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open and distance | Recent research studies on student well-being in higher education have emphasised the
learning, PERMA importance of various psychological factors, however, in online learning environments,
model, Sub- demographic factors have been shown to have particularly strong relationships with well-
being. This mixed-methods study explored the relationship between demographic
variables and student well-being in open and distance learning (ODL) using the PERMA
framework. The participants (age: mean = 38.2, SD = 6.5) were BEd students in primary
education at an ODL institution in Botswana. Data from a survey (n = 215) and focus-
group interviews (7 groups, n = 35) revealed that the only significant demographic
predictor of undergraduate students’ perceived well-being was higher levels of education.
Qualitative analyses indicate that higher qualifications were related to career advancement,
self-actualisation, self-confidence, social status, multi-level learning, a sense of belonging
and positive emotions. This study assists in gaining insight into which demographic
variable/s enhance student well-being, that, in turn, may help in designing optimal ODL
learning environments to support students effectively.

Saharan Africa,
well-being

Introduction

Student success and well-being in Open and Distance Learning (ODL) have garnered significant
attention in recent years (Bowden et al., 2021; Mashile et al., 2023). The Covid-19 pandemic
precipitated mass movement to ODL platforms to secure continued learning and improve access
to quality education, thereby intensifying the need to understand the dynamics of student
learning and well-being in these learning environments (Bozkurt, 2022).

Some studies (e.g., Koh et al., 2022) specifically examined factors such as self-efficacy
that predict academic success for university students, revealing differentiated pathways to
student success, such as increased behavioural regulation but decreased emotional regulation.
While it may initially appear counterintuitive that decreased emotional regulation is conducive to
academic development, consider the case of expressive suppression as an emotion regulation
strategy. When individuals employ expressive suppression while regulating their emotions,
especially in the context of social information, it can result in memory impairment, which
suggests that students who adopt expressive suppression face difficulties in socialising, not only
with other students but also with their peers, thereby hindering their ability to seek help and
collaborate with others (Hafiz, 2015). Other studies have also shown that suppression of
emotional expression leads to individuals experiencing more unfavourable feelings and
consumes working memory, which could lead to poorer academic achievement (Nadeem et al.,
2023). Social factors, such as stress and alcohol consumption, alongside emotional factors such
as self-esteem, anxiety and fatigue, have also been associated with varying degrees of student
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success (Lopez-Moreno et al., 2021). In this regard, student well-being is related to creating the
conditions that foster student engagement and success in higher education (Bowden et al., 2021).

In predicting student well-being in higher education, various psychological factors such
as hope, life satisfaction and optimism have been highlighted (Rand et al., 2020). In online
learning environments, demographic variables such as gender, disability status, regional
belonging, socio-economic standing and education level, have been strongly associated with
student performance (Rizvi et al., 2019). These demographic factors, which are strongly
associated with student achievement, are intricately linked to well-being. This connection is
evident in the existing literature: gender (Diaz et al., 2022), disability status (Tough et al., 2017),
regional belonging (Morrison, 2021), socio-economic standing (Sainz et al., 2021), and
education level (Kristoffersen, 2018) have all been linked to aspects of student well-being.
Therefore, the associations between student demographics, well-being and long-term student
success bear relevance.

Research Objective

This study seeks to investigate the demographic variables that may be associated with students’
well-being and, consequently, their academic success in an open university environment.
Conducted within the Sub-Saharan African context, this study focuses on a region where many
tertiary education students are first-generation students, i.e., the first person in their family to
attend university. In the African context, supporting well-being over a distance and in online
learning environments presents significant challenges. First-generation students in ODL settings
may also not have the benefit of friends or family members with prior university experience.
The assumption, therefore, is that understanding the demographic variables that may contribute
to increased well-being could provide insights into how to design ODL learning environments to
best support students. The research question guiding this inquiry was: What demographic factors
are significant predictors of undergraduate students' perceived well-being in ODL?

Literature Review
Extensive research (Delle Fave et al., 2023; Guse, 2022; Kristjansson & VanderWeele, 2024) has
examined demographic variables associated with well-being and, particularly subjective well-
being (SWB; related to happiness and life satisfaction), across all life spans, with the majority of
studies finding that well-being and SWB are multi-dimensional and depend on many different
key indicators.

