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Abstract 

 The purpose of this study was to examine whether not wellness coaching, as implemented 

at St. Cloud State University, has a measurable impact on participant belonging, as 

operationalized by the SCSU Belonging Initiative's periodic Sense of Belonging Index (SBI) 

surveys, which are administered at the beginning of each semester (Davis et al., 2019). 

Contemporary research indicates that a sense of belonging, or a lack thereof, is a key component 

in whether or not students continue to enroll on higher education, and is a stronger prediction of 

retention than GPA (Davis et al., 2019; O'Keeffe, 2013). Moreover, interventions designed to 

increase belonging may have an impact on reducing achievement gaps between majority and 

minority groups (Silver Wolf et al., 2017; Walten & Cohen, 2007). Wellness coaching is an 

intervention that can impact known factors of belonging (ACHA, 2020; Cemalcilar, 2010; Chiu, 

2016; Clark et al., 2016; Duran et al., 2020; Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013; Masika, 2016; 

Pearson, 2012; Samura, 2016; Sforzo et al., 2017; Slaten et al., 2016; Swarbrick et al., 2011; 

Tachinea et al., 2017; Vaccaro, 2015). This study was designed to explore the relationship 

between belonging and wellness coaching by examining SBI survey scores before and after 

wellness coaching and determine if the process of using SBI scores was feasible as a method of 

evaluation. This study concluded that, while not enough data exists to determine the efficacy of 

wellness coaching in increasing SBI scores, this method of program evaluation is feasible and 

can be used again in the future as more data becomes available. 

Keywords: Belonging, wellness coaching, student retention, student attrition, higher 

education, higher ed 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

 A thing of particular importance to institutions of higher learning is student retention. In a 

historical analysis of retention in such institutions, Tinto (2016) wrote that, while student 

retention is one of the most-studied phenomenon in contemporary research, and a cottage 

industry of sorts has sprung up to meet the demand for enhanced student retention (and thus 

graduation rates) in an era of perennial austerity, on the whole, frustratingly little progress has 

been made, and not much has changed in the past few decades. To that end, Tinto (2016) 

described how the frame of reference in the 1970s shifted from the lens of the psychology of 

individual deficits to the lens of the overall environment. 

 It is within this context that much contemporary research has operated. One particular 

facet of this research is the concept of belonging, that is, the degree to which students feel they 

are connected to, or are member of, their school (Pittman & Richmond, 2008). Students' overall 

sense of belonging is associated with improved adjustment to the university environment, greater 

retention, improved GPA, and reductions in achievement gaps between students from majority 

populations and students from minority populations (Davis et al., 2019; O'Keeffe, 2013; Pittman 

& Richmond, 2008; Silver Wolf et al., 2017; Walten & Cohen, 2007). 

 Wellness coaching is a contemporary intervention strategy employed by college 

campuses for a variety of purposes, such as providing relief to conventional mental health 

services, which are often overwhelmed by demand; assisting students in meeting health and 

wellness goals; and increasing their overall sense of belonging (Larcus et al., 2016; St. Cloud 

State University, 2020). Wellness coaching is a brief, client-centered intervention that considers 

the client the expert in their own lives. Coaches employ strategies, such as motivational 

interviewing, to form collaborative, goal-oriented partnerships with students, using open-ended 
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questions and reflections to assist students in examining their own ambivalence, motivations, and 

desires for sustained behaviour change (ACHA, 2020; Clark et al., 2016; Sforzo et al., 2017; 

Swarbrick et al., 2011). Wellness coaching is centered on client empowerment, and may 

accomplish this through any combination of multiple theoretical lenses, including motivational 

interviewing, the transtheoretical model of change, self-determination theory, positive 

psychology, appreciative inquiry, and self-authorship (ACHA, 2020). With respect to belonging, 

wellness coaching is particularly promising because it directly affects several known factors of 

belonging, such as a sense of being in the right major, a sense of self-efficacy, relationship 

building, and positive peer relationships (ACHA, 2020; Cemalcilar, 2010; Chiu, 2016; Clark et 

al., 2016; Duran et al., 2020; Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013; Masika, 2016; Pearson, 2012; 

Samura, 2016; Sforzo et al., 2017; Slaten et al., 2016; Swarbrick et al., 2011; Tachinea et al., 

2017; Vaccaro, 2015). Given the established relationship between belonging and retention, it will 

be useful to institutions of higher education to solidify the potential link between wellness 

coaching and belonging. 

Wellness Coaching at St. Cloud State 

 The purpose of SCSU Wellness Coaching is to empower students, assisting them in 

increasing their ability to set and achieve goals, their sense of belonging, and their ability to 

initiate and maintain wellness-related behaviours and take steps towards being the persons that 

they want to become (St. Cloud State University, 2020). Coaches are typically graduate students 

in human service-related fields, such as social work. The program provides a unique internship 

opportunity for students to gain experience in creating functional partnerships with other students 

in the service of a brief intervention. While the theoretical underpinnings of wellness coaching 

programs in general are varied, SCSU Wellness Coaching uses motivational interviewing and its 
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theoretical underpinnings as the sole model of practice. Motivational interviewing originated in 

treating substance use disorders and is adaptable to a wide variety of settings and situations. It is 

a client-centered approach where the practitioner positions themselves not as an authority with a 

repository of knowledge, but rather as a collaborative partner who views the client as the expert 

in their own lives (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). In the motivational interviewing style, the 

practitioner purposefully reflects the client's statements of emotion back to them, with a 

particular focus on reinforcing statements that promote behaviour change (called "change talk" in 

MI parlance), deliberately reflecting less language that reflects inertia (called "sustain talk"). 

Open-ended questions are used to guide the conversation towards the client's own motivations, 

desires, goals, and sense of self-efficacy (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). 

 Consistent with findings by Larcus et al. (2016), wellness coaching at St. Cloud State is 

integrated into existing services designed to enhance the well-being of students, including more 

traditional counselling and psychological services (CAPS) also available on campus. SCSU 

Wellness Coaching also refers clients to the medical clinic when they feel it is appropriate, or to 

Husky PAW, which is a physical fitness program. The Recovery Resource Center (RRC) is 

integrated into SCSU Wellness Coaching in that RRC clients are mandated to participate in 

wellness coaching sessions (an ecomap that describes how SCSU Wellness Coaching fits into 

these programs is provided in Fig. 1.1). Also consistent with Larcus et al. (2016), wellness 

coaching serves as a preventative service that addresses potential problems before they can 

become larger mental health issues, which reduces the overwhelming demand for more 

traditional services. 

 Notwithstanding any similarities between SCSU Wellness Coaching and other wellness 

coaching programs, there are important differences to highlight. Wellness coaches are graduate 
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students at SCSU, however, nationally, programs with coaches who are peers is part of an 

emerging trend in a field where professional staff are typical (ACHA, 2020). SCSU Wellness 

Coaching does not require coaches to be certified through a nationally recognized training 

program, while some institutions do (ACHA, 2020). It's not atypical for intake sessions at other 

institutions to be up to 90 minutes long, and some institutions limit the number of sessions 

(ACHA, 2020). SCSU Wellness Coaching, by contrast, employs a 15-minute intake coupled to a 

30-minute initial session, with no limitations on the number of 30-minute follow-up sessions that 

students can attend - in fact, SCSU Wellness Coaching strongly encourages a minimum of three 

sessions. 

