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Do not go where the path my lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a trail. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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ABSTRACT 

Seligman (2011) introduced well-being theory as a multidimensional model to increase and 

measure well-being. The PERMA model of well-being theory defines well-being in terms of five 

constructs: Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. 

Together, these five constructs are the foundation of individual and community well-being. The 

end goal of well-being theory is flourishing, which is defined as optimal well-being, where one is 

in the upper range of all five PERMA elements. The purpose of this study was to test whether all 

five PERMA elements of well-being could be derived from items in the 2018 Purdue Student 

Experience at a Research University (SERU) survey, thus providing support for the 

multidimensional model in context of undergraduate students at a research-intensive university. 

Using confirmatory factor analysis, all five PERMA constructs were supported with use of 32 

items and demonstrated good model fit statistics. A second order PERMA well-being construct 

was built and demonstrated adequate model fit with RMSEA = 0.04. In the full PERMA model, 

all 32 items were significant at p < .05. In the full PERMA model, all five constructs were 

significant at p < .001. Accomplishment had the highest factor loading (0.76) and Meaning had 

the lowest factor loading (0.25). Results from this study provide initial support for use of well-

being theory in context of undergraduate students. 
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CHAPTER ONE: STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

People desire optimal well-being, but barriers and lack of societal support prevent many 

individuals from realizing a satisfying, meaningful life. In undergraduate college student 

populations, common barriers to optimal well-being include anxiety, stress, and depression. 

According to a 2017 survey of directors at university and college counseling centers, the 

following three concerns were most prevalent among undergraduate students seen in campus 

counseling centers: anxiety (48.2%), stress (39.1%), and depression (34.5%; LeViness et al., 

2018). Additionally, 25.5% of students seen in campus counseling centers were taking prescribed 

psychotropic medications (LeViness et al., 2018). Similar results were obtained in the 2017 

National College Health Assessment, a nationally recognized survey that includes data about 

health habits, behaviors, and perceptions of college students. This assessment revealed a wide 

variety of serious self-reported mental health concerns including hopelessness (51.7%), 

exhaustion not due to physical activity (83.4%), feeling overwhelmed (86.5%), loneliness 

(63.1%), considered suicide (12.1%), and have attempted suicide (1.9%). Summatively, these 

challenges demonstrate college student well-being is threatened, contributing to decreased 

academic success (American College Health Association, 2017). More research is needed to 

enhance understanding of barriers and facilitators of well-being in this population.  

Significance of the Problem 

Young adults represent an important societal group as they transition from late 

adolescence into adulthood. Unfortunately, many young adults suffer from poor mental health. In 

recent years, mental health diagnoses such as anxiety and depression have increased (Oswalt et 

al., 2020). Mental illnesses can be defined as a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder 
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resulting in impacts ranging from no impairment to severe impairment of the individual; serious 

mental illness is a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder that causes serious impairment and 

interferes with life events (NIMH, 2017). According to 2017 data, the National Institute of 

Mental Health (NIMH) reported young adults between the ages of 18-25 years had the highest 

prevalence of any mental illness (25.8%) as compared to adults between the ages of 26-49 years 

(22.2%) and adults older than 50 years (13.8%) in the United States. Young adults between the 

ages of 18-25 years also had the highest prevalence of serious mental illness (7.5%) compared to 

adults between the ages of 26-49 years (5.6%) and adults older than 50 years (2.7%; NIMH, 

2017). In a national dataset of college students (N = 454,029), diagnoses and treatment of several 

mental health conditions increased significantly between 2009 and 2015 (Oswalt et al., 2020).  

Health and mental health are commonly used terms, both in lay and professional realms. 

It is important to define these terms, as they are used broadly and sometimes interchangeably. 

The World Health Organization (1948) defined health in its constitution: “Health is a state of 

complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity” (p. 1). Mental health is defined as effective functioning of daily living that includes 

productivity (i.e., work or school), positive relationships, and adaptability to change and 

adversity (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2018). According to Seligman (2011), 

positive mental health includes the presence of positive emotions and is not merely the absence 

of mental illness; this idea is the foundation of positive psychology. Mental illness and mental 

health are not mutually exclusive and may coexist concurrently in individuals (APA, 2018).  

Well-being is often included under the larger umbrella of mental health and provides a 

meaningful measure of societal interest about individual life satisfaction (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018). Healthy People 2020 defined well-being in terms of 
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physical, mental, and social elements. Physical well-being refers to vitality and energy; mental 

well-being includes life satisfaction, emotional balance, meaning and purpose, self-efficacy and 

optimism; and social well-being includes supportive relationships with family and friends 

(Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, n.d.).  

Well-being may be examined broadly or in specific domains. When measured at the 

national and global levels, it is possible to compare well-being among aggregate groups over 

time. Such well-being trends may reveal influential barriers and facilitators of well-being and 

inform policy, programming, and funding at local, state, and national levels. A national well-

being survey, Country Well-Being Rankings (Gallup, 2014), placed the United States low in 

well-being compared to other developed countries based on measurements of five components of 

well-being: purpose, social, financial, community, and physical. More recently, the 2020 World 

Happiness Report, which used Gallup World Poll data from 153 countries, placed several Nordic 

countries at the top of these rankings. Well-being in this survey was assessed in terms of life 

evaluation and six contributing factors: gross domestic product (GDP), life expectancy, 

generosity, social support, freedom, and corruption. By these measures, the United States 

dropped to number 18 in the world (Helliwell et al., 2020). 

A national well-being measure, the Gallup Well-Being Index, also assessed well-being in 

five similar elements: career, social, financial, community, and physical. Results from 2018 

placed Indiana at 41 out of 50 states in the United States in terms of total well-being scores 

(Witters, 2019). Results from these and other well-being surveys are needed to assess well-being 

of individuals, communities, and nations.  
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It is clear well-being should be assessed regularly across university and college campuses 

so ways to enhance college student well-being may be illuminated. Use of secondary data may 

provide insight into well-being of undergraduate students at a large public research university. 

Using data from the 2018 Purdue Student Experience in the Research University (SERU) survey 

(see Appendix D for the entire survey), latent variable modeling techniques allowed for testing 

of a multidimensional model based on Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory. The SERU survey is 

administered at research intensive universities to understand student experiences, inform 

policymaking, and improve academic programs (University of California Berkeley [UC 

Berkley], 2020b). Although data were collected to assess student experiences at Purdue 

University, this study will determine whether the PERMA model of well-being can be supported 

in the sample. The PERMA model of well-being is a multidimensional model based on well-

being theory (Seligman, 2011). Fundamental testing of the PERMA model is needed to validate 

use in the sample, as I am unaware of its use in the context of undergraduate students at a large 

research-intensive university.  

Moving forward, the results of this study have broad implications as increased well-being 

is associated with many benefits. Positive outcomes of well-being are noted among individuals 

and communities in health, career, social, and economic domains (CDC, 2018). Increased well-

being is associated with higher self-perceived health, positive health behaviors, increased fitness 

levels, better immune function, decreased recovery time, and increased longevity. Higher levels 

of well-being are associated with academic success, increased work productivity, community 

involvement, prosocial behaviors, and better relationships (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).  

As evidenced by associations between well-being and health, the potential to improve 

health of young adults is relevant. Well-being is also pertinent in an economic sense; individuals 
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with better health reduce healthcare costs (CDC, 2018). Social implications of well-being include 

positive relationships; thus, individuals with high levels of personal well-being may increase 

well-being of others, and foster a culture of well-being in work, academic, and community 

environments. By increasing individual well-being, society would benefit in multiple domains 

from individual flourishing (Seligman, 2011). Understanding dimensions of well-being in 

undergraduate college students may help foster interventions to support well-being and academic 

success in undergraduate students.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this research was to determine if a multidimensional model of well-being 

can be measured from items contained in the 2018 Purdue SERU survey. The structure of well-

being theory was tested to assess if PERMA constructs can be supported, which would validate 

the application of this theory in the context of undergraduate college students at a large research-

intensive university in Midwestern United States. Previous studies have validated well-being 

theory or a portion of well-being theory in the context of adolescent male students between ages 

13-18, school employees, college students, and adults (Coffey et al., 2016; Kern et al., 2014, 

2015). In the context of college students, the full PERMA model of well-being has not yet been 

tested. Results of this study are an essential first step in exploration of well-being in this 

population and may inform policy, research, and practice to support undergraduate student well-

being. The PERMA model of well-being could be used to develop courses and raise awareness 

for individual and community well-being on campus. Well-being items could be incorporated 

into annual course registration, and thus assess well-being across the college experience. Campus 

health and counseling providers could use the PERMA model to assess positive mental health in 
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addition to physical and psychological assessments. The PERMA model could be useful in 

patient/client education by empowering students to increase their personal well-being. 