On a global level, the World Happiness Reports (Helliwell et al., 2023) explore the
demographics of well-being and happiness annually. An analysis (Ngamaba, 2017) of the 2010-
2014 World Values Survey' data, based on 59 countries, found that factors driving SWB
included gender, health, freedom of choice, gross domestic product (GDP) per capita,
employment and income, friends, leisure and religion. Main et al. (2019) considered data from
15 countries from the Children's Worlds Survey, an international study of child SWB. They
found that material resources were related to SWB in all countries, with varied types and
magnitude of associations. Jebb et al. (2020) considered variables significantly associated with
SWB across 166 nations and found highly consistent results with marriage, employment and life
meaning, in that married individuals, employed individuals and individuals with life meaning
had a higher SWB than their counterparts. Furthermore, Blanchflower (2021) studied age-related
trends in well-being across 145 countries and found the U-shape to hold for the majority of
countries (including countries in Africa), indicating the highest happiness levels on the happiness
curve occurred during the younger and older phases of life with the lowest levels around midlife.
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In an educational context, Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2018) considered the well-being of teachers in
Norway. They found that teachers who perceived their jobs as "second-order" reported lower
teacher well-being.

Turning to Sub-Saharan Africa, Wilson Fadiji et al. (2023) studied the relationship
between the demographic variables such as age, sex, religious practice, and standard of living
with life satisfaction and meaning in life in urban adults in Ghana. Their study found that living
standards predicted life satisfaction, as well as the presence of meaning in life. Similarly, Nanor
et al. (2021) conducted a study in rural communities in Ghana and found that SWB was
dependent on religion, health and transportation, with the latter being the most significant due to
the poor conditions of the roads in the rural communities.

In South Africa, Morton et al. (2018) found that being older, having a high level of
education, and having a high income significantly predicted SWB, emphasising the comparative
importance of the variables of social determinants and SWB in societal functioning. Savahl et al.
(2020) used data from the second wave of the South African Children's Worlds Study conducted
on South African children between the ages of 8 and 12, and found a significant association
between children’s engagement with family and friends and participation in daily activities and
their SWB. More recently, Adedeji et al. (2023) conducted a study on 1,049 South African adults
and found that both socio-economic status (SES) and social capital were significant predictors
for happiness, which, of course, speaks to other broader life outcomes such as well-being.

Although substantial literature exists on the demographic determinants of SWB globally,
few studies have systematically explored these relationships within the Sub-Saharan African
context, particularly in ODL settings. Prior research has emphasised socioeconomic status,
education, and health as key contributors to well-being, but limited attention has been paid to
how these factors intersected in non-traditional higher education contexts. This study addressed
that gap by focusing on a sample of adult BEd students in Botswana and identified higher
qualifications as the only significant demographic predictor of student well-being. The findings
contribute to a growing body of work that seeks to understand how demographic variables shape
the student experience and success in online and distance learning environments, particularly in
under-researched African contexts.

Theoretical Framework

The PERMA theory of well-being developed from rigorous cross-sectional studies conducted in
positive psychology (Seligman, 2018) and served as the framework for the current study, along
with self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2020). The PERMA framework utilises
positive emotion (Umucu et al., 2020), engagement (Delfino, 2019), relationships (Eloff, 2021),
meaning and accomplishment (Tansey et al., 2018) as conceptual markers to elucidate well-being
in human populations. SDT constitutes three human psychological needs: competence,
autonomy, and relatedness (Rigby & Ryan, 2018). The researchers premise that human
flourishing prevails under conditions with a significant correlation between inherent values and
life experiences. In our study, autonomy is a central psychological need. SDT determines
undergraduate students’ quest for personal development and undergirds the internal motivation
to explore and adapt to the environment and ultimately improve their well-being (Schultz &
Ryan, 2015).
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Methods
Participants

Between 2020 and 2022, this study was conducted at an Open University, focusing on
individuals pursuing a BEd in primary education. Participants were recruited via a WhatsApp
group, with inclusion criteria specifying students who had enrolled in the BEd in primary
education between 2015 and 2017 and subsequently completed their studies. Utilising
convenience sampling facilitated efficient recruitment via WhatsApp, with 215 respondents
(mean age: 38.2, primarily female: 86.5%) reflecting the university's typical demographics. The
participants' nationalities were distributed as follows: 91.2% Motswana, 6.5% Zimbabwean,
1.4% Zambian and 0.9% Kenyan, while the mother tongue of the participants included over 10
languages, with Setswana having the highest percentage (75.8%). The majority were admitted in
2017 (54.0%), held bachelor's degrees (66.4%), and had teaching experience averaging 12.7
years, with the distribution of their teaching placements being: big villages (32.6%), city or town
schools (25.1%), small villages (23.3%), and remote areas (11.6%). Nearly half were married
(47.4%), followed by those who were single (40.0%).

