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Poor wellbeing is revealed through a general lack of mental health, increased stress, anxiety and 
depression. Studies show that worker happiness is at an all-time low (Riggio, 2010). In a 2007 study 
of 13,500 university students, 94 percent felt overwhelmed by everything they had to do, and 45 
percent were too depressed to function properly (Kadison, 2005). In another study of the general 
population, a sample of 520,000 people revealed that only 28 percent were considered to be “emo-
tionally well-off” (Rheault & McGeeney, 2011). A 2004 study of Harvard Students found that four out 
of five suffered from depression at one stage in the academic year, while nearly half of them were so 
depressed that it impacted their normal functioning (Kaplan, 2004).

Depression rates today are nearly ten times higher than they were 50 years ago, while the mean 
onset age of depression has sunk from 29.5 years to 14.5 years during this period (Seligman, 2002). 
In a study of over 10,000 Australian school students, 40 percent were identified as having “low levels 
of social and emotional wellbeing”, while 31 percent were stressed (Bernard, 2007). Research has 
shown that those employees who are most unhappy take an extra 15 “sick” days off per year (Index, 
2008). For students who go to school 200 days a year for 13 years, this would equate to an extra 
195 days of school missed during their school career. This would put them one academic year be-
hind their peers in their learning by the time they graduate. A low level of wellbeing has a major cost 
on worker productivity in the corporate world and academic achievement in education. But all of 
that is really a conversation about disease, not wellbeing.

ABSTRACT
Students with good mental health and wellbeing are clearly better equipped to cope with the everyday 
demands of school life. On the other hand, learning is inhibited for those students with poor mental 

health and wellbeing (Sawyer, 2000). Improving wellbeing leads to improved performance in the work-
place and in the classroom. As a result, schools and organisations that want to improve results are 

increasingly targeting wellbeing.
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Wellbeing is a well-known and well researched determinant of success. It increases our ability to function. 
According to a meta-analysis involving almost 300 studies and 275,000 people worldwide, wellbeing leads 
to success in every domain in our lives, including marriage, friendship, careers, businesses, creativity and 
health (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Wellbeing leads to thriving in social, work, physical, psycholog-
ical and personal domains. In one study, the wellbeing of employees was measured, and these employees 
were followed for 18 months. Those who were happier at the start ended up receiving higher evaluations 
and more pay later on (Staw, Sutton, & Pelled, 1994). In another study, levels of wellbeing were measured 
for students starting university. This was found to correlate with their income levels 19 years later (Die-
ner, Nickerson, Lucas, & Sandvik, 2002). Those with high levels of wellbeing also experienced higher job 
satisfaction and were less likely to have ever been unemployed. Employees with high wellbeing are more 
productive on the job (Index, 2008).

While some educators believe that a focus on wellbeing takes time and resources away from academic 
pursuits, others are aware of the evidence that “students who thrive and flourish [in terms of wellbeing] 
demonstrate stronger academic performance” (Norrish, Williams, O’Connor, & Robinson, 2013). Students 
with high wellbeing gain higher grades and lower rates of absence (Suldo, Thalji, & Ferron, 2011), as well 
as higher self-control and lower procrastination (Howell, 2009) and enjoy more creative, open-minded 
thinking (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005). Indeed, positive education (wellbeing training) is a complemen-
tary goal, rather than a competing goal with academic performance. More and more schools seem to be 
prepared to embrace positive education.

For many schools, positive education is the missing piece of the puzzle for developing their staff and stu-
dents, so they can take more productive and deliberate steps on their journey of thriving. In order to im-
prove performance through wellbeing, schools are able to rely on the research that has determined that 
wellbeing is increased through meditation (Davidson, et al., 2003), character strengths (Park, Peterson, & 
Seligman, 2004), gratitude (Emmons & McCullough, 2003; Emmons, 2007), active-constructive responding 
(Gable, Gonzaga, & Strachman, 2006) and
generosity (Smith & Davidson, 2014).
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At UPP, our resources and training improve student performance by building 
mindsets, grit and wellbeing for school communities. 
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