environmental influences were controlled. Psychological 
inflexibility was also negatively associated with PA, although no longer predicted this 
variable when environmental elements were introduced into the regression model (sug-
gesting an indirect link between psychological inflexibility and PA). These findings are 
consistent with previous research that has found that psychological inflexibility accounts 
for variance in mental health over and above that accounted for by personality variables 
(Bond 2005 cited in Bond et  al. 2006). Given the relationships between psychological 
inflexibility and SWL, NA and PA, undergraduate university students may benefit from 
interventions that may decrease psychological inflexibility.

The present study found no differences between male and female participants on any 
other measure when a Bonferroni correction was applied. This outcome differs to that of 
Horstmanshof et al. (2008) who found that female high-school students reported signifi-
cantly higher levels of anxiety, depression, neuroticism, environmental discomfort, and 
perceived physical threat. The only measures in the present study which approached sig-
nificance were that of neuroticism, opportunity to use new skills, and financial resources. 
Gender differences in neuroticism are commonly found, with women tending to report 
themselves as being moderately higher in this factor than men (e.g., Costa et al. 2001; 
Schmitt et  al. 2008). However, it is not obvious why women should find more oppor-
tunities to use new skills and men would have more financial resources. Nevertheless, 
together, these results suggest that male and female students experience the university 
environment similarly and that any university based intervention would not need to take 
into account systematic differences in factors associated with gender.

Suggestions for Future Research

The present study represents an initial step in an important line of inquiry into the fac-
tors that influence SWB in an undergraduate university student population. A limitation 
of the study is that although the sample was representative of the university undergradu-
ate student population, the sample was nevertheless small. As such, it would be desirable 
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to replicate these results with a larger student sample to be more confident about the 
generalisability of the findings. At the same time, the fact that these findings are consist-
ent with those of both adult workers and high-school students lends some confidence as 
to their validity.

The environmental influences were measured by the PEIQ, a self-report scale com-
pleted by the participants whose well-being we were studying. Although the internal 
consistency of 5 of the 8 subscales of the PEIQ fell within the good to acceptable range, 
the internal consistency of 3 of the 8 subscales (physical security, externally generated 
goals, opportunity to use new skills) were questionable to poor, casting doubt that the 
items on these latter subscales were measuring the same latent variable. An avenue for 
future research would be to engage in further scale development to obtain more reliable 
measures of these environmental features. It may also be noted that because the environ-
mental features were measured by the same people who were providing reports of their 
well-being, correlations between these variables are likely to have been inflated due to 
“common-method variance” (Podsakoff et al. 2003). Future research might seek to avoid 
this problem by obtaining descriptions of the university environment from other people 
or even objective measures of particular elements. Seeking objective indices would serve 
the additional benefit of permitting the investigation of the convergent validity of the 
environmental measures.

While this study examined the correlates of student well-being in the context of uni-
versity, Ryff and Heidrich (1997) have found that for young adults, family and life out-
side of study are important predictors of well-being. Thus, it is important that future 
work examining the predictors of well-being of young adults not only consider the work 
or study environment, but also the broader environmental context in order to better 
understand what contributes to this population’s well-being. Also, since environmental 
reward has been found to be a major predictor of depression (Carvalho et al. 2011), it 
would be of interest to investigate whether this may be a more proximal predictor of 
well-being than environmental elements per se. Finally, there is increasing recognition 
of the importance of not just focusing on a hedonic perspective of well-being, but also 
an eudemonic perspective that focuses on living well (Ryan and Deci 2001). The pre-
sent study used measures of the former, but future research might usefully also incorpo-
rate eudemonic measures to give a more rounded perspective of well-being. This would 
also provide an opportunity to explore whether environmental factors directly influence 
undergraduate well-being, or whether their influences are due to their indirect impact 
via eudemonic well-being.

Conclusion
This study tested theories of well-being and employment on university students in order 
to determine the extent to which the university environment reflected the well-being 
enhancing elements of the workplace. To our knowledge, it is the first time that these 
theories and their PEI measures have been tested on university students. Overall, the 
measures were able to account significantly for the variance in the well-being variables of 
SWL, PA, and NA.

Consistent with Warr’s (1987) model of well-being, the results of this study indi-
cate that the university context provides some of the basic ingredients necessary for 
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well-being; namely, a valued social role, an enforced time structure, and a variety of 
experiences. The perception of one’s safety was also found to be a significant predictor 
of well-being and this may also be relevant when considering environmental change to 
enhance the well-being of students. Neuroticism significantly predicted negative affect, 
while psychological inflexibility accounted for unique variance in life satisfaction and 
negative affect even when personality and environmental influences were taken into 
account. This suggests that interventions to promote well-being should focus both on 
factors within the university that can promote an environment that will be beneficial for 
all students, as well as characteristics within individuals.
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