Figure 1.1 

An ecomap of SCSU Wellness Coaching 
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The SCSU Belonging Initiative 

 St. Cloud State has the fortune of being the site of an initiative to investigate the degree to 

which students feel they belong. To that end, the SCSU Belonging Initiative runs a survey at the 

beginning of every semester. This survey is administered to all new entering freshmen, and, 

because it is run at the beginning of every semester, the Belonging Initiative can track students in 

cohorts by surveying each cohort in both semesters of the freshman year, the first semester of the 

sophomore year, and the first semester of the senior year (Davis et al., 2019). The survey consists 

of 20 questions. 10 of the questions relate to academic belonging, or belonging to major, while 

the remaining 10 relate to social belonging, or belonging to the institution. The survey utilizes a 

5-point Likert scale, and the answers to the questions in each category are averaged to form a 

global score for that category, after which students are placed into four categories of belonging 

for both academic and social belonging: high belonging, medium belonging, low belonging, and 

no response. Students who do not respond to the survey are considered a high risk for non-

retention (Davis et al., 2019). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this research was primarily to evaluate the efficacy of SCSU Wellness 

Coaching with respect to one of the program's goals, which is to increase students' overall sense 

of belonging (St. Cloud State University, 2020). A secondary goal was to test whether this 

process of using SBI data was a feasible method of measuring program outcomes. As the 

program has a social worker on staff in a supervisory role, and frequently employs Master of 

Social Work students as interns, it can be considered a social work intervention. Additionally, as 
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the program is still in the early years of operation, there is an ethical responsibility to clients to 

study whether or not the intervention is meeting its goals as a matter of competence and overall 

benefit to the client (NASW, 2017). Moreover, since increasing students' sense of belonging is a 

stronger predictor of student retention than GPA (Davis et al., 2019), it is incumbent upon the 

program to demonstrate to the university that it is meeting its goals in the context of the gestalt of 

the university's health and wellness services. 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

 This research was designed to answer the question: "Does participation in wellness 

coaching have a positive effect on social belonging index scores?" This study hypothesized that 

students who participated in wellness coaching at St. Cloud State University would show a 

significant increase in sense of belonging, as measured on the social belonging index, when SBI 

scores before participation were compared to scores after participation. 
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

In order to examine the relationship between wellness coaching and students’ sense of 

belonging, it’s first important to define what belonging is and why it’s important to college 

students’ overall outcomes. This chapter will examine the importance of belonging in terms of 

academic factors and retention. It will also examine components, or factors, of belonging. 

Following this, wellness coaching will be described, along with its theoretical foundation, 

efficacy, and secondary benefits to students. Finally, belonging and wellness coaching will be 

related through factors of belonging that wellness coaching can address. 

Belonging 

The degree to which students feel they belong has implications for their self-perception 

and ability to adjust to the university environment (Pittman & Richmond, 2008). Belonging has 

been associated with student retention, increased GPA, and reductions in achievement gaps 

between Caucasian and minority students (Silver Wolf et al., 2017; Walten & Cohen, 2007). A 

sense of belonging is a greater predictor of student retention than GPA (Davis et al., 2019), and 

feelings of rejection and a lack of belonging are key factors in the attrition of college students 

(O'Keeffe, 2013). This is particularly true of students who belong to minority groups, whose 

sense of belonging is often affected by experiences of exclusion, discrimination, and bias from 

peers, faculty, and staff (Sedgwick, 2014; Silver Wolf et al., 2017; Slaten et al., 2016; Tachinea 

et al., 2017; Walton & Cohen, 2007). 
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Why Belonging Matters 

Belonging and Academic Factors. Pittman and Richmond (2008) find a correlation 

between a sense of belonging to a university and students' perceptions of social acceptance and 

academic ability. While actual problem behaviours in their study were more closely linked to the 

quality of friendships, students' overall sense of belonging impacted their perceptions of 

themselves. Pittman and Richmond (2008) ultimately consider interventions designed to enhance 

students' sense of university belonging to be a promising way to assist them in adjusting to the 

university environment. Silver Wolf et al (2017) performed a brief social-belonging intervention 

with students and found that, while their brief intervention led to an increase in retention over the 

control group, the effect was not statistically significant. However, it did have a statistically-

significant positive effect on GPA. This study, which was aimed at minority students, is 

consistent with findings by Walton and Cohen (2007) where a 90% reduction in the achievement 

gap was measured in a group of minority college students who were involved in an intervention 

designed to increase their sense of belonging. 

Belonging and retention. O'Keeffe (2013) identifies feelings of rejection and a lack of 

belonging as key factors in the attrition of college students. Students who feel disconnected are 

less likely to view themselves as students and are less likely to demonstrate attachment and 

commitment. O'Keefe considers it critical to both academic performance and retention for 

universities to create an environment where students feel cared for, an environment that can be 

fostered by a sense of connection developed through meaningful relationships. Davis et al. 

(2019) identify two major sources of risk for students: academic performance risk and social 
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belonging risk, and that students who have low scores on the Social Belonging Index survey, 

developed by the group to measure students' sense of belonging at the St. Cloud State University 

campus, are at a significantly greater risk of non-retention. In fact, Davis et al. (2019) find that 

GPA is largely similar between the four levels of belonging (high, medium, low, and survey non-

responders). The implication is clear: social belonging is an important factor in retention. 

Moreover, while the Davis et al. (2019) study did not find that academic performance risk and 

social belonging risk are correlated, and that they must be considered separately when assessing 

risk for non-retention, it's important to remember that studies by Silver Wolf et al. (2017) and 

Walton and Cohen (2007) linked interventions designed to enhance belonging to a statistically-

significant increase in GPA in the former and a reduction in the achievement gap between 

minority and white students in the latter. In other words, while GPA and belonging are separate 

factors for retention, belonging may, in some cases, have an influence on GPA. This reinforces 

the importance of social belonging. 

Factors of Belonging 

Masika (2016) outlines several factors of student belonging. Firstly, a sense of belonging 

is fostered when teacher and peers accept, value, include, and encourage students. It’s beneficial 

for students to help each other, work as a team, share goals, and contribute. Focus group 

participants in Masika’s (2016) study valued mutual respect and peer support. Cemalcilar (2010) 

adds that a major factor of student belonging is a sense of satisfaction with social relationships at 

school, with positive relationships with peers being particularly important. This concept is 

corroborated by Sedgwick (2014), who find that, for minority nursing students at a western 

Canadian institution, a sense of belonging can be either helped or harmed by peer interactions. 
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Students felt like they belonged when they had positive interactions with students and felt like 

outsiders when excluded from interactions or when they experienced overt discrimination.  

At the institutional level, Sedgwick (2014) finds that schools generally embrace 

statements about diversity and tolerance, but minority students report that these institutional 

attitudes are superficial when they experience discrimination and bias from students, faculty, and 

staff on a day-to-day basis, which negatively impacts their sense of belonging. Tachinea et al. 

(2017) report similar experiences for students who are Native American, who also experience 

disconnection from their home communities, and remind us that it’s important to consider the 

effect of assimilation on students who are Indigenous. For example, Tachinea et al. (2017) point 

out that most current models of student belonging revolve around concepts of integration, which, 

for students who are Native, carries implicit values of assimilation. As an alternative to 

assimilation, Tachinea et al. (2017) find that, for this particular population, receiving respect 

from peers while not facing consequences for maintaining a strong cultural identity is an 

important factor of belonging, and that " Native ways of knowing tend to emphasize and enact 

interdependence” (p. 790). 