Definitions and Assumptions Based on Existing Knowledge 

Well-being can be defined in many ways. In general terms, well-being may refer to a 

condition of happiness, health, or prosperity (“Well-Being,” n.d.). Although individual 

definitions vary, there is agreement that well-being is a multidimensional term and subjective to 

individual experience (CDC, 2018; Diener, 1984; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 

Development [OECD], 2013). In social science research, Diener (1984) asserted well-being is 

subjective and refers to how and why individuals experience life in positive ways, including 

cognitive judgements and affective reactions. Subjective well-being is composed of positive 

affect, negative affect, and life satisfaction (Diener, 1984). Similarly, the OECD (2013) defined 

subjective well-being as containing three parts: (a) affect (i.e., positive and negative feelings and 

emotions), (b) life satisfaction (i.e., evaluation and cognition), and (c) eudaimonia (i.e., meaning 

and purpose). From these definitions, various tools and surveys have been developed to measure 

well-being. 

For this study, well-being was measured according to well-being theory (Seligman, 

2011). In Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory, well-being is defined as a combination of 

cognitive happiness (i.e., satisfaction), hedonic happiness (i.e., feeling), and eudaimonia (i.e., 

meaning). Well-being is predicted by five elements: (a) Positive Emotion, (b) Engagement, (c) 

Relationships, (d) Meaning, and (e) Accomplishment. These five elements are represented by the 

acronym PERMA. Each element contributes to well-being, can be pursued for its own sake, and 

is independently defined and measured. The combination of PERMA elements promotes 

flourishing, which is optimal functioning of individuals, groups, communities, nations, and 
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society at large (Seligman, 2011). Well-being may be increased by increasing PERMA elements. 

With any study, assumptions and limitations are present and should be acknowledged.  

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were identified prior to the beginning of the research study. 

1. People desire well-being. 

2. PERMA elements are discrete, can be pursued independently, and are measurable. 

3. Participants provided accurate honest responses to survey questions. 

Limitations 

The following limitations were identified prior to the beginning of the research study. 

1. Secondary data used for this study were collected for a different purpose. 

2. All data were self-reported and are subject to bias. 

3. Research findings may be not be generalizable to other populations as this sample 

included undergraduate students at a large research-intensive university in 

Midwestern United States. 

4. Study participants were incentivized for completing the survey; some received gift 

cards via random drawings, which may have resulted in response bias. 

5. Survey fatigue was possible due to length of the survey. 
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Aims, Research Questions, or Hypotheses 

 The study was guided by two aims and hypotheses, which are listed next.  

Aim 1 

 The first aim of the study was to determine if PERMA constructs of well-being can be 

measured as distinct dimensions using items from the 2018 Purdue SERU survey. This would 

support the application of well-being theory in context of undergraduate students at a large 

public research-intensive university. 

Hypothesis 1 

 All five PERMA constructs of well-being will be supported using items in the 2018 

Purdue SERU survey. 

Aim 2 

 The second aim of the study was to determine if a multidimensional well-being measure 

can be constructed for all five PERMA constructs using items in the 2018 Purdue SERU survey. 

Hypothesis 2 

A second order well-being construct can be built using all five PERMA constructs from 

the 2018 Purdue SERU survey data. 

Overview of Theoretical Framework 

The study was guided by Seligman’s (2011) well-being theory. Well-being theory was 

constructed in 2011 by psychologist Martin Seligman and represents a revision of his authentic 

happiness theory (Seligman, 2002). Authentic happiness theory defined individual happiness in 
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terms of three elements: Positive Emotion, Engagement, and Meaning. Both theories (i.e., 

authentic happiness theory and well-being theory) are rooted in positive psychology; however, 

well-being theory seeks to understand goals of individuals in connection to the larger context of 

communities and society. The goal of well-being theory is flourishing, which is defined as 

optimal well-being of individuals and society at large (Seligman, 2011). 

 Well-being theory is a result of the positive psychology movement. Positive psychology 

seeks to improve human conditions by focusing on individual strengths, which can be used to 

build and increase well-being. Positive psychology is in direct contrast to traditional psychology, 

which often focuses on weakness, illness, or disease. Well-being theory is composed of five 

pillars and each pillar represents an objective measurable element. The five elements are (a) 

Positive Emotion, (b) Engagement, (c) Relationships, (d) Meaning, and (e) Accomplishment. 

Each of these elements is supported by signature strengths. Signature strengths are individual 

character traits that can be used to increase well-being. In positive psychology 24 strengths are 

identified and include traits such as kindness, humor, courage, social intelligence, and integrity, 

among others (Seligman, 2011; Seligman et al., 2005). Positive Emotion includes subjective 

reports of happiness, hope, joy, and satisfaction. Engagement is an element that represents flow; 

Engagement refers to focus, interest, or absorption in an activity. Time may stop during focused 

engagement; the activity often requires skill and may provide feelings of happiness or 

satisfaction after the activity has ended. Relationships include closeness and connection with 

family, friends, or colleagues. These relationships are important throughout a person’s lifespan 

and contribute to well-being in many ways. Meaning is belief or membership in something larger 

than oneself. Meaning may be derived from religion, spirituality, or advocacy. The final element, 

Accomplishment, refers to pursuits that occur throughout life for the sake of “winning.” 
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Accomplishment often requires perseverance and resilience. Some examples of Accomplishment 

may include academics, athletics, or career achievements (Seligman, 2011). 

Summary 

 This chapter served as an introduction and overview of the research study. Brief 

descriptions of the problem, significance, and study purpose were introduced. Definitions, 

assumptions, and limitations were acknowledged and listed. Aims and hypotheses of the study 

were identified. An overview of the theoretical framework—well-being theory—was provided. 

In the following chapters, a review of relevant literature, design and methods, results, and 

discussion can be found. Additional tables and figures are included in the appendices. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Theoretical Framework 

To examine well-being of college students, well-being theory (Seligman, 2011) was 

selected as a theoretical framework. Well-being theory provides a multidimensional assessment 

of well-being, enhancing insight into multiple domains that create overall satisfaction and 

meaning in life. Well-being theory was introduced in 2011 by psychologist Martin Seligman, 

PhD who is often referred to as the father of positive psychology. In 1998, as current president of 

the American Psychological Association, Seligman introduced positive psychology as a key 

initiative and professional field of study (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Well-being 

theory represents a revision of Seligman’s (2002) authentic happiness theory. Both theories are 

rooted in positive psychology; however, well-being theory seeks to understand and explain 

individual goals in the larger context of communities and society at large. The goal of well-being 

theory (Seligman, 2011) is flourishing, which is defined as optimal well-being of individuals and 

society. This chapter provides an overview of well-being theory, relevant literature, and a 

synthesis that provides a critique of findings to support this research. 

Seligman (2011) proposed well-being is composed of five pillars, with each pillar 

representing an objective measurable element. The five elements—also known as PERMA—are: 

(a) Positive Emotion, (b) Engagement, (c) Relationships, (d) Meaning, and (e) Accomplishment. 

In the PERMA model of well-being, Positive Emotion is feelings that are desirable (e.g., 

happiness, joy, hope, optimism, satisfaction). Engagement is a subjective element representing 

flow; in periods of engagement, thoughts and feelings may be absent but provide pleasure 

retrospectively. Time may stop during engagement as there is focused commitment to a task. 

Relationships (i.e., positive) can be present in our personal and or professional lives. Most 
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positive events in life occur in the context of other people, and close connections to others 

contribute to well-being throughout one’s lifespan. Meaning represents belief and membership in 

something larger than oneself. Meaning may be fulfilled through organized religion, spirituality, 

or advocacy for a group or cause. Accomplishment represents pursuits that may occur for the 

sole reason of winning in multiple realms of life (e.g., athletic, academic, career). To achieve 

Accomplishment, determination, resiliency, and hard work are often required. Well-being theory 

assumes each PERMA element contributes to well-being, can be pursued for its own sake, and is 

independently defined and measured. The desired outcome of well-being theory is flourishing, 

which Seligman (2011) defined as demonstrating high levels of all five PERMA constructs (see 

Table A.1 in Appendix A for a list and definitions of the PERMA elements).  