The sample for the focus group interviews comprised 35 individuals who expressed their
willingness to participate in the focus group interviews through an open-ended question in the
survey. Of these 35 individuals, again, the majority were female (74.3%), came from the 2017
cohort (51.4%), were teaching in big villages (40.0%), their nationality was Motswana (88.6%)
and their mother tongue was Setswana (65.7%).

Data Collection Techniques

A sequential explanatory mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) was employed
where surveys (based on the well-known Seligman’s (2011) PERMA framework, which
consisted of 5-point Likert scale ordinal response options) and focus-group interviews were
conducted in conjunction with one another. The former considered the PERMA model [Positive
emotions (PE), Engagement (EN), Relationships (REL), Meaning (MNG), and Accomplishment
(ACCQC)] and the scale was tailored for an ODL context; the extent of the changes were reflected
in Magare et al. (2022). The PE construct had 13 items with questions such as, “How often did
you feel cheerful at the university?”’, with response options, “Never (1)” to “Always (5)”. The
EN construct (six items), REL construct (seven items), MNG construct (three items) and ACC
construct (six items) had response options, “Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5)” with
questions such as: EN: “I often got completely absorbed in what I was doing”, REL: “I had
friends at the university that I cared about”, MNG: “I feel that my university life at the university
had a purpose”, ACC: “I was a hard worker”. To establish reliability, Cronbach’s alpha (@) was
used and all constructs were acceptable (a > 0.7) except the EN construct; for the latter, one of
the EN items (“I kept at my university work until I was done with it”’) had to be removed to
obtain a > 0.7.

The focus-group interviews were semi-structured interviews, and participants were
encouraged to speak freely. From the 35 individuals who agreed to participate in the interviews,
seven groups were formed comprising five to seven participants each, and the interviews lasted
for approximately one to one and a half hours each. Two of the focus groups were virtual, while
five were in-person.

To ensure validity, construct validity was established by conducting correlations and
items belonging to the same construct correlated more strongly (convergent validity) than items
belonging to a different construct (discriminant validity). As there were numerous correlations
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run, the correlations are omitted for conciseness and only the relevant results are discussed in this
section.

Statistical and Thematic Analyses

The research hypothesis: Demographic factors are significant predictors for undergraduate
students’ perceived level of the PERMA model of well-being in an ODL context. For the
quantitative data, certain categories within variables were combined due to sparse data, and one
variable was excluded because of high correlation with another. Detailed methodological
adjustments are documented via the following DOI:

https://doi.org/10.25403/UPresearchdata.25334905.v1

The only significant predictor was “higher qualifications” (Figure 1), and, subsequently,
the comprehensive, qualitative dataset was analysed in relation to the occurrences of “higher
qualifications” by means of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A preliminary analysis
was conducted to search for key emergent themes. This initial theme analysis was subsequently
refined to finalise major themes by collapsing certain overlapping themes and adjusting the
chronology in which themes were presented.

Career advancement | I think having a degree; it's very important nowadays because in primary schools, if you want to be promoted when you don’t

have 2 degree, you can be promoted from (inaudible) up to Head of Department, no, up to Deputy School Head. You cannot be
a school head without having a degree nowadays. [07:29, Group A]

| Highest qualification / level of education }

I'll say, obtaining high qualification, obviously, when you're in Africa, we have grown up being told that when you study hard;
you work hard in school, you are going to be in 2 high-paying job and all the likes. I think that’s the first motivation that

0.16* everyone wants to have a higher education. That's the gateway to improved salary. That's the gateway to improved social life
and 2 transition to leadership positions [15:00, Group B]
| Gender Self lisati
elt-actualisation | ;. .. or o things I think attaining higher academic qualifications; ike, I mean, it helps us with self-development [12:50,
GrowpE]
m I wanted to upgrade myself or to upgrade my qualifications, and I also wanted to upgrade my mind emotions [31:30, Group A]

’ Admission year 2016 Obtain high qualifications the more you know. The more you are able to achieve having a high qualification makes you stand
m out; it was self-actualisation to me [17:05, Group E]
PERMA Self-confidence

‘You are a degree holder, you are no longer a diploma, so it is ideal to your self-esteem [14:23, Group G]