Slaten et al. (2016) observed that belonging is a complex concept that encapsulates not 

only factors such as interpersonal interactions, but also the campus environment, including 

resources and services. The surveyed students were more likely to continue enrollment when 

they perceived that resources were available to them, and they also reported that the ability to 

utilize the campus environment was a factor in their overall sense of belonging. Consistent with 

Sedgwick (2014) and Tachinea et al. (2017), Slaten et al. (2016) report that the students in their 

study – international students from Asia – felt like experiences of bias and discrimination 

impeded their overall sense of belonging on campus. 
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Wellness Coaching 

Wellness Defined 

Larcus et al (2016) consider “wellness” to be a complex whole that transcends the current 

medical model and encompasses dimensions such as psychological, emotional, and social 

functioning. The concept of wellness is not defined in terms of diagnosis and treatment, as with 

medical models, but instead focuses on engaging in behaviours that improve overall quality of 

life. To that end, Larcus et al (2016) conceptualize mental health and mental illness as two 

separate constructs, with mental health describing overall well-being, while mental illness 

describes the degree to which psychiatric disorders are present. This is useful in considering the 

specific case of a student who does not meet the criteria for a psychiatric disorder but is 

nevertheless experiencing challenges in biopsychosocial functioning. Wellness can broadly be 

conceptualized as a preventative sort of health care that encourages healthy behaviours for the 

purposes of avoiding future dysfunction (Adams, 2018; Gibbs & Larcus, 2015; Larcus et al, 

2016). 

Wellness Coaching Defined 

Sforzo et al. (2017) define the general concept of Wellness Coaching – called “health and 

wellness coaching” in their literature review – as a client-centered intervention where 

practitioners build partnerships with clients to help them change behaviours using nonjudgmental 

conversation, goal setting, and accountability. Similarly, a study of wellness coaching as an 

intervention at a large Midwestern academic center defined the practice similarly: wellness 

coaching is a practitioner-client partnership meant to help clients progress towards their personal 

goals through cooperative goal setting, examination of motivation, and skill-building (Clark et 

al., 2016). Swarbrick et al. (2011) define a model of wellness coaching that is particularly 
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adaptable to the college campus. Again, wellness coaching is defined as a collaborative process 

to guide the client towards lasting behaviour changes. The wellness coach, as defined by 

Swarbrick et al (2011), is not a counsellor or a mentor who offers advice, rather, the wellness 

coach is a partner who helps the individual generate ideas for concrete, achievable steps towards 

behaviour change. The coach, who may be a peer of the person being coached, does not give out 

answers, rather, the role of the coach is to energize the person being coached to find their own 

solutions using questions designed to facilitate the client’s understanding of themselves. 

ACHA (2020) provide perhaps the most relevant conception of wellness coaching as it 

pertains to the college campus. Wellness coaching is a process where coaches create partnerships 

with clients to create self-directed change towards health and wellness goals through processes 

designed to provoke thought. Coaches, who may be fellow students, regard the client as the 

expert in their own lives and display unconditional positive regard for them, including a belief in 

their capacity to change. ACHA (2020) considers wellness coaching to be an intervention 

designed to impact multiple dimensions of overall well-being, with a particular goal of 

increasing self-awareness, self-efficacy, attainment of goals and skills, sustained behaviour 

change, and life satisfaction. Wellness coaching is strengths-based, with a particular focus on 

examining clients’ own motivations, particularly through the technique of motivational 

interviewing, and using them as leverage in meeting clients’ self-identified goals. Optimally, 

wellness coaching is part of a multidisciplinary continuum-of-care for college students, with 

coaches referring clients to other services, such as licensed mental health practitioners, as 

necessary. 
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Theoretical Foundations 

Foundational concepts of the diverse range of wellness coaching programs may include 

motivational interviewing, the transtheoretical model of change, self-determination theory, 

positive psychology, appreciative inquiry, self-authorship, or any combination of these things 

(ACHA, 2020; Gibbs & Larcus, 2015; Larcus et al, 2016). 

Motivational Interviewing. Motivational interviewing is a style of communication that 

emerged from addiction treatment, but which can be used to sort through feelings of ambivalence 

and stimulate behaviour change in a wide variety of settings (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). In 

motivational interviewing, the practitioner does not position themselves as an expert with 

solutions, but rather considers the client as the expert in their own lives, with the practitioner’s 

role being to carefully guide the conversation in a way that reinforces the client’s own 

motivation to change. The practitioner accomplishes this by reflecting the client’s feelings, 

reinforcing and encouraging clients’ statements in favor of change (change talk), while 

deliberately spending less time on statements opposed to change (sustain talk). Open-ended 

questions are used to elicit feelings and build motivation, and practitioners affirm the client’s 

own right to autonomy and self-determination. Clients are not told what to do, rather, the 

practitioner guides the client towards their own motivations and goals (Miller & Rollnick, 2013). 

Transtheoretical Model. Also known as the “stages of change” model (ACHA, 2020), 

the transtheoretical model is perhaps best known for its five stages of change: precontemplation, 

contemplation, preparation, action, and maintenance (ACHA, 2020; Wu & Chu, 2015). The 

transtheoretical model conceptualizes behaviour change as a fluid process rather than a linear 

process (ACHA, 2020). The primary purpose of the transtheoretical model is to assess a person’s 

readiness to change (Wu & Chu, 2015), considers relapse a normal part of the behaviour change 
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process (Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983), and can be used as a framework to set realistic goals 

based on the stage of change (ACHA, 2020).  Miller and Rollnick (2013) consider the 

transtheoretical model to be largely compatible with motivational interviewing, so much so that 

they think of the two concepts as “kissing cousins that never married” (p. 35). 

Self-Determination Theory. Self-determination theory can be summarized simply: 

people are more likely to pursue goals when the motivation is by choice rather than by coercion 

(ACHA, 2020; Deci & Ryan, 2008). Deci and Ryan (2008) consider this autonomous motivation, 

conceptualizing it as a combination of motivation that comes from within and a specific kind of 

external motivation that comes from a person having seen the value in certain activities and 

integrating this motivation into their sense of self. Deci and Ryan (2008) set autonomous 

motivation in contrast to controlled motivation, which is motivation by coercion, either through 

reward and punishment or internalized concepts of shame, approval, and so on. Self-

determination theory posits that autonomous motivation is more likely to lead to long-term 

behaviour change. 

Positive Psychology. Positive psychology is the concept that certain elements, such as 

positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment, tend to nurture 

positive outcomes and the capacity of people to thrive (ACHA, 2020; Larcus et al., 2016). While 

critics conceptualize positive psychology as Pollyannish in nature, it ought to be understood that 

positive psychology is intended to form a balanced perspective that acknowledges deficits and 

challenges while placing an emphasis of the capacity for people to thrive and grow (Gibbs & 

Larcus, 2015; Larcus et al., 2016). The goal of integrating positive psychology into wellness 

coaching is to stimulate the development of self-care and coping skills (ACHA, 2020). 
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Appreciative Inquiry. Appreciative inquiry (AI) as a co-creative partnership between 

the practitioner and client that focuses on the kind of world that the client wants to build (ACHA, 

2020). Appreciative inquiry concentrates on strengths, rather than deficits, with a particular 

emphasis on building strengths, resources, and solutions (ACHA, 2020). A central concept to 

appreciative inquiry is social constructivism, or the idea that conversation creates meaning, 

meaning influences perceptions, and perceptions of reality define how we experience reality 

(Sloan and Canine 2007). In other words, the “best way to predict the future is to create it” (p. 3). 