 The PERMA elements are supported by 24 character strengths including kindness, 

humor, courage, social intelligence, and integrity (Seligman, 2011; Seligman et al., 2005). These 

strengths are called signature strengths and are based on the positive psychology belief that all 

individuals are gifted with unique strengths (see Table A.2 in Appendix A for a list of strengths 

and definitions). Positive psychology promotes use of signature strengths to improve individual 

well-being. This contrasts with traditional psychology, which focuses on psychological 

weaknesses, problems, or disorders. Well-being theory provides a multidimensional approach to 

well-being, as the five pillars provide insight into relevant life components; the combination of 

these pillars gives a broad overview of an individual’s life. This model accounts for many factors 

that influence well-being, and unique differences of every individual (Seligman, 2011). Well-

being theory assumes optimal well-being is beneficial to individuals, communities, and 

collectively to society. 
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Background and Synthesis of Review of Literature: Constructs of the PERMA Model 

 The following sections discuss PERMA of college students in the literature. Particular 

attention is placed on how these elements related to well-being in the population of college 

students.  

Positive Emotion 

An assumption of well-being theory is feelings (e.g., happiness, life satisfaction) or 

Positive Emotion contributes to well-being. Emotions are generally defined as assessment of 

meaning following an individual’s experience (Fredrickson, 2001). Emotions are typically short-

lived responses and include conscious and/or unconscious appraisal. Emotions may trigger 

subsequent experiences, facial expressions, cognitive processes, and physiological changes 

(Fredrickson, 2001). Examples of Positive Emotion includes pleasure, rapture, ecstasy, warmth, 

comfort (Seligman, 2011), joy, interest, contentment, pride, and love (Fredrickson, 1998). 

Similar to Positive Emotion, the terms positive affect and psychological capital also appear in the 

literature and are sometimes used interchangeably with the term Positive Emotion. Affect refers 

to overall moods, states, or ability to experience emotions (Diener, 1984), while psychological 

capital is defined as a combination of self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience (You, 2016).  

The literature on Positive Emotion in college students demonstrated benefits of Positive 

Emotion and included a variety of desirable emotional (Chang et al., 2019), behavioral (Lesani et 

al., 2016; Patrick et al., 2016), and academic outcomes (Barker et al., 2016; Gallagher et al., 

2017). Associations between emotional outcomes, hope, and life satisfaction (Chang et al., 2019) 

have been documented. Behavioral outcomes such as diet was found to be associated with 

Positive Emotion (Lesani et al., 2016). Academic outcomes included grade point average (GPA; 

Barker et al., 2016; Gallagher et al., 2017), retention (Gallagher et al., 2017), and 4-year 
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graduation (Gallagher et al., 2017). Grade point average was associated with positive affect 

(Barker et al., 2016) and hope (Gallagher et al., 2017). Hope was associated with retention and 4-

year graduation (Gallagher et al., 2017). 

In a study of Canadian undergraduate students, positive affect was found to correlate 

positively with GPA (Barker et al., 2016). Happy students demonstrated improved GPAs over 

time, with the highest GPAs noted at the end of college (Barker et al., 2016). A study by Chang 

et al. (2019) reported positive affect was positively correlated with hope and life satisfaction in a 

sample of Chinese college students. Positive Emotion was examined along with grit and 

commitment to purpose, showing a positive association between these variables among Canadian 

and American college students (Hill et al., 2016). Positive affect and commitment to purpose 

were predictive of grit. Psychological capital was noted to have a significant positive association 

with learning empowerment (You, 2016). Learning empowerment mediated the relationship 

between psychological capital and Engagement in a sample of undergraduate college students in 

South Korea (You, 2016).   

In a longitudinal study by Gallagher et al. (2017), hope, self-efficacy, and engagement 

were predictive of semesters enrolled and cumulative GPA during 4 years of college. Hope was 

the strongest predictor of academic achievement of the three study variables and was associated 

with longer college enrollment and higher GPA. Higher levels of hope were associated with 

second semester enrollment and graduation in 4 years.  

Positive Emotion has also been implicated in relation to lifestyle behaviors including diet 

(Lesani et al., 2016) and substance use (Patrick et al., 2016). In a study of Iranian medical 

students, happiness was positively associated with breakfast consumption, number of daily 

meals, and fruit and vegetable intake (Lesani et al., 2016). Highest happiness scores were found 
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among students who performed the following on a daily basis: ate breakfast, consumed greater 

than eight servings of fruit and vegetables, ate three meals, and consumed one to two snacks 

(Lesani et al., 2016). The relationship between positive affect and substance use (i.e., alcohol and 

marijuana) among college and noncollege young adults were also examined (Patrick et al., 

2016). In the group of young adults attending college, no significant associations were observed 

between substance use and positive affect. Among noncollege young adults, positive associations 

were found between positive affect, binge drinking, and number of alcoholic beverages 

consumed. A negative association was noted between positive affect and marijuana use in young 

adults not attending college (Patrick et al., 2016). Results from these studies suggest Positive 

Emotion may be beneficial in some emotional, behavioral, and academic outcomes among 

college students.  

Engagement 

 Engagement, the second construct of the PERMA model, is defined as commitment to a 

task or activity (Seligman, 2011). Types of engagement are identified in the context of 

undergraduate education (Kim & Lundberg, 2016; Maguire et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2015) 

along with methods to measure engagement (Lin & Huang, 2018; Xie et al., 2019). Types of 

student engagement outside the collegiate environment (Boatman & Long, 2016; Glass et al., 

2017) and differences in engagement in special populations were also discussed (Harris et al., 

2018; Korah et al., 2019).  

Student-faculty interactions have been found to be positively related to student 

engagement (Gallup & Purdue University, 2015; Kim & Lundberg, 2016). These benefits extend 

beyond college, as the odds of career engagement and well-being increased in graduates who 

reported having a college mentor (Gallup & Purdue University, 2015). This relationship is 
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complex; Kim and Lundberg (2016) found the relationship between faculty interaction and class 

engagement was mediated by students’ academic self-challenge and sense of belonging. Class 

engagement was found to promote cognitive skill development (Kim & Lundberg, 2016). 

Maguire et al. (2017) also examined student engagement and found emotional intelligence 

predicted cognitive and affective student engagement, which suggests promotion of emotional 

intelligence could increase engagement and academic performance of college students. Wilson et 

al. (2015) also identified belonging as important to student engagement. Looking specifically at 

undergraduate students in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) majors, a 

consistent association was noted between class belonging and positive emotional engagement in 

a study of student populations at five diverse universities in the United States. The study also 

highlighted the importance of self-efficacy in the promotion of student engagement, with 

positive correlations to both behavioral and emotional engagement (Wilson et al., 2015). These 

studies suggested student engagement is dependent on many factors such as emotional 

intelligence (Maguire et al., 2017), belonging (Kim & Lundberg, 2016; Wilson et al., 2015), self-

efficacy (Wilson et al., 2015), and student-faculty interactions (Kim & Lundberg, 2016). 

Student engagement is associated with positive academic outcomes (Gallagher et al., 

2017). A study by Lin and Huang (2018) with Taiwanese college students focused on the 

development of a course engagement scale; this scale which was found to be reliable and valid. 

They identified five factors related to course engagement: (a) skills engagement, (b) emotional 

engagement, (c) performance engagement, (d) interaction engagement, and (e) attitude 

engagement (Lin & Huang, 2018).  

Engagement has been examined in subsets of college students to better understand 

differences between subgroups and populations. In a sample of 79,094 community college 
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students in the United States, significant differences were noted in all five benchmark scores of 

the Community College Survey of Student Engagement among students who had taken an 

honors class (Korah et al., 2019). Higher scores were noted in active and collaborative learning, 

student effort, academic challenge, student-faculty interaction, and learner support among 

students who had taken honors classes. Taken together, higher scores in all five benchmarks 

suggest increased academic engagement, connection with peers and faculty, and utilization of 

academic and support programs (Korah et al., 2019). In a similar fashion, engagement of biracial 

and monoracial undergraduate college students was assessed using longitudinal data from the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (Harris et al., 2018). For this study, five domains of 

Engagement were examined: collaborative learning, discussions with diverse others, student-

faculty interaction, quality of interactions, and environmental support. Biracial students from 

various racial/ethnic backgrounds reported equal or greater Engagement in discussions with 

others of diverse backgrounds in comparison to monoracial study participants. Lower 

engagement scores in student-faculty interaction, quality of interaction, and environmental 

support were reported in the majority of biracial undergraduate students (Harris et al., 2018). 

These studies indicated need for further research on Engagement and undergraduate students, 

particularly in relation to those with diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds. Additionally, enrollment 

in honors courses appeared to increase community college student engagement; further research 

should determine if these results extend to undergraduate students attending 4-year colleges and 

universities. 

Engagement of college students has also been studied outside of academic environments. 

Researchers have examined Engagement of college students in extracurricular activities 

(Boatman & Long, 2016; Glass et al., 2017) and community service activities (Boatman & Long, 
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2016). Among a sample of minority students with high intellectual ability and financial need 

who were awarded a college scholarship award, the impact of financial aid on academic and 

community engagement was studied. These students were more likely to engage in 

extracurricular activities and community service than similar peers (Boatman & Long, 2016). 