.. well-being

Admission year 2017 Because here we have this degree nowadays, they respect us; gain that knowledge and experience and qualification it makes us
to have that confidence [19:31, Group G]
The positive is that you know there are times whereby you believed that you cannot make it, but after you make it, then your

m confidence is boosted, then you start believe in yourself [19:01, Group F]
Social status

In a steady relationship or living with a partner

stil believe, even right now, T want to go higher and higher because right now, I'm a primary school teacher but T aspire to be
2 lecturer [44:02, Group E]

Qualifications will make you go to the other scale. The sky is the limit and, also, is for prestige. If you are leamed, you have
that qualification, you walk tall. If we have others, you don't even feel small because we are leamed; we have qualification

| Married for the first time [06:54, Group C]

Multi-level learning

T would say we have leamed new things, which was new ideas and new concepts were brought by this new qualifications

| Divorced or widowed [16:39, Group D]

Itis very important and it very good to acquire  higher quality or qualities in learing because after acquiring what you want

to acquire, you walk tall, you shine as a student because now you are in 2 higher level. Like, I was in diploma, then I acquired
my degree, I was very proud of that because T have a lot of knowledge which I didn't have before [14:23, Group G]

| Teaching experience in years

| Quantitative results (*p < 0.05) | | Qualitative findings

Figure 1: Summary of quantitative results and qualitative findings
Results and Findings

Quantitative Results

A multi-linear regression analysis was conducted to examine whether demographic variables
predicted students’ perceived level of the PERMA model of well-being in an ODL context
(Figure 1). The adjusted R? (R?= 0.089) value demonstrated that the predictor variables
accounted for 8.9% of the variance in the perceived level of the PERMA model of well-being
scores. The analysis of variance (ANOV A) that examined whether the regression model was a
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good fit for the data indicated that the predictor variables statistically significantly predicted the
dependent variable of the PERMA model of well-being, F(8,201) =2.462, p = 0.015, and the
model was a good fit for the data (Table 1). However, the highest level of education variable was
the only significant predictor of the level of students’ well-being in an ODL context (5 = 0.20, p
= 0.007); the higher the level of education, the higher the well-being and vice versa. Improved
well-being, in turn, was related to creating conditions that fostered student engagement and
success in higher education (Bowden et al., 2021).

Table 1: ANOVA Statistical Results

Degrees of F test
Sum of Squares Freedom Mean Square Statistic p
Regression 2.478 8 0.310 2.462 0.015
Residual 25.288 201 0.126
Total 27.765 209

Qualitative Findings

Since higher qualifications were found to be a predictor of student well-being, with the literature
indicating the latter contributes to student success (Bowden et al., 2021), further fine-grained
theme analysis of the qualitative data set was conducted as stated. Aligned with the literature that
showed individuals with higher levels of education and qualifications reported better physical
and mental health, higher life satisfaction, and greater overall well-being (e.g., Matud et al.,
2022), the theme analysis in the current study sought to investigate how the notion of higher
education qualifications, when considered in terms of well-being, presented within this
population. Findings indicate that “higher qualifications” and their relations to well-being were
construed in terms of career advancement, self-actualisation, self-confidence, social status, multi-
level learning, a sense of belonging and positive emotions (Figure 1).

Higher Qualifications and Career Advancement

Financial independence, or financial health, refers to the ability to sustain oneself financially
without external aid, while financial well-being signifies feeling secure, confident, and content
with one's financial status. Both aspects contribute to a sense of security, stability, and control
over life, crucial for overall well-being. Research by Iannello et al. (2021) demonstrated that
financial well-being positively influenced subjective and psychological well-being in Italian and
Portuguese participants aged 20-27. Similarly, Weida et al. (2020) found through quantitative
analysis that individuals with sound financial health exhibited better physical and mental health.
Advanced qualifications often lead to greater financial independence as they facilitate access to
higher-paying jobs and career advancement opportunities. Studies by Ma et al. (2016) and
Coetzee (2021) underscore the link between higher education, career progression, and career
well-being. Nam (2023) further supports this connection, linking higher education and income
with improved financial well-being. Career advancement and promotions, as demonstrated by
Iannello et al. (2021) and Weida et al. (2020), enhance financial independence and well-being,
contributing to overall welfare. Financial autonomy fosters security and stability, enabling
individuals to navigate unforeseen circumstances. However, how finances are utilised affects
well-being; spending on experiences, others, and small pleasures enhances well-being (Lloyd &
Pennington, 2020). Career advancement not only provides financial independence but also
empowers individuals with control over their lives, fostering autonomy, purpose, and fulfilment
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(Fan et al., 2018). Higher education qualifications correlate strongly with career advancement, as
observed in the current study.