The principles of appreciative inquiry are most useful to wellness coaching as a framework from 

which to build resilience and well-being (ACHA, 2020). 

Self-Authorship. Self-authorship is the “internal capacity to define one’s beliefs, 

identity, and social relations” (Baxter Magolda, 2008). When people practice self-authorship, 

they reject how external authority defines them, and, instead, define their own beliefs, identity, 

and social relations, while simultaneously considering the viewpoints of others through a critical 

lens. This is not to say that people who practice self-authorship are egocentric, rather, they 

decide for themselves how to best construct their relationships (Baxter Magolda, 2008). Sandars 

and Jackson (2015) consider self-authorship to be a form of cognitive maturity where people 

construct their own worldview and take responsibility for their own decisions. Wellness 

coaching on the college campus supports self-authorship by providing a nonjudgmental space 

where coaches use nonjudgmental questioning and reflection to encourage students to voice their 

own interests and values, which can assist them in sorting through the ambivalence of behaviour 

change (Larcus et al., 2016). 
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Figure 2.1 

Theoretical Lenses of Wellness Coaching Programs 

  

Efficacy 

In a systematic review of 150 peer-reviewed journal articles, Sforzo et al. (2017) 

concluded that there is substantial evidence supporting wellness coaching as an effective tool for 

creating behaviour change. Their literature review concentrated in the use of health and wellness 

coaching techniques to treat chronic diseases, often diseases that are lifestyle related. While the 

study noted that results are often difficult to interpret, since health and wellness coaches are often 

part of interdisciplinary teams, results with respect to some behaviours, such as exercise, 

psychological outcomes, and nutrition are consistent across the literature. Clark et al. (2016) 

found that people who participated in the study’s entire 12-session wellness coaching regimen 

had increased self-reporting of healthy behaviours, self-efficacy, and goal-setting skills, 
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maintaining these improvements after a 3-month follow-up. Overall, participants in the Clark et 

al. study reported a greater sense of well-being and personal health. While the purpose of the 

study was to evaluate wellness coaching as an intervention for physical health behaviours, such 

regular exercise and weight management, and there were measurable decreases in participants’ 

Body Mass Index, participants also experienced secondary benefits, including improvements in 

stress level and confidence in ability to manage stress, spiritual well-being, restfulness, and 

feelings of overall quality of life and health. 

Dupree et al. (2013) examined a class that implemented the principles of wellness 

coaching and found that guiding students through a process of building motivation towards 

health and wellness goals was successful in terms of students meeting their goals (with 90% 

meeting their goals at the end of their class and 75% maintaining those goals at a 1-year follow-

up). Moreover, these strategies were implicated in improving students’ overall sense of well-

being during the transition into college life. Gibbs and Larcus (2015) examined a wellness 

coaching program at a Midwestern university and evaluated its efficacy, finding that 90% of 

students reported that wellness coaching had provided them greater knowledge, awareness, and 

skills with respect to their personal wellness, with 84% reporting that wellness coaching had 

helped them set and achieve goals, and 83% reporting that they had gained efficacy around 

utilizing their own personal strengths. Students in the Gibbs and Larcus (2015) study generally 

reported a greater sense of positive perspectives, social connectedness, and engagement and 

determination towards their education. In other words, students were more optimistic about their 

personal and academic lives and had a greater sense of belonging, which has multiple 

implications for success and retention (Davis et al., 2019; O'Keeffe 2013; Silver Wolf et al., 

2017; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Gibbs and Larcus (2015) also report that wellness coaching 
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helped students in terms of self-discovery, navigating the transition to college life, and self-

acceptance, with one student commenting that they felt that wellness coaching sessions gave 

them confidence through untapped potential: 

“Wellness coaching [is] aimed at helping you discover what type of person you are 

and how you can improve any area of your life. Instead of information being fed to 

you about ‘what you should do,’ the sessions [led] to self-discovery and unleashed 

the confidence through your strengths that you didn’t know you had!” (p. 29) 

Furthermore, aside from the efficacy of wellness coaching in helping students meet their 

goals and gaining a sense of confidence and self-efficacy, Larcus et al. (2016) make it clear that 

wellness coaching is a proactive service designed to augment student mental health in an 

environment where fiscal constraints mean that traditional counselling services are often 

overwhelmed by demand, that is, wellness coaching may have efficacy towards rebalancing 

mental health service use on a macro level. 

Secondary Benefits 

The Benefits of Peer-to-Peer Interactions. Of particular interest is a study conducted by 

Hoffman et al (2002). The authors found that when students provide and receive aid from other 

students around their challenges in adjusting to college, it helped them form mutually-rewarding 

connections with other students, which increased their overall sense of value in themselves and 

other students. Overall, these relationships aided students in coping with the transition to college 

life. In other words, peer-to-peer support relationships are a particularly helpful way to enhance 

college students' outcomes. 

Self-Efficacy. Pearson (2012) identifies self-efficacy as a key factor in students' 

performance and degree completion, that is, students are more likely to persist in their tasks, 
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even when confronted with obstacles, when they believe that they will succeed. Similarly, 

Krumrei-Mancuso et al. (2013) identify self-efficacy as a key predictor of academic adjustment, 

higher GPA, overall persistence, college satisfaction, and retention of first-year college students. 

When students have confidence in their abilities, they are more likely to exercise them. 

Setting Goals. Key psychosocial factors in college student performance, as measured by 

Krumrei-Mancuso et al. (2013) include self-efficacy, organization skills and attention to their 

studies, involvement with college activities, emotional satisfaction, and communication in class. 

Students do better when they feel confident about their abilities, manage their time well, are 

socially involved on-campus, are emotionally healthy, and are active participants in their 

learning experience. These are precisely the kinds of goals that wellness coaching can address 

(ACHA, 2020). 

Theoretical Framework of this Study 

 There are several factors affecting belonging that can be operationalized in terms of 

wellness coaching. For example, consider Samura's (2016) findings that part of belonging is a 

sense of being in the right major. In the study, it was found that students often found themselves 

feeling like their chosen major was inappropriate, and went through periods of ambivalence 

about making changes. The motivational interviewing style employed by wellness coaching is 

particularly suited to exploration of feelings, motivation, and ambivalence (ACHA, 2020; Miller 

& Rollnick, 2013). Chiu (2016) found that students' sense of belonging, even across cultures, is 

affected by a sense of self efficacy, findings that are consistent with Pearson (2012) and 

Krumrei-Mancuso et al. (2013). Again, participating in wellness coaching is associated with 

increased feelings of self-efficacy (Clark et al., 2016). Vaccaro (2015) highlights three 

interconnected themes that affect belonging for students with disabilities: relationship building, 
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academic mastery, and self-advocacy. Wellness coaching can have an effect on all three of these 

themes. The wellness coach is not an authority who gives orders, rather, the wellness coach seeks 

to build partnership with the client towards the client's wellness goals (ACHA, 2020; Sforzo et 

al., 2017; Swarbrick et al., 2011). The peer-to-peer interaction with the wellness coach can be 

considered a form of relationship building, while academic mastery and self-advocacy can be 

operationalized as wellness goals. 