Engagement in co-curricular activities was assessed in first generation and non-first-generation 

international college students (Glass et al., 2017). In both groups, higher Engagement in co-

curricular activities and a higher sense of community was found among students who interacted 

with instructors outside of class (Glass et al., 2017). These studies indicated the impact factors 

such as financial aid, immigration/residency status, and instructor interaction may have on 

extracurricular and community service engagement of college students.  

Relationships 

Relationships is an important concept in the population of college students. According to 

Erikson’s (1968) psychosocial stages of development, college students are trying to develop a 

secure sense of self, close relationships, and intimate love. The college environment may allow 

for various interactions, which may foster social connections. Relationships during this 

developmental stage may be with family (Yuan et al., 2016), kin (Brooks & Allen, 2016), peers 

(Juang et al., 2016; Thiele et al., 2018; Turkpour & Mehdinezhad, 2016), university faculty or 

staff  (Tovar, 2015), or romantic partners (Pedersen & Pithey, 2018; Waterman et al., 2017). The 

important role of Relationships was noted by Diener and Seligman (2002), who found very 

happy college undergraduates were more extroverted, more agreeable, less anxious, and had 

stronger relationships (i.e., social and romantic). The happiest group of undergraduate college 

students in this study reported positive feelings most of the time, with only occasional negative 

feelings. No significant differences were noted between the happiest and less happy students in 
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terms of exercise, religious participation, or self-reported positive life events (Diener & 

Seligman, 2002).  

Studies concerning the impact of family relationships have been explored in college 

student populations. Relationships with parents (Yuan et al., 2016) and kin (Brooks & Allen, 

2016) may help support academic success in college students. Yuan et al. (2016) explored 

parent–child relationships, academic achievement, and self-efficacy in European American and 

Asian American undergraduate students. Results of this study found significant relationships 

between all three study variables, with self-efficacy identified as a mediator. Ethnicity was noted 

to moderate relationships as a significant association was detected between the quality of the 

parent–child relationship and self-efficacy of Asian American students, but not among European 

American students. These authors indicated family support may increase self-efficacy, which in 

turn improves academic performance of Asian American college students (Yuan et al., 2016). An 

additional type of support described for college students was fictive kin relationships (Brooks & 

Allen, 2016). In a study of African American college students, kin relationships—defined as 

close relationships with others not of biological relation—provided support and increased 

academic persistence (Brooks & Allen, 2016). These studies highlight beneficial academic 

outcomes relative to supportive family relationships including increased self-efficacy, academic 

performance, and academic persistence.  

New relationships often form during college years as a result of new experiences, 

meeting new people, having shared career interests with others (Thiele et al., 2018). 

Relationships with peers (Thiele et al., 2018; Turkpour & Mehdinezhad, 2016) and university 

staff (Tovar, 2015) have been found to impact student life in multiple ways. Using social 

network analysis, Thiele et al. (2018) found peers support each other and become more similar 
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over time, but do not influence career choices. Among students who had experienced racial 

and/or ethnic discrimination by peers, peer support reduced somatic complaints, which suggests 

peer support may be helpful in reducing negative effects of discrimination (Juang et al., 2016). 

Turkpour and Mehdinezhad (2016) found socialization with peers is important throughout 

college and may predict adaptation to college. A study of college students in Iran explored 

relationships between social and academic support and adaptation to college (i.e., scientific, 

social, personal, and dependence). Positive correlations were found between socialization and 

social adaptation, emotional support and social adaptation, and socialization and total adaptation 

(Turkpour & Mehdinezhad, 2016). Additionally, relationships with staff in university programs 

and support services may influence student success (Tovar, 2015). Tovar (2015) found 

relationships with university counselors and support programs were effective in increasing 

student intent to persist and academic success in Latino students. Thus, relationships with peers 

and university staff may impact college student life by improving adaptation, providing support, 

reducing discrimination effects, and promoting persistence and academic success. 

Romantic relationships, common in college student populations, may influence individual 

behaviors (Pedersen & Pithey, 2018; Waterman et al., 2017). Waterman et al. (2017) examined 

dating relationships of college students in relation to campus activity participation, loneliness, 

positive affect, and alcohol consumption. In this study, long distance dating relationships were 

noted to have positive and negative consequences. Individuals in long distance dating 

relationships were less involved in campus activities than students who identified as single. Self-

reported loneliness levels were higher in all students (i.e., single or committed) when they were 

not on campus, which suggests location may be a significant factor in daily emotional affect of 

college students. However, Waterman et al. (2017) did not find loneliness and positive affect to 
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be associated with relationship status. Pedersen and Pithey (2018) also examined romantic 

relationships and alcohol consumption behaviors, and they found being in a romantic 

relationship reduced drunkenness in both male and female students. Reductions in negative 

consequences (e.g., being hungover, missing class, getting behind in class assignments, doing 

something later regretted, memory loss of location and/or activity, unplanned sex, injury) were 

also noted in female students who were in a committed relationship (Pedersen & Pithey, 2018). 

Reductions in frequency of drinking or binge drinking, however, were not found in romantically 

committed students (Pedersen & Pithey, 2018). Further research is needed to better understand 

the mixed results of Relationships with regard to alcohol consumption behaviors in college 

students. 

Meaning 

Meaning, the fourth construct of the PERMA model was discussed in relationship to 

multiple intrapersonal concepts. Positive concepts such as gratefulness (Liao & Weng, 2018), 

optimism (Yu & Chang, 2019), positive affect (Datu, 2016), subjective well-being (Bailey & 

Phillips, 2016; Liao & Weng, 2018; Wilt et al., 2016), self-concept  (Shin et al., 2016), academic 

performance (Bailey & Phillips, 2016), work (Allan et al., 2017) and posttraumatic growth (Grad 

& Zeligman, 2017) were studied. As well, negative concepts such as depression (Cömert et al., 

2016; Park & Jeong, 2016; Yu et al., 2017), loneliness (Zeligman et al., 2019), and emotional 

exhaustion (Garrosa et al., 2017) were explored. Neutral concepts such as religion/spirituality 

(Abu-Hilal et al., 2017; Krok, 2015) and mindfulness (Bloch et al., 2017) were also reported in 

the literature.  

In a study of American undergraduate students, Fredrickson’s (2004) broaden-and-build 

theory was tested in exploring gratefulness and subjective well-being (Liao & Weng, 2018). Liao 
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and Weng (2018) found gratefulness to be associated with greater subjective well-being and 

increased social connectedness and meaning in life over a 3-month period in undergraduate 

college students. Yu and Chang (2019) explored the relationship between optimism and meaning 

in life. Meaning in life was found to be a significant source of variance in optimism of Asian 

American and European American college students. This study also found parents’ well-being 

was significant as an interaction term in the search for Meaning in Asian American students, 

whereas the interaction of parents’ well-being with presence of Meaning was significant in 

European American students (Yu & Chang, 2019). Similarly, Datu (2016) explored positive 

affect and meaning of life in college students. Maximization, or the tendency to seek the best 

option, was found to be a positive moderator in the relationship between positive affect and the 

presence of meaning in life for Filipino college students (Datu, 2016). Overall, these studies 

indicated meaning in life may be related to several positive concepts including gratefulness, 

subjective well-being, optimism, and positive affect. Further research is necessary as many of 

these studies involve specific populations and results may not be generalizable to other 

populations. 

Negative intrapersonal concepts have also been studied in relation to Meaning in 

literature. Yu et al. (2017) found depressive symptoms in male and female undergraduate 

students were predicted by meaning in life. This prediction was stronger in female undergraduate 

students, which suggests gender differences (Yu et al., 2017). A study by Zeligman et al. (2019) 

found loneliness in students who have experienced past trauma was predicted by meaning 

presence (i.e., having meaning) and meaning search (i.e., searching for meaning); loneliness and 

meaning search were more prevalent in college students with a history of trauma (Zeligman et 

al., 2019). Garrosa et al. (2017) also looked at meaning of life in college students in the context 
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of curiosity, engagement, and emotional exhaustion. Although curiosity promotes engagement, 

emotional exhaustion may occur when curiosity is combined with search for meaning in 

undergraduate students (Garrosa et al., 2017). These studies show Meaning is also related to 

various negative concepts such as depression, loneliness, and emotional exhaustion in college 

students. Thus, Meaning may be an important concept of interest in promoting the mental and 

emotional health and well-being of college students. 

Religion, spirituality, and mindfulness have relationships to Meaning in college students. 