Higher Qualifications and Self-Actualisation

Self-actualisation, which varies across developmental stages (Ivtzan et al., 2013), correlates with
well-being (Wallace, 2019; Wissing et al., 2021). Our study emphasises the significance of self-
development, self-discipline, and self-motivation for well-being. Self-improvement involves
continual growth, leading to enhanced self-esteem and well-being (Dogan et al., 2013). Self-
discipline, an essential attribute for achieving success, has been shown to enhance mental health
and well-being (Simsir & Dilmag, 2022). Similarly, self-motivation aligns with subjective well-
being (Gordeeva & Sychev, 2021). Engaging in self-actualisation fosters fulfilment and
happiness, fundamental for well-being. Wissing et al. (2021) found that flourishing individuals
exhibited higher engagement, linking self-actualisation to well-being. Wallace (2019) directly
links self-actualisation to well-being in healthcare professionals. Our study's findings resonate
with these conclusions.

Higher Qualifications and Self-Confidence

The close connection between well-being and self-confidence that emerged in the current study
has long been established in the literature (Ryff, 1989), but is here precipitated by the attainment
of higher education qualifications as in earlier research, indicating that individuals with higher
qualifications have higher self-confidence (Schoon & Mortimer, 2017). Malko¢ and Mutlu’s
(2019) study also showed that self-confidence, in conjunction with cognitive flexibility,
significantly predicts psychological well-being. In their study, the authors found that self-
confidence explained up to 38% of the variance in psychological well-being. Using hierarchical
multiple regression on data from 1,990 participants from Spain, Matud et al. (2022) showed that
self-confidence was a significant predictor of well-being. Many studies have shown the
connection between self-confidence and well-being (Malko¢ & Mutlu, 2019). Our study inserts
the self-confidence that emanates from completing higher qualifications into the psychological
dynamics between the experiences of self-confidence and well-being.

Higher Qualifications and Social Status

Social status has been a foundational aspect of human society throughout history, and emerged
as a key construct in the pursuit of higher education qualifications for the participants in the
current study. Social status determines how individuals perceive and treat one another in
accordance with their status, reputation, and position in society. Many studies have shown that
an individual’s level of education is a determinant of social rank (Mirowsky, 2017; Van Noord et
al., 2019). In their study of the links between education, social status, and health, Mirowsky
(2017) emphasised that educational achievement was indicative of social status. Van Noord et al.
(2019) used a dataset based on information from 31 countries to investigate the link between
educational level and social status and found that the level of education was an important source
of subjective social status for all 31 countries. Theories on the interactions between educational
and occupational prestige levels and status aspirations have long been investigated in various
scientific disciplines (Mirowsky, 2017; Van Noord et al., 2019) and the findings from the current
study seem to similarly suggest close correlations between perceived social status and the
completion of an additional tertiary qualification.

Higher Qualifications and Multi-Level Learning
Pursuing and completing a higher qualification entails a multifaceted learning journey. Cooksey
and McDonald (2019) underscored the development of skills like critical reflexivity during
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postgraduate studies, emphasising its inherent learning aspect. Narushima et al. (2018)
demonstrated the positive association between continuing education and psychological well-
being. Participants in our study highlighted the acquisition of qualification-specific knowledge,
alongside transferable skills like technology use. These findings resonate with Ulmanen et al.
(2016), who emphasised the affective and social dimensions of learning. Thus, higher
qualifications involve not only specific learning but also multi-dimensional learning processes.

Higher Qualifications, a Sense of Belonging and Positive Emotions

Obtaining a higher qualification not only enhances practical skills and career prospects but also
profoundly impacts individuals' sense of belonging and positive emotions (Kruse et al., 2020;
Nicholson et al., 2018). Kruse et al. (2020) found increased belonging among student nurses
engaging in professional development, while Nicholson et al. (2018) observed enhanced
belonging and confidence through peer mentoring among primary school teaching assistants.
Positive emotions and a sense of accomplishment are integral to well-being (Khaw & Kern,
2015). Our study revealed that completing a higher qualification correlates with well-being
constructs such as belonging and joy. Participants reported anticipating access to higher social
circles and experiencing a deeper sense of belonging and positive emotions following their
qualification attainment. However, the transition period after university warrants tailored support
due to reported developmental challenges (Robinson et al., 2021). Further exploration is needed
to understand the nuances of belonging and positive emotions associated with higher
qualification attainment.