One of the foundational aspects of wellness coaching is unconditional positive regard, 

that is, wellness coaches accept, value, include, and encourage students (ACHA, 2020). This is 

precisely how Masika (2016) described peer interactions that enhance a sense of belonging, and 

is also congruent with the particularly important effect of positive relationships with peers 

(Cemalcilar, 2010). The wellness coach accepts and respects the client for who they are, 

regardless of their identity. This must be considered in the context of the experiences of students 

who are members of minority populations (Sedgwick, 2014; Slaten et al., 2016; Tachinea et al., 

2017). More concretely, the wellness coach can promote belonging by connecting clients to 

campus resources and services or helping them set goals around participating in activities on-

campus (ACHA, 2020; Duran et al., 2020; Slaten et al., 2016). 
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Chapter III: Methodology 

In light of the fact of the positive impacts of students’ overall sense of belonging, which 

includes improved adjustment to the university environment, greater retention, improved GPA, 

and reductions in achievement gaps between Caucasian and minority students (Davis et al., 

2019; O'Keeffe, 2013; Pittman & Richmond, 2008; Silver Wolf et al., 2017; Walten & Cohen, 

2007), and the factors of belonging that are potentially affected by participation in wellness 

coaching across a diversity of different groups of students (ACHA, 2020; Cemalcilar, 2010; 

Chiu, 2016; Clark et al., 2016; Duran et al., 2020; Krumrei-Mancuso et al., 2013; Masika, 2016; 

Pearson, 2012; Samura, 2016; Sforzo et al., 2017; Slaten et al., 2016; Swarbrick et al., 2011; 

Tachinea et al., 2017; Vaccaro, 2015), it would seem a priori that whether or not there is a 

measurable association between participation in wellness coaching and an increased sense of 

belonging ought to be studied.  

To that end, one of the wellness coaches from the 2019-2020 academic year, who was 

also a Master of Social Work student, performed a study that examined SCSU Wellness 

Coaching’s own internal surveys, which are used to track client satisfaction with the services 

offered as well as whether or not participating in coaching helped clients feel that they belonged 

to campus. This study found that, when considering internal surveys, there is a measurable 

relationship between participating in coaching and a sense of belonging, and concluded that 

future study was justified (O’Hara, 2020). 

With respect to this potential link between wellness coaching and belonging, St. Cloud 

State University is uniquely positioned to study whether or not this link can be measured. Not 

only has the university implemented a wellness coaching program, but it is also the site of the 

study by Davis et al. (2019). That study is part of an ongoing project to measure SCSU students’ 



  29 

overall sense of belonging, and, to that end, the Belonging Initiative runs a survey early in both 

the spring and fall semesters every year. The purpose of this survey is to measure cohorts of 

students in both semesters of the freshman year, the first semester of the sophomore year, and the 

first semester of the senior year. Students who take these surveys can be tracked by their student 

ID. SCSU Wellness Coaching, of course, maintains its own client records, including the student 

IDs of clients. Last year, as part of the O’Hara (2020) study, an examination of data from the 

Belonging Initiative was considered, but ultimately not pursued. 

This study continued where O’Hara (2020) left off. In the 2019-2020 academic year, the 

SCSU Wellness Coaching program provided services to 83 clients. The Belonging Initiative 

agreed to share data with SCSU Wellness Coaching for the purposes of this study, and the 

university approved our use of their data under IRB protocol #2015-2622 (Appendix A). Because 

both programs track data by student ID, it was possible to cross-reference SCSU Wellness 

Coaching’s client list with the Belonging Initiative’s data. Because it was unknown before we 

received the data how many, if any, students were represented on both lists, multiple data 

analysis strategies were proposed. 

Research Design 

This study was a secondary data analysis designed to examine whether or not 

participation in wellness coaching at St. Cloud State University had a measurable impact on SBI 

scores. Because the Belonging Initiative had already measured a large sample of students at 

multiple points in time, it was possible, using student IDs, to cross-reference the list of wellness 

coaching clients from the 2019-2020 academic year. This allowed for an analysis of client data to 

determine if there was a change in scores from one SBI survey to the next. SBI data is collected 

on a per-semester basis using a Qualtrics (Qualtrics, 2018) survey which consists of twenty 
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questions: ten questions relating to academic belonging and ten questions relating to social 

belonging (Davis et al., 2019). Each of these questions is rated on a five-point Likert scale, and 

the students' overall sense of belonging in each category (academic or social) is computed by 

averaging their scores across all questions in that category. Students are then organized into 

several levels of belonging – high, medium, low, and no answer (Davis et al., 2019). 

Participants 

The participants in this study were students who participated in SCSU Wellness 

Coaching in the 2019-2020 academic year, and who also participated in the Belonging 

Initiative’s Sense of Belonging Index (SBI) survey prior to and after participating in wellness 

coaching. In the 2019-2020 academic year, SCSU Wellness Coaching provided services to 83 

students. Ultimately, one wellness coaching participant had an SBI score after the intervention 

semester, while there were 7 data points prior to either intervention semester. Because it was 

inappropriate to compare one post-intervention score to 7 pre-intervention scores, and because 

the sole client who had a post-intervention score also had a pre-intervention score, we consider 

the total number of participants to be one. 

Measures 

 The intent of this study was twofold: first, to examine whether or not participating in 

wellness coaching is associated with an increase in the overall sense of belonging of wellness 

coaching clients as operationalized in the social belonging index component of the SBI survey. A 

secondary purpose was to evaluate the process so that it could be used as a template for further 

study. To accomplish this, scores on the most recent SBI survey prior to participating in wellness 

coaching were compared to scores on the first available post-intervention SBI survey. Because 

the SBI survey runs early in the semester, and wellness coaching appointments typically begin to 
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trickle in shortly afterwards, for the purposes of this study it was considered acceptable to use 

SBI scores in the same semester that a client participated in wellness coaching if no prior data 

was available (as the sole client who met the criteria participated in wellness coaching and took 

an SBI survey in the fall of 2019, this was precisely what happened). The SBI data, which is 

owned by the Belonging Initiative, was collected via a survey administered in Qualtrics 

(Qualtrics, 2018). 

Variables 

 SBI scores for a particular student are treated as numerical variables on a ratio scale for 

data analysis, and answers to the questions on the survey are averaged to form a final score for 

both the academic belonging and social belonging categories (Davis et al., 2019). For this reason, 

the dependent variable, that is, SBI scores, in this study were treated in the exact same manner. 

The independent variable for this study was the presence of the wellness coaching intervention. 

Data Collection 

This study analyzed existing data that were collected by, and belong to, the SCSU 

Belonging Initiative. Two lists of wellness coaching clients from the 2019-2020 academic year 

were compiled in Microsoft Excel format. The first list was the names and student IDs of clients 

who participated in wellness coaching in the fall, 2019 semester. The second list was the names 

and student IDs of clients who participated in wellness coaching in the spring, 2020 semester. 