Among a sample of Oman college students, a strong relationship was detected between religion 

and meaning in life (Abu-Hilal et al., 2017). These results are not unexpected as the Muslim 

religion is a foundation of life in this culture. In a similar study involving religion/spirituality, 

Krok (2015) noted religion/spirituality had both direct and indirect effects on coping in a sample 

of Polish, late adolescents. Meaning (i.e., global and situational) were partial moderators and 

increased coping was noted in individuals with higher levels of religion/spirituality (Krok, 2015). 

Bloch et al. (2017) examined mindfulness in a longitudinal study that used meditation. A 

semester-long meditation course resulted in increased mindfulness and meaning of participants, 

and produced positive associations between presence of meaning in life and elements of 

mindfulness (Bloch et al., 2017). The authors suggested mindfulness and meditation can be 

useful to examine meaning in life.  

Meaning was also explored in several subsets of college student populations. In college 

students who had experienced previous trauma, the presence of Meaning was the strongest 

predictor of posttraumatic growth (Grad & Zeligman, 2017). Social interest, another variable of 

interest in this study, was positively related to presence of meaning for this population (Grad & 

Zeligman, 2017). Since 67%–84% of college students are believed to have experienced at least 
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one traumatic life event, these findings may have practical implications for many students (Read 

et al., 2011; Smyth et al., 2008). Meaning of life was also explored in graduating college seniors 

around the end of their final college semester (Wilt et al., 2016). The impact of college 

graduation was examined via a qualitative approach, which revealed increased meaning in life 

occurred when students were spending time with others (i.e., family or friends) and reflecting on 

graduation (Wilt et al., 2016). Wilt et al. (2016) suggested spending time with family and friends 

may increase meaning in life and highlights the importance of Relationships in college students. 

Results from studies by Grad and Zeligman (2017) and Wilt et al. showed Meaning may benefit 

Relationships and posttraumatic growth during college years. 

Finally, Meaning was explored in relationship to academic performance and career goals. 

Shin et al. (2016) explored Meaning during the first semester for college freshmen. Self-concept 

clarity was found to predict meaning in life for first semester undergraduate students at a large 

midwestern university in the United States. Over 8 weeks, both self-concept clarity and meaning 

in life increased, which suggested changes in both self-concept clarity and meaning in life occur 

very early in the college experience. Bailey and Phillips (2016) looked at relationships between 

motivation, well-being, academic performance, and meaning in life of freshmen college students. 

Results indicated intrinsic motivation was associated with increased subjective well-being, 

meaning in life, and academic performance (as measured by semester GPA of freshmen 

undergraduate psychology majors in Australia; Bailey & Phillips, 2016). Looking to postcollege 

employment plans, Allan et al. (2017) surveyed undergraduate college students and college 

counselors to better understand meaningful work. Their study found undergraduate college 

students desire meaningful work and want academic advisors to assist them in finding 
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meaningful majors and future work (Allan et al., 2017). These studies found Meaning to be 

important across the college experience.  

Accomplishment 

The fifth construct in the PERMA model, Accomplishment, is also discussed in in the 

literature in relation to college students. Types of Accomplishment are identified in the context 

of academia and may include performance measures such as GPA (i.e., general, cumulative, 

course), retention, and graduation (Slanger et al., 2015). Also found in this body of literature 

were identification of facilitators (Bazelais et al., 2016; Bitew, 2016; Campbell, 2016; Huskin, 

2016; Johnson, 2015; Leland, 2015; Liu et al., 2015; Wolters & Hussain 2015) and barriers 

(Bitew, 2016; Samaha & Hawi, 2016) to student accomplishments. Interventions and suggestions 

offered to increase student success are present in the literature (Slanger et al., 2015; Xu et al., 

2017). 

Recent statistics estimate only 60% of first time, undergraduate students graduate in 6 

years or less (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). As a result, many prediction 

models have been conducted and tested, looking to improve these figures (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2019). Most prediction models include high school achievement (i.e., GPA 

and aptitude test scores). In most models, academic success is defined as having an acceptable 

GPA, either self-reported or obtained from the university registrar. Other studies have included 

retention and graduation as successful outcomes (Bazelais et al., 2016; Slanger et al., 2015; 

Wolters & Hussain, 2015, Xu et al., 2017). Slanger et al. (2015) found academic difficulty and 

dropout proneness predicted cumulative GPA across 10 cohort groups through 8 semesters of 

study. Predicted academic difficulty, dropout proneness, and educational stress were predictive 

of retention and earned credits (Slanger et al., 2015). Another approach to improve student 
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success is through the use of machine learning. Machine learning is a broad category that may 

include techniques such as decision trees, artificial neural networks, and algorithms to solve 

complex problems (Xu et al., 2017). Xu et al. (2017) suggested machine learning algorithms may 

be useful for course selection and interventions to increase student success.  

 Bazelais et al. (2016) examined the effect of grit, defined as persevering and continual 

hard work toward long term goals, by using the grit scale survey on overall GPA of freshman 

physics students in Canada. In this study, grit was not significant; however, prior academic 

performance was a significant predictor of academic achievement (Bazelais et al., 2016). In a 

similar study of grit, Wolters and Hussain (2015) found some aspects of grit were predictive of 

self-regulated learning, which were associated with better academic outcomes. Perseverance of 

effort—one aspect of grit identified in the grit short scale—was associated with all indicators of 

self-regulated learning. These results suggest self-regulated learning is a mediator between 

perseverance of effort and academic achievement.  

Identification of facilitators and barriers to student accomplishment were also described 

in the literature. Facilitators included the positive role of teachers (Bitew, 2016), writing across 

the curriculum (Huskin, 2016), study abroad programs (Campbell, 2016), and honors programs 

(Johnson, 2015). Motivational instruction (Liu et al., 2015) and mindfulness (Leland, 2015) have 

been useful to increase positive academic outcomes. Challenges to academic accomplishments 

included content difficulty, uneasiness with teaching method, schoolwork amount, limited social 

interactions, and English language skills in a qualitative study involving Latino college students 

(Bitew, 2016). Another potential barrier to academic performance is smartphone addiction risk 

(Samaha & Hawi, 2016). Samaha and Hawi (2016) found smartphone addiction risk explained 

3.9% of variation in GPA in a study that examined smartphone addiction risk, academic 
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performance, satisfaction with life, and perceived stress of college students. These sources 

provide valuable insight into facilitators (e.g., teachers, programs, mindfulness) and barriers 

(e.g., content difficulty, language skills, smartphone addiction risk) to Accomplishment, which 

may contribute to well-being.  

Summary 

This chapter reviewed and discussed literature relevant to well-being using the PERMA 

model of well-being theory (Seligman, 2011) in the context of college students. An overview of 

well-being theory and PERMA constructs preceded the literature review to aid in understanding 

the theoretical framework of this study. As demonstrated through review of the literature, much 

is known about individual PERMA constructs in college student populations. However, the 

concept of well-being in this population remains underdeveloped, despite growing interest in 

well-being and quality of life studies. Additionally, although well-being theory has been used 

and generally supported in previous studies, I am unaware of any studies that have been 

conducted at a large research-intensive university. Further research is needed to understand the 

multidimensional aspects of well-being in undergraduate college students.  

The literature review provided definitions, measurements, related factors, barriers, 

facilitators, and outcomes of Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and 

Accomplishment of college students. The combined effect is a richer understanding of these five 

concepts, which are proposed dimensions of well-being theory. Additionally, connections 

between PERMA dimensions were present in the literature. One such example was the 

association between Positive Emotion and Relationships as noted by Diener and Seligman 

(2002), who found very happy college students had stronger Relationships. Engagement and 

Accomplishment also seem to be related concepts, as Gallagher et al. (2017) found Engagement 
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predicted semesters enrolled and cumulative GPA during 4 years of college. Associations 

between other PERMA concepts were also present and identified. These findings support 

associations between PERMA concepts. Understanding how PERMA concepts interact in 

context of well-being theory may provide insight into college student well-being and promote 

development of interventions to increase well-being.  

 
 

 

  



 

39 

CHAPTER 3: DESIGN AND METHODS 

Study Design and Methodology 

 This study used a nonexperimental design to test well-being theory (Seligman, 2011) in 

the context of undergraduate college students at a large public research university in Midwestern 

United States. This study used previously collected data to identify and test constructs of 

Seligman’s well-being theory; a literature review was used to guide selection of items from the 

2018 Purdue SERU survey to build the following latent variables: Positive Emotion, 

Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. 

Sample 

 The data used in this study were collected at Purdue University in West Lafayette, 

Indiana. Purdue University is a large public, land grant university composed of approximately 

43,000 students with roughly 33,000 undergraduates and 10,000 graduate students at the main 

campus during the time of data collection. Of these students, approximately 52% were Indiana 

residents, 34% were out-of-state students, and 14% were international students (Purdue 

University Undergraduate Admissions, 2018). Data were collected for the purpose of 

understanding student experiences at a research-intensive university using the 2018 SERU 

survey and collected by the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Effectiveness. 

A census sampling method was used to administer the Purdue SERU survey online. All 

currently registered undergraduate students at the West Lafayette campus were invited by email 

to complete the Purdue SERU survey in Spring 2018. Two additional emails were sent with 

follow-up reminders to participate in the SERU survey; the first reminder was sent halfway into 

the data collection period and the final reminder was sent approximately 1 week before the 
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survey closed. The SERU survey was open for 8 weeks with a launch date of March 1, 2018; 

students could start and return to finish the remainder of the survey at their convenience in this 

timeframe. Participants were able to skip any survey items they did not wish to answer. Students 

were incentivized to complete the SERU survey via random drawings for Amazon gift cards. A 

total of $3,000 in Amazon gift cards were given away in increments of $25, $50, and $100 to 

randomly selected survey participants. 

A total of 5,008 students participated in this survey. Self-reported demographic data 

indicated the following sample characteristics: 57% identified as female and 43% identified as 

male; 90% identified as native (4,507) and 10% identified as international (501); and 12%  were 

considered freshmen, 24% were considered sophomores, 24% were considered juniors, and 40% 

were considered seniors. Mean age was 20.44 years old (see Table 3.1 for the sample distribution 

by college). 

Measures 

The idea for SERU was conceptualized by Richard Flacks and John Aubrey Douglass in 

1999 at the University of California Berkley (UC Berkley) to measure student engagement. The 

initial goals of the SERU survey were to understand students, identify strengths and weaknesses 

of the university, support/guide policy changes, and allow comparisons with similar institutions. 

In 2001, SERU was used at all eight University of California campuses under the name 

University of California Undergraduate Experience Survey (UCUES). The survey continues to 

be called UCUES at University of California campuses, but is referred to as SERU at other 

universities. In 2008, the survey was approved for use at other large research universities. The 

SERU was guided by a conceptual framework that identifies input, environment, and outputs.  
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Table 3.1 The 2018 Purdue SERU participants by College 

College Frequency % 

Engineering   1444 28.83 

Health & Human Science   

Science 

Polytechnic Institute   

Agriculture 

802 

619 

495 

489 

16.01 

12.36 

9.88 

9.76 

Liberal Arts  383 7.65 

School of Management   369 7.37 

Exploratory Studies  136 2.72 

Pharmacy 133 2.66 

Education 

Veterinary Technology   

92 

31 

1.84 

0.62 

Construction Engineering Management 15 0.30 

 

Inputs include student background information and input items seek to capture relevant 

background information of students prior to starting college. The environment refers to 

university experiences students may encounter during their time at the university. Outputs refer 

to learning outcomes and satisfaction. Output items capture end results of student experiences at 

a research university (UC Berkley, 2020a). Additionally, SERU examines the reciprocal 

relationship between students and the environment. It is believed student experiences are shaped 

by university practices and procedures; students also contribute and shape the social environment 

of their respective universities.  
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The SERU consists of approximately 300 items; the number varies by year of 

administration and institution. Most items are nominal or ordinal questions with 6–8 response 

choices. The SERU is composed of a core set of questions used by each university. Each 

university may also elect to add additional university-specific items. Such additional items may 

change from year to year, representing timely categories of interest. The SERU also contains a 

section specifically for international students; it is recognized experiences of international 

students may differ from experiences of native undergraduate students. The SERU may 

additionally include qualitative items, although the majority of items are quantitative in nature 

(UC Berkley, 2020b). The core content of SERU is periodically reviewed by a collaborative 

research team.  

The SERU has been found to be reliable, remaining relatively stable over time with four 

independent factor analyses revealing nine factors: (a) satisfaction with educational experience, 

(b) current skills self-assessment, (c) engagement with studies, (d) gains in self-assessment of 

skills, (e) scholarship development, (f) campus climate for diversity, (g) academic 

disengagement, (h) quantitative professions, and (i) time (Chatman, 2007, 2009, 2011). 

Reliability of these factors ranged from 0.53–0.92 (Chatman, 2011).  

Ethics Approval at Purdue University 

Purdue 2018 SERU data were collected by the Office of Institutional Research, 

Assessment, and Effectiveness. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained prior to 

administration of the SERU survey by the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and 

Effectiveness (see Appendix B); this approval covers research use of data for those approved by 

the Office of Institutional, Assessment and Effectiveness (see Appendix C). The data were de-
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identified prior to being shared with me. This research study was deemed exempt from further 

IRB approval on March 13, 2020. 

Purdue SERU 

The 2018 Purdue SERU survey included seven modules (see Table 3.2 for names and 

descriptions). The Academic Engagement and Time Use module provides insight into how 

students spend their time in academic, extracurricular, and work settings. The Educational 

Experience and Campus Climate module assesses overarching educational experiences and 

feelings of diversity and inclusion. The Major module examines evaluation of the participant’s 

major and college. The Co-Curricular Experience and Self-Assessed Learning module allows the 

participant to reflect on skills and personal growth. The Satisfaction and Belonging module 

assesses feelings of satisfaction and belonging in their major and in Purdue University. The last 

two modules, Postgraduation Plans and Financial Concerns and Demographic Items, collect 

information concerning career aspirations, finances, and demographics (i.e., age, sex, and major). 

Together, these modules aim to collect data, which describe multiple dimensions of student 

experiences at Purdue University. 

In total, the Purdue SERU contained 213 questions, which included one free-response 

question: “What is the most meaningful learning experience you have had at Purdue 

University?” However, not all participants received all 213 questions. Study participants were 

randomly assigned to one of five groups. All groups completed modules on Major, Satisfaction 

and Belonging, and Demographic Details. Only one group (Group 5) was assigned all seven 

modules (see Table 3.3 for all 2018 Purdue SERU group assignments and sample sizes). 
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Table 3.2 The 2018 Purdue SERU modules 

Module Description Number of 

Questions 

Academic Engagement & Time Use 

 

Various academic 

engagement items, 

time use behaviors in 

work, school, and social 

activities. 

 

34 

Educational Experience & Campus Climate 

 

Educational items looking 

at courses, research, and 

collaboration with faculty. 

 

41 

Questions about the Major 

 

Experience and 

satisfaction with your 

major. 

45 

Co-Curricular Experience & Self-Assessed 

Learning 

 

Academic and personal 

growth items over college 

career. 

 

43 

Satisfaction & Belonging  

 

Overall satisfaction with 

campus 

experiences/education. 

 

7 

Plans & Aspirations, Financial Concerns & 

Behaviors 

 

Postgraduation plans and 

financial concerns. 

25 

Demographics & Descriptors  Demographic items. 18 

 

Total: 213 

Note. Some questions contain multiple parts 



 

 
 

0
 

 

 

 

Table 3.3 The 2018 Purdue SERU group assignments 

Group (N) Academic 

Engagement & 

Time Use 

Educational 

Experience 

& Campus 

Climate 

Questions about 

the Major 

Co-Curricular 

Experience & 

Self-Assessed 

Learning 

Satisfaction & 

Belonging 

Plans & 

Aspirations, 

Financial 

Concerns & 

Behaviors 

Demographics & 

Descriptions 

1 (N = 1008) Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes 

2 (N = 1040) No Yes Yes No Yes No Yes 

3 (N =   964) No No Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

4 (N = 1042) No No Yes No Yes Yes Yes 

5 (N =   954) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Data Analysis 

Latent variable modeling was used to empirically test the PERMA model of well-being 

theory in the context of undergraduate college students using the 2018 Purdue SERU dataset. 

Using Seligman’s definitions of PERMA and a review of the literature, relevant PERMA items 

of well-being in the SERU survey were identified and selected to represent the latent variables of 

Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. Confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) was used to test the PERMA model using selected items from the dataset 

(Jöreskog, 1969). The following model fit statistics were used to determine model fit and guide 

any modifications: chi-square goodness of fit test, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis 

index (TLI), and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Following creation of the 

five latent PERMA variables by CFA, a second order well-being model was constructed and 

tested. For this study, ordinal level data were treated as continuous, since measured variable 

responses for the items contained a minimum of four response categories, which is considered 

acceptable (Bentler & Chou, 1987; Hancock & Mueller, 2006).  

A total of 39 initial items were selected for review. The initial number of items selected 

for each latent variable was as follows: Positive Emotion (8), Engagement (8), Relationships 

(10), Meaning (5), and Accomplishment (8). Upon secondary review of the literature, seven 

items were removed. Construction of the five latent variables began with a total of 32 items. See 

Tables A.22–A.26 in Appendix A for a list of the 32 items as they appeared in the 2018 Purdue 

SERU survey. 

Positive Emotion 

Eight items were used to assess positive emotion of participants (see Table A.3 in 

Appendix A for descriptive statistics). All items were assessed with the question: “Please select 
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your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statements.” Value was assessed 

with the statement: “I feel valued as an individual at this campus.” Belonging was assessed by 

the statement: “I feel that I belong at Purdue University.” Desire to reenroll was assessed by the 

statement: “Knowing what I know now, I would still choose to enroll at Purdue University.” 

Feeling welcomed was assessed by the statement: “Purdue University is a welcoming campus.” 

Sense of safety/security was assessed by the statement: “Purdue University is a safe and secure 

campus.” Classroom climate was assessed with the statement: “Overall, I feel comfortable with 

the climate for diversity and inclusion in my classes.” Major climate was assessed with the 

statement: “Overall, I feel comfortable with the campus climate for diversity and inclusion in my 

major.” General campus climate was assessed with the statement: “Overall, I feel comfortable 

with the climate for diversity and inclusiveness at Purdue University.” All items were rated on a 

6-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Higher values on this 

latent variable indicate increased levels of positive emotion. Cronbach’s alpha for these eight 

items was 0.90, indicating these are measuring the same latent variables (see Figure 3.1 for the 

Positive Emotion CFA model).  

 

Figure 3.1 Positive Emotion CFA model. 
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Engagement  

Six items were used to assess Engagement of participants (see Table A.4 in Appendix A 

for descriptive statistics). The first two items (i.e., hard work and faculty engagement) were 

assessed with the question: “During this academic year, how often have you done each of the 

following?” Hard work was assessed with the question: “During this academic year, how often 

have you found your courses so interesting that you did more work than was required?” Faculty 

engagement was assessed with the question: “During this academic year, how often have you 

communicated with the instructor outside of class about issues and concepts derived from a 

course?”  Four items (i.e., activity engagement, studying, class project, and help classmate) were 

assessed with the question: “How frequently have you engaged in these activities so far this 

academic year?” Activity engagement outside of class was assessed by the question: “How 

frequently have you worked with a faculty member on an activity other than coursework (e.g., 

student organization, campus committee, cultural activity)?” Studying was assessed by the 

question: “How frequently have you studied with a group of classmates outside of class?” 

Participation in class projects was assessed with the question: “How frequently have you worked 

on class projects with classmates outside of class?” Helping classmates was assessed with the 

question: “How frequently have you helped a classmate better understand the course material 

when studying together?” Hard work, engagement with faculty, studying, group project, and 

helping classmates were rated on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (very often). 

Activity engagement outside of class was rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 

(three or more times). Higher values on this latent variable indicate increased levels of 
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Engagement. Cronbach’s alpha for these six items was 0.73 (see Figure 3.2 for the Engagement 

CFA model).  

 
Figure 3.2 Engagement CFA model. 

Relationships  

Eight items were used to assess Relationships of participants (see Table A.5 in Appendix 

A for descriptive statistics). Relationships with professors were evaluated using two questions: 

“How many professors do you know well enough to ask for a letter of recommendation?” and 

“During this academic year, how often have you had a class in which the professor knew or 

learned your name?” The first question was rated on a 5-point scale ranging from 0 (0) to 4 (4 or 

more). The second question was rated on a 6-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 6 (very often). 

The next four items (i.e., faculty academic advising, school academic advising, departmental 

staff advising, faculty instruction) were assessed by the question: “How satisfied or dissatisfied 

are you with each of the following aspects of your educational experience?” The answers were 
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rated using a 6-point scale from 1 (very dissatisfied) to 6 (very satisfied). Faculty academic 

advising was assessed by the question: “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with academic 

advising by faculty?” School academic advising was assessed by the question: “How satisfied or 

dissatisfied are you with academic advising by school or college staff?” Departmental staff 

advising was assessed by the question: “How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with academic 

advising by departmental staff?” Faculty instruction was assessed by the question: “How 

satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the quality of faculty instruction?” The remaining two items 

(i.e., friends and family) were assessed with the question: “How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following activities?” Friends was assessed with the question: “How 

many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) socializing with friends?” Family was 

assessed with the question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) spending 

time with family?”  Times spent with friends and family were measured on an 8-point scale 

ranging from 1 (0 hours) to 8 (30 hours or more). Higher values on this latent variable indicate 

increased levels of positive relationships. Cronbach’s alpha for these eight items was 0.74 (see 

Figure 3.3 for the Relationship CFA model).  
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Figure 3.3 Relationships CFA model. 

Meaning  

Four items were used to assess Meaning of participants (see Table A.6 in Appendix A for 

descriptive statistics). All four items were assessed by the question: “How many hours do you 

spend in a typical week (7 days) on the following activities?” Time spent in spiritual or religious 

practice was assessed by the question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) 

participating in spiritual or religious activities?” Time spent in various entertainment activities 
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was assessed by the question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) 

attending cultural events, movies, concerts, sports or other entertainment with others?” Time 

spent in community service was assessed by the question: “How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) performing community service or volunteer activities?” Time spent in 

student organizations was assessed by the question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical 

week (7 days) participating in student clubs or organizations?” Time expenditures in 

spiritual/religious activities, entertainment, community service, and student organizations were 

measured on an 8-point scale ranging from 1 (0 hours) to 8 (30 hours or more). Higher values on 

this latent variable indicate increased levels of Meaning. Cronbach’s alpha for these four items 

was 0.67 (see Figure 3.4 for the Meaning CFA model). 

 

Figure 3.4 Meaning CFA model. 
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Accomplishment 

Six items were used to assess participant Accomplishment (see Table A.7 in Appendix A 

for descriptive statistics). Best work was assessed by the statement: “My major challenges me to 

do my best work.” Earn A was assessed by the statement: “My best work is required to earn an A 

in courses in my major.” The next two items (i.e., class time and studying) were assessed by the 

question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) on the following activities?” 

Class time was assessed by the question: “How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 

days) attending classes, discussion sections, or labs?” Studying was assessed by the question: 

“How many hours do you spend in a typical week (7 days) studying and other academic 

activities outside of class?” The final two items (i.e., hard class and work hard) were assessed by 

the question: “How frequently have you engaged in these activities so far this academic year?” 

The frequency of choosing challenging courses on purpose was assessed by the question: “How 

frequently have you engaged in having chosen challenging courses?” Increased academic effort 

was assessed by the question: “How frequently have you engaged in having increased your 

academic effort due to the high standards of a faculty member?” Best work and earn A were 

measured on a 6-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Class and study 

time were measured on an 8-point scale from 1 (0 hours) to 8 (30 hours or more). Challenging 

courses and increased academic effort were measured on a 6-point scale from 1 (never) to 6 (very 

often). Higher values on this latent variable indicate increased levels of Accomplishment. 

Cronbach’s alpha for these six items was 0.64 (see Figure 3.5 for the Accomplishment CFA 

model).  
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Figure 3.5 Accomplishment CFA model. 

Statistical Analysis 

Models were constructed based on the selected theory and content knowledge. 

Modifications of the model were identified through use of StataSE 16. The sample size (N = 

5,008) was deemed appropriate CFA based on the following general guidelines: N > 200 (Kline, 

2016), at least three items per latent variable (Kelloway, 2015), and a N:q ratio of 5:10 (Bollen, 

1989). Prior to analysis, data were examined visually for outliers and through analysis of 

descriptive statistics. Missing data were calculated for each item and ranged between 0.3%–

13.2%. Responses varied from 1,790–4,484 on selected study items. Study participants were 

randomly assigned to one of five groups; only one group was assigned to complete all survey 
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items. Missing data were handled using full information maximum likelihood (FIML) 

estimation. FIML reduces bias in parameter estimates by using partial data in all available 

responses (Enders, 2010). Normality of selected items was assessed by skewness, kurtosis 

values, and graphical visualization. Skewness and kurtosis results were in suggested limits of 

absolute values of skewness less than 3 and kurtosis less than 10 (Kline, 2011), with the 

exception of family (kurtosis = 12.85), spirit (skew = 3.12, kurtosis = 18.08), and community 

service (kurtosis = 14.17). These items were retained and, according to the literature deviations 

of normality, do not make significant differences in analysis in samples greater than N = 200 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Pairwise correlations were calculated between items used in 

construction of the five latent variables to look for possible multicollinearity. Of the 32 items, 

seven correlations were greater than or equal to .70.  

Following the development and validation of the five latent variables, a second order 

well-being model was tested. Model fit was evaluated by size and significance of factor loadings 

and model fit statistics. Standardized parameter estimates, standard errors, and significance 

levels were obtained. Model fit was determined adequate if one or more fit statistics were in 

acceptable range. Models were evaluated by the chi-square goodness of fit test, CFI, TLI, and 

RMSEA. The chi-square goodness of fit statistic compared the proposed model to a fully 

saturated model that has zero degrees of freedom (Acock, 2013). Chi-square test statistics are 

sensitive to sample size; larger sample sizes will produce larger chi-square values and may lead 

to model rejection (Bartholomew et al., 2011). When using the chi-square test, a nonsignificant 

value is desired, which indicates the model reproduces the sample variances and covariances 

well (Brown, 2015). Other fit statistics are not as sensitive to sample size. CFI and TLI are 

considered comparative fit indices, comparing the model parameters to a baseline model. Both 
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CFI and TLI have similar possible values ranging from 0–1, with 0.9 indicating good fit and 0.95 

indicating a well-fitting model (Hu & Bentler, 1999). RMSEA favors parsimony in statistical 

models; values typically range from 0–1 with desirable values less than .08, which indicates 

adequate model fit. RMSEA values of .05 or less demonstrate good model fit (Browne & 

Cudeck, 1993).  

Following initial CFA model construction and testing, modification indices were run to 

guide model improvements. Model improvements were identified via StataSE 16 based on the 

model chi-squared statistic and were performed in a step wise fashion, only making one change 

at a time. All changes to models were guided by theoretical knowledge; no changes were made 

that did not make sense to me. Following each modification, the CFA model and model fit 

statistics were recalculated. Model fit was determined adequate if one or more fit statistics were 

in acceptable range. To aid model interpretation, variance of all latent variables was constrained 

to 1. Parameter estimates were standardized in all models to accommodate for differing response 

scales and to ease interpretability of results. 

Model outputs included parameter estimates, standard errors, and significance of items 

and latent PERMA variables in all five CFA models (i.e., Positive Emotion, Engagement, 

Relationships, Meaning, Accomplishment) and the full PERMA well-being CFA model (see 

Figure 3.6). Significance level was set at α = .05 for all analyses. Factor loadings were compared, 

thus indicating the strongest and weakest predictors in all models. Model fit statistics were used 

to evaluate the structure of the PERMA model of well-being theory in the sample population of 

undergraduate college students. Results are reported in Chapter 4.  
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Figure 3.6 Overview of final SEM model.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 Results from the analyses are reported in this chapter. A summary of methods is listed to 

assist with understanding approach and statistical analysis. Figures and tables are present to 

display results in both graphic and textual formats. 

Total sample size for the 2018 Purdue SERU was N = 5008. However, per the study 

design, participants were randomized into five groups, with only one group completing all 

survey items. This randomization was done in an attempt to increase participation in the study. 

Sample size varied from 1,790–4,484 on individual items used in this study. The amount of 

missing data was calculated for each of the 32 study items and ranged between 0.3%–13.2%. 

Due to the 2018 Purdue SERU research design, initial data screening and analysis was compared 

between Group 5 (i.e., the group that completed the entire survey) and all groups. Results were 

generally similar; thus, the decision was made to use the entire sample (N = 5,008) for final 

analyses. 

 Data screening was performed to assess assumptions of normality, outliers, and 

multicollinearity of variables prior to analysis. Summary statistics and bivariate correlations for 

all items used in the models are shown in Tables A.15–A.19 in Appendix A and are grouped by 

latent variable (i.e., Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, Accomplishment). 

Graphical visualization, skewness, and kurtosis values were used to assess for normality. 

Skewness and kurtosis results were in suggested values of skewness between -3 and +3 and 

kurtosis between -10 to +10 (Kline, 2011), with the exception of family (kurtosis = 12.85), spirit 

(skew = 3.12 and kurtosis = 18.08), and community service (kurtosis = 14.17). According to 

Tabachnick and Fidell (2013), deviations of normality in terms of skew and kurtosis do not make 

significant differences in analysis with samples greater than N = 200. Data were examined 
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visually for outliers; none were observed. Pairwise correlations were calculated for items used in 

all five latent variables (i.e., Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, 

Accomplishment) to look for multicollinearity. Of the 32 items, seven correlations were greater 

than or equal to .70.  

Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to test the structural model of well-being 

theory (Seligman, 2011) for each latent variable. StataSE 16 was used for all data analysis. The 

following steps were conducted for each CFA model (i.e., Positive Emotion, Engagement, 

Relationships, Meaning, Accomplishment) and PERMA. Variance of latent variables was 

constrained to 1. Parameter estimates were standardized to account for differing response scales 

and to ease interpretability. 

The following list provides an overview of how missing data, model fit, and 

modifications were performed in the CFA models. 

1. FIML was used to estimate model parameters.  

2. Goodness of fit statistics (chi-square test, CFI, TLI, and RMSEA) were used to 

evaluated model fit. 

3. Model fit was determined adequate if one or more fit statistics were in acceptable 

range for good fit.  

4. If adequate model fit was not achieved with the initial model, modifications were 

conducted. Model improvements were identified via StataSE 16 based on the model 

chi-squared statistic and were performed in a step wise fashion, only making one 

change at a time. All changes to models were guided by theoretical knowledge, no 

changes were made that did not make sense to the researcher based upon review of 

the existing literature.  
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Positive Emotion 

Initial fit statistics showed poor fit with χ2 (20, N = 4,499) = 3567.77, p < .001 with 

RMSEA = 0.20, CFI = 0.72, TLI = 0.61. The first modification allowed “belong” and “reenroll” 

errors to covary. Model fit improved slightly with this addition with χ2 (19, N = 4,499) = 

2176.79, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.16, CFI = 0.83, TLI = 0.75. A second modification was 

performed, adding covariance of error terms between “class climate” and “major climate.” Fit 

statistics in this third model demonstrated improving model fit with χ2 (18, N = 4,646) = 

1349.32, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.13, CFI = 0.90, TLI = 0.84. A third modification was 

performed to add covariance of error terms between “value” and “belong.” Once again, this 

modification improved model fit slightly with χ2 (17, N = 4,646) = 880.00, p < .001 with 

RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.89. A fourth modification to the model added covariance 

between the error variances for “value” and “reenroll.” This modification improved model fit 

slightly with χ2 (16, N = 4,646) = 478.73, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.08, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.94. 

A final modification to the model added covariance between “welcome” and “safe/secure” error 

terms. This modification resulted in acceptable fit statistics for the model with χ2 (15, N = 4,646) 

= 290.36, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96. Throughout all modifications, 

all eight factor loadings were significant at p < .001. Factor loadings in the final model ranged 

from 0.42–0.89. “Campus climate” had the highest factor loading of these eight items, while 

“reenroll” had the lowest factor loading (see Figure 4.1 for the final model; see Table A.8 in 

Appendix A for standardized estimates, SE, and p values of all factors).  
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Figure 4.1 Positive Emotion model. 

Engagement  

Initial fit statistics showed poor fit with χ2 (9, N = 1,961) = 593.94, p < .001 with RMSEA 

= 0.18, CFI = 0.82, TLI = 0.70. The first modification allowed the “more work” and “activity” 

errors to covary. Model fit improved slightly with this modification with χ2 (8, N = 1,961) = 

226.47, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.12, CFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.87. The second modification allowed 

“activity” and “communicate” errors to covary. Model fit improved slightly with this change  
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with χ2 (7, N = 1,961) = 159.99, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.11, CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.90. The final 

modification allowed “activity” and “communicate” errors to covary. Final fit statistics for the 

model were acceptable with χ2 (6, N = 1,961) = 64.31, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.98, 

TLI = 0.96. Throughout all modifications, all six factor loadings remained significant at p < .001. 

Factor loadings in the final model ranged from 0.18–0.86. “Study group” had the highest factor 

loading of these 6 items, while “activity” had the lowest factor loading (see Figure 4.2 for the 

final model; see Table A.9 in Appendix A for standardized estimates, standard error, and p 

values of all factors).  

 

Figure 4.2 Engagement model. 
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Relationships 

The CFA for Relationships was performed using eight items. Initial fit statistics showed 

marginal fit with χ2 (20, N = 4,646) = 813.30, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.09, CFI = 0.92, TLI = 

0.89. Suggested modifications from StataSE 16 were performed, allowing covariance of error 

terms between “letter” and “name.” This modification improved fit with χ2 (19, N = 4,646) = 

425.37, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.94. A final modification was 

performed, adding covariance of error terms between “school advice” and “faculty advice.” Fit 