Discussion

Our study, utilising a sequential explanatory design, revealed that higher qualifications
significantly predict the well-being of adult undergraduate students in an ODL context. This
finding is of great importance, as the literature has shown that improved well-being leads to
improved student success (Bowden et al., 2021). Anchored in the PERMA model of well-being
(Seligman, 2011) and self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2020), our findings resonate in
six thematic areas: career advancement, self-actualisation, self-confidence, social status,
learning, a sense of belonging, and positive emotions. Career advancement emerges as a crucial
factor, providing tangible opportunities for promotion and enhanced salaries, thus contributing to
hedonic well-being (Diener et al., 2018) and life satisfaction. Self-actualisation, especially
significant for students from marginalised backgrounds, is facilitated through self-development,
self-improvement, and self-discipline, fostering self-determination and overall well-being
(Wissing et al., 2021). The attainment of higher qualifications bolsters self-confidence,
impacting students' psychological well-being and functioning (Malko¢ & Mutlu, 2019; Matud et
al., 2022). Higher qualifications also correlate with social status, influencing workplace
hierarchies and promoting subjective well-being (Mirowsky, 2017; van Noord et al., 2019).
Learning through higher qualifications cultivates new skills and engagement, fostering social
cohesion and well-being (Cooksey & McDonald, 2019; Narushima et al., 2018; Ulmanen et al.,
2016). Finally, a sense of belonging and positive emotions associated with obtaining higher
qualifications lay essential foundations for well-being (Alsarrani et al., 2022; Bian et al., 2015;
Eloff, 2021). Our study underscores the interconnectedness of subjective and objective well-
being components, highlighting the multifaceted benefits of higher qualifications in promoting
well-being among adult undergraduate students, which, in turn, can lead to higher student
success (Bowden et al., 2021).
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The significance of the findings from the study relates to the specificity of higher
qualifications as a predictor of the well-being of adult undergraduate students in an ODL context
— amongst various other demographic variables. Furthermore, the study shows the associations
of higher qualifications in terms of well-being, i.e., career advancement, self-actualisation, self-
confidence, social status, multi-level learning, a sense of belonging and positive emotions. In
addition, whilst well-being in tertiary education students has been studied widely in the global
context, studies in Sub-Saharan Africa are still underrepresented. The recommendations, based
on the findings of this study and that of the other research studies, are specified in the section
below.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

Limitations of this study include geographical limitations, lack of individual interviews and the
range of demographic variables explored. The study is nested in the Sub-Saharan context, and
while it provides insights into the dynamics of student well-being in online environments in
Africa, it may have limited or varied applicability in other world contexts. This study also relied
on focus group interviews rather than individual interviews in order to ensure diverse views and
representivity. While focus groups were used to capture diverse perspectives and ensure
representativeness, individual interviews might have provided deeper, more nuanced
understanding of how higher qualifications influence experiences of well-being. Future studies
could include an expanded list of demographic variables, individual interviews, and data
collection in multiple countries.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Gaining insight into demographic variables that can predict and enhance student well-being in
tertiary environments could contribute to student success in the long term. By understanding how
these demographic variables contribute to well-being, educators and designers of ODL learning
environments can tailor their approach to best support students from diverse backgrounds. The
current study suggests the attainment of higher qualifications is a significant predictor of student
well-being. As such, it is recommended that tertiary education students in ODL contexts should
be supported to obtain higher qualifications by providing them with the resources and tools they
need to succeed. In light of the qualitative findings, targeted student support interventions could
subsequently include specific modules on career advancement, self-actualisation, self-
confidence, social status (e.g., awareness of structural inequalities), multi-level learning, a sense
of belonging and positive emotions. By inverting the constructs connected to well-being and
higher education qualifications in this study, student support could be optimised. Tailored
interventions could help ensure that students feel comfortable, engaged, and motivated in their
learning, which could ultimately lead to better academic outcomes and increased student success.
Support could also be in the form of financial support, creating mentorship programmes and
fostering a supportive academic environment by, for example, creating a welcoming and
inclusive culture, offering mental health services and promoting well-being to ensure success at
the postgraduate level.

Ethical Approval: Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of Pretoria [Reference number
EDU040/19]. Participants had to provide informed consent before participating in the study and the
anonymity of all participants was ensured as the questionnaire didn’t capture any identifying information,
and pseudonyms were used for the interviews. The participants were given no incentives to participate in
the study and they could withdraw from the study at any time.
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