This process was completed early in the fall semester on the understanding that, after we 

received IRB approval for existing data analysis, we would send the lists to the SCSU Belonging 

Initiative, who would, in turn, send back the SBI data with all identifiers (such as names and 

student IDs) removed as a layer of protection. In this way, while the list of potential data points 
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would be known to us, whose scores we actually received would be unknown, and thus 

anonymous. 

As part of the IRB process, we engaged in further discussions with Dr. Hanzsek-Brill 

around the particulars of the IRB protocol that was used to gather the original data. This 

information was necessary to complete the IRB protocol for this study. During these discussions, 

it became apparent that it would greatly speed up the data mining process on the SCSU 

Belonging Initiative's side if the clients were somehow organized in a similar manner to the way 

they are organized in the raw SBI data - that is, by when the students entered as freshmen. And 

so, after receiving IRB approval to collect data from the SCSU Belonging Initiative under 

protocol #2015-2622 (Appendix A), the two client lists were further processed. This entailed 

using the student IDs to find which semester each student first enrolled at SCSU. After this 

information was entered for each student, the two client lists were organized by entry semester. 

Once this process was complete, the available data, in anonymized form, were sent back. Again, 

the results were separated between the Fall, 2019 and Spring, 2020 groups. Because the SBI data 

include both the survey number and the entry semester for each student, it is possible to track 

which semester each survey was taken in. For example, if a student first enrolled at SCSU in the 

fall of 2019, and had a score in the first and third semesters, then we would know that the first 

score was from the fall of 2019 and the second score was from the fall of 2020. 

 

 

 

 



  33 

Definitions of Statistical Terms 

Statistical terms used in this data analysis are defined in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 

Definitions of Statistical Terms 

Term Definition 

Paired sample T-test A test used to measure the difference in mean values between two 

groups that are not independent, for example, two measurements from 

the same group of people (Xu et al., 2017). 

Standard Deviation 

(Sample) 

A measure of how spread out the sample is around its mean (Stark, 

2020). 

T-Test A test designed to measure whether or not the means of two samples 

have the same values. The outcome of a t-test is the ratio between the 

difference between sample means and the sample standard deviation 

of the sample mean difference (Xu et al., 2017). 

Two-sample T-test A test used to measure the difference in mean values between two 

groups that are independent, for example, between a control and 

intervention group (Xu et al., 2017). 

Variance (sample) The square of the sample standard deviation (Stark, 2020). 
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Data Analysis 

Strategies 

Because it was unknown how many, if any, of the students who participated in SCSU 

Wellness Coaching in the 2019-2020 academic year were represented in SBI survey data, it was 

necessary to account for multiple scenarios. Therefore, two potential strategies were devised. In 

either case, the data analysis would have easily been performed with Microsoft Excel's built-in t-

test tools. 

Strategy 1. The ideal strategy would occur if multiple clients first participated in an SBI 

survey before or during the semester that they also participated in wellness coaching, then 

participated in a subsequent survey. Because the client list was been split into two groups, fall, 

2019 and spring, 2020, it would be possible to locate any SBI scores before or after participating 

in coaching. In this scenario, scores on the most recent pre-intervention survey would have been 

compared to scores on the first available post-intervention survey. For this purpose, a paired 

sample T-test would have been optimal because this would have been a repeated measures 

strategy – that is, comparisons would have been made between multiple measurements, taken at 

different times, from the same group of people. 

Strategy 2. We concluded early on that it was unlikely that many of the 83 students on 

the two client lists would meet the criteria for strategy 1. However, we figured it was likely that 

there would be SBI scores from surveys run during or prior to the intervention semester. We 

figure it was also likely that there would be SBI scores from surveys run after the semester. 

While it might not have been practical to match a pre-intervention score to a post-intervention 

score for any individual student, it would have been possible to compare the most recent pre-

intervention scores as a whole to the first available post-intervention scores as a whole. A two-
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sample unequal variance T-test would have been optimal for this purpose because the pre-

intervention and post-intervention scores would not necessarily have been from the same exact 

people. In this scenario, it seemed safest to assume that the variance between the two groups 

would not be the same. 

The Final Strategy. After receiving the processed data, the first task was to sort through 

what we received and then decide which analysis strategy to use. As it turned out, neither 

analysis strategy was appropriate: while several students had taken a survey in the first semester 

of the freshman year, only two had taken a survey afterwards. Of those two students, only one 

had an SBI score after either of the intervention semesters. This particular student took an initial 

SBI in the fall of 2019, participated in Wellness Coaching in the Fall of 2019, and then took 

another SBI survey in the fall of 2020. While this student would have otherwise meet the criteria 

for strategy 1 - having both a pre-intervention and a post-intervention score - as the sole data 

point, it was not appropriate to run any statistical tests. Similarly, it was not appropriate to 

compare the bulk of pre-intervention scores from other students to this single post-intervention 

score. In the end, it was decided that the most appropriate strategy was to simply report the pre-

test and post-test scores for that student. 

Methodological Considerations 

 While neither proposed strategy was viable, and an alternate strategy was devised, there 

remained some methodological considerations which were independent of the particular strategy 

employed. 

Ethics 

While there is a strong collaboration between SCSU Wellness Coaching and the 

Belonging Initiative, and it's common for both programs to share data in intervening with at-risk 
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students (particularly students who score low on the SBI survey or who do not respond to the 

survey), this sharing of confidential data nevertheless carries potential risks, including accidental 

or inappropriate disclosure. This is particularly relevant in that, while the data that was received 

from the Belonging Initiative lacked identifiers, the data sent to the Belonging Intiative, by 

necessity, included identifying information for the clients on the list. The client lists were, 

therefore, shared via SCSU's existing cloud services, which provided protection against improper 

transmission so long as the correct email address was used for the recipient. That the university's 

cloud services are password-protected was another layer of protection in the service of 

minimizing risk, as is the fact that all received data from the Belonging Initiative had identifiers 

removed. 

Any risks associated with the use of this data must be weighed against the potential 

benefit to students. Wellness coaching at St. Cloud State University is still in its infancy, and 

evaluating its effectiveness is a necessary process under section 1.04c of the NASW Code of 

Ethics (NASW, 2017): 

"When generally recognized standards do not exist with respect to an emerging 

area of practice, social workers should exercise careful judgment and take 

responsible steps (including appropriate education, research, training, 

consultation, and supervision) to ensure the competence of their work and to 

protect clients from harm." 

The purpose of SCSU Wellness Coaching is to empower students, assisting them in 

increasing their ability to set and achieve goals, their sense of belonging, and their ability to 

initiate and maintain wellness-related behaviours and take steps towards being the persons that 

they want to become (St. Cloud State University, 2020). In that vein, it is necessary to evaluate if 
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the program is accomplishing those very things. As this study aimed to examine whether or not 

the program is increasing students' sense of belonging, it is in line with evaluating whether or not 

the program is meeting a portion of its purpose. 
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Chapter IV: Results 

 The collected SBI scores are summarized in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 

SBI Data (n=1) 

Intervention Semester Pre-Intervention Score Post-Intervention Score 

Fall, 2019 3.2 (Low) 3.0 (Low) 

 

 Table 4.2 summarizes the total number of survey responses per semester. 

Table 4.2 

Number of Survey Responses 

 

Intervention 

Semester 

Total Pre-Intervention 

Scores 

Total Post-Intervention 

Scores 

Clients represented 

in SBI Data 

Fall, 2019 

Spring, 2020 

Total 

4 

3 

7 

1 

0 

1 

3 

3 

6 
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Chapter V: Discussion 

 The main purpose of this study was to use any available data to measure whether or not 

participation in wellness coaching had an impact on clients' sense of belonging. Because only 

one student met the study criteria, it's unfeasible to draw any conclusions at this time. However, 

as a pilot study, the second purpose was to test the process. This entailed several goals, which 

included: (1) to test the process of sending client data to the SCSU Belonging Initiative; (2) to 

develop the methods of analysis; (3) to verify that the scores could, in fact, be placed 

chronologically with respect to the intervention semester; and, overall, (4) to determine if this 

strategy will be a viable method of evaluation in the future. The project met all of these goals. 

Summary of Major Findings 

Primary Purpose: The Impact of Wellness Coaching on Belonging 

 Only one student had an SBI score after their intervention semester, and it just so 

happened that this student also had a pre-intervention score. For this reason, it was possible to 

compare the two scores, however, drawing any conclusions from this single data point is 

problematic. While a significant effect across a larger number of clients, using either data 

analysis strategy, would indicate a correlation between participation in wellness coaching and 

belonging, with a single student, any effects might easily be explained by confounding variables 

such as the COVID pandemic or individual factors for that particular student. We must conclude 

that the results on the relationship between wellness coaching and belonging are inconclusive.  

Secondary Purpose: Testing the Process 

 Goal 1: Testing the Process of Sending Data. Conceptually, it would have been easy to 

send the data out as a list of student IDs, wait a while, and then get back data for those clients 

matched to their IDs. In reality, such a process is problematic for both technical reasons and 
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reasons of protection. On the technical side, the people involved with the SCSU Belonging 

Initiative, as faculty, have busy schedules and other duties. Sending out a large list of student IDs 

without some kind of formatting would have made the process of retrieving data time-consuming 

and difficult. It would have also ignored the reality that SBI data are organized into cohorts in the 

service of creating a longitudinal analysis of those cohorts. Because we greatly value the 

partnership of the SCSU Belonging Initiative, we decided that finding a method to organize the 

data that would make it easier to work with was not only practical, but simply the right thing to 

do. 

 In terms of protection, it's important to remember that SBI data are confidential and 

contain student IDs and contact information. Ethically, it was important to protect students' data 

by requesting the bare minimum that was necessary for our purposes. This also solves another 

technical problem: receiving IRB approval. We saw the fact that we would be receiving 

anonymized data back as a key selling point to the IRB because of the additional layer of 

protection. 

 When it became apparent that we would need to receive anonymized data, we realized 

that we would also need to create a system of organizing the client lists so that the inbound SBI 

data could be useful for the purposes of this study. This meant, firstly, organizing the client lists 

by semester. Secondly, this meant organizing the data within those lists by cohort in some way. 

This serves the dual purpose of making it easier on the part of the SCSU Belonging Initiative to 

locate data for each student and making it easy for us to determine which semester each SBI data 

point was located in. Because the SBI survey is administered to new incoming freshmen in the 

initial semester, with follow-up in the following semester, the first semester of the sophomore 

year, and the first semester of the senior year, the simplest way to accomplish this was simply to 
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organize the student IDs into groups in the list by students' first semester at SCSU. This 

organization process worked exactly as intended, making it easier to locate groups of student IDs 

within the SBI cohorts. 

 Goal 2: Developing the Methods of Analysis. As discussed previously, when we sent 

the client data out, there was no guarantee that we would receive anything back, and, if we did, 

there was no guarantee that what we received would work for any particular analysis method. 

For this reason, it was necessary to develop multiple analysis methods. While neither of these 

methods proved feasible with a single point of data, the methodology is still sound, and can serve 

as a template for future evaluations using this process. 

 Goal 3: Verifying that Scores Could Be Organized Chronologically. The organization 

structure that was created to solve the problems of sending the client data out was hypothesized 

to solve another technical problem: how to sort those scores chronologically once the data were 

retrieved. This organization structure worked precisely as we intended. The data we received 

were organized by cohort, meaning we always knew, chronologically, when the first survey for 

each student was, making it easy to determine when other surveys were taken. As an example, 

the third score for a student in the fall, 2019 cohort would be for the fall of 2020, even if the 

student skipped a survey, since non-responses are recorded. 

 Goal 4: Determining the Viability of This Strategy. It must be reiterated that, while 

there was not enough data to draw any conclusions about the relationship between wellness 

coaching and belonging, as an all-up test of a new process for evaluating the SCSU Wellness 

Coaching program, the mechanical parts of this study performed precisely as designed, with the 

exception of the analysis strategies, which were unnecessary with a single data point. In the 

future, as the SCSU Belonging Initiative acquires more data, and SCSU Wellness Coaching sees 
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more clients, a larger library of data could be collected for a future evaluation to analyze using 

the basic methods piloted by this study. 

Limitations and Strengths 

Limitations 

A major limitation of this study was a relative lack of data resulting in a sample that was 

inadequate to draw any firm conclusions about the relationship between SCSU Wellness 

Coaching and belonging. It was never likely that the sample sizes would have been very large. 

The total number of students on both the fall, 2019 and spring, 2020 client lists was 83, and 

while several students did take an initial SBI in the first semester of their freshman year, very 

few took additional SBI surveys. In fact, only two students on our lists had an SBI score after the 

initial score, and only one of those was post-intervention. It's helpful to consider that roughly 

56% of all incoming freshmen responded to the survey in 2017 (Davis et al., 2019). Because it 

was impractical to incorporate a control group, there was a threat to internal validity since any 

changes in SBI scores could potentially be related to a general increase in the sense of belonging 

over time of students who chose to remain enrolled. One of the primary factors in student 

attrition is a low sense of belonging (O'Keeffe, 2013), so it's possible that students who did not 

receive any benefit from participating in wellness coaching simply dropped out before taking 

another SBI survey, and that this was reflected in the general lack of data. A particular limitation 

would have occurred if analysis strategy 2 had been employed. In this scenario, the analysis 

would not have reflected changes in the same group of clients in time. Finally, it’s possible - 

perhaps likely - that the COVID-19 pandemic was problematic in several ways. For example, the 

one student who had an SBI score after the intervention took their second survey in the fall of 

2020. To what degree did the score reflect on Wellness Coaching, and to what degree was the 
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pandemic a confounding variable? While conversations with the Belonging Initiative staff made 

it plain that the SBI response rate was not affected by the pandemic, SCSU Wellness Coaching 

experienced significant decreases in participation overall. 

Strengths 

A strength of this study was that it took advantage of the existing strengths of the Davis 

et al. (2019) study, including its ability to accurately summarize student belonging with a short 

survey instrument that has been verified with comparison to a much more extensive instrument. 

This study analyzed existing data with personal identifiers removed, meaning the data analysis 

posed a low risk to the participants in the original surveys. The original data analysis strategies 

were also a source of strength in the way that they were created to mitigate the risk of having 

little data. As an example, analysis strategy 1 would have tracked scores across a single group of 

students both before and after the intervention, meaning it would have been easy to track changes 

with respect to the intervention. The contingency plan  - analysis strategy 2 - was designed to 

completement strategy 1 in the case that available points were scattered among students. Finally, 

the system used to organize the client data made out client lists compatible with the SBI data in 

terms of being organized by cohort. This solved a number of potential technical problems, and is 

what allowed us to use anonymized data in the first place. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The basic template of this study will be useful for future analysis of SBI data from the 

SCSU Belonging Initiative. These processes can be reused and adjusted as more data become 

available. However, there are several ways to improve upon this evaluation process. Firstly, this 

must be an ongoing process. Secondly, increasing the number of clients that are seen by SCSU 

Wellness Coaching in a given year will increase the number of potential matches in the SBI data. 
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Thirdly, SCSU Wellness Coaching may refine its own internal evaluation tools to complement 

future SBI studies. And, finally, increasing the number of students who take the SBI survey each 

semester would also increase the number of potential matches in the SBI data. 

SBI Evaluation as an Ongoing Process 

 As a result of this study, we know that there are several pre-intervention data points and a 

single post-intervention data point represented in the current SBI data. But it's important to 

remember that the SCSU Belonging Initiative and SCSU Wellness Coaching are both relatively 

new programs, so the passage of time will be reflected in larger amounts of data with each 

passing year. It's critical for SCSU Wellness Coaching to continue this process of evaluation to 

determine if it's meeting the goal of increasing students' sense of belonging. 

Increasing the Number of Clients 

 Increasing the total number of clients seen in any given academic year will proportionally 

increase the likelihood that clients will be represented in the SBI data. As part of this study, grant 

funding was received from the University to support SCSU Wellness Coaching in outreach and 

advertising to potential clients as well as the retention of current clients. The money was used to 

purchase advertising on social media, to purchase new signage, to purchase incentives for 

students to participate in wellness coaching, and to purchase incentives for students to take post-

session surveys. All of this was in the service of attracting and retaining clients. At the time of 

writing, current initiatives at SCSU Wellness Coaching include a referral program, which uses 

gift cards as an incentive for students to refer their friends, as well as a similar program that 

provides gift cards to clients for completing an initial session of wellness coaching. Word-of-

mouth is a potent influence on people's perceptions or a product or service (Sweeney et. al, 

2007), so students who have positive experiences and then go on to refer other students can 
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potentially affect the number of their peers who participate in wellness coaching in a positive 

way. 

Modifying Internal Evaluation Tools 

 As part of its ongoing program evaluation, SCSU Wellness Coaching runs several 

surveys. The first is a five-question post-session survey that is offered to all clients at the end of 

every session. The second is a longer, 10-question survey that is run at midterm and finals in 

every semester. These surveys are analyzed throughout the year, generally at the end of the 

semester, and are intended to measure how clients feel about our program. Both surveys gather 

data that are a proxy for belonging. Previous evaluations of this data determined that students' 

self-reporting indicated an increase in overall level of belonging (O'Hara, 2020). However, as a 

result of this study, we learned that the SCSU Belonging Initiative measures overall sense of 

belonging with a survey that is only 20 questions long, with 10 of them dedicated to social 

belonging (Davis et al., 2019). As social belonging is the factor that SCSU Wellness Coaching 

analyzed and is most concerned with, a future opportunity would be to find ways of 

incorporating this empirically-verified tool into our internal surveys. If clients were to take these 

surveys multiple times, it would provide a direct measurement of changes in their social 

belonging over time (however, as clients with positive experiences are probably more likely to 

take these surveys, this has the potential to create a bias in the data, meaning that continued 

evaluation of the external SBI data, and comparisons between the data sets, will still be 

necessary).  

Increasing the Number of Students Taking the SBI Survey 

 Another potential way that the number of matches between wellness coaching client lists 

and the SBI data could be increased would be to increase the number of students taking the SBI 
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surveys in any given semester. Of the 83 clients across both lists, a total of six were represented 

in the SBI data (Table III). It will, therefore, be helpful to future evaluation of the SCSU 

Wellness Coaching program  if a method to increase general participation in the SBI surveys can 

be devised. 

Conclusions 

 There was not enough data in the SBI sample to support or reject the hypothesis that 

participating in wellness coaching is associated with a positive change in belonging. In fact, the 

sole participant who was represented in the data experienced a minor decrease in their sense of 

belonging, which could be attributed to any number of factors, including the COVID-19 

pandemic or individual factors. However, this study has shown that this general analysis strategy 

has merit and can be used again in the future. 

Implications for SCSU Wellness Coaching 

 This study was unable to determine is SCSU Wellness Coaching is meeting the stated 

goal of increasing students' sense of belonging (St. Cloud State University, 2020). If the program 

is to continue to receive funding and support from the university, it will be critical that 

evaluation, including analysis of future SBI data, be a continuous process over time so that 

SCSU Wellness Coaching can demonstrate its value to the University. Part of this will be 

continuing the process of attracting and retaining clients using methods such as incentives for 

completing a first session or referring a friend; continued social media presence and the use of 

advertising in social media; continued on-campus outreach, including events organized by 

wellness coaches; and increased overall awareness on-campus of this relatively new resource. 
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Implications for the University 

 The University has taken a proactive approach in attacking the problem of student 

belonging by not only measuring students' sense of belonging, but also by using the work done 

on the part of the SCSU Belonging Initiative to "identify ways our campus can promote social 

and academic belonging more broadly" (Davis et al., 2019, p. 126). SCSU Wellness Coaching is 

part of this picture of student services that are intended to foster a sense of belonging. As both 

programs are in their infancy, it will be important for the University to continue to nurture and 

support both of these programs as they grow together and attack the problem of student 

belonging. Through this continued support, the SBI data will grow, and more thorough analysis 

will be possible. 

Implications for Social Work Practice 

 SCSU Wellness Coaching has been, and presently is, a field placement site for Master of 

Social Work students at St. Cloud State University and employs a clinical social worker in a 

supervisory role. As such, the program incorporates major elements of the social work 

perspective, including client self-determination, informed consent, cultural humility and 

valuation of diversity, privacy and confidentiality, interdisciplinary collaboration (with RRC, 

CAPS, the medical clinic, and other campus services where students may be referred to or who 

may refer students), referral to more appropriate services when clients request it, and clear 

distinctions of qualifications in the service of avoiding misrepresentation. All of these 

perspectives are congruent with the NASW Code of Ethics (NASW, 2017) and are broadly 

indicative of the influence that social workers can have in higher education settings. 

Congruently, part of the accountability that is expected by both the University and the profession 
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is the evaluation of the program in the service of our competence and the ethical obligation to 

perform interventions that benefit clients (NASW, 2017). 

 It's worth noting that this study was performed by a Master of Social Work student and 

was informed by social work perspectives, much as the program has been informed by those 

same perspectives. Because of this, social work values have played a key part in the 

conceptualization of the program, the program's overall goals, and the metrics used for 

evaluation. It's certainly important that belonging in a stronger prediction of retention than GPA 

(Davis et al., 2019). It would be easy to lay out a purely financial case for our program outcomes 

(and, certainly, it's in the program's best interest to provide value to the university). However, as 

a values-based profession, social work is uniquely positioned - in terms of program 

administration, university policy, and direct practice with students - to critically examine the 

machinery of higher education in the service of remaining faithful to the growth and 

development of students, which is, after all, the reason that institutions of higher education exist 

in the first place. 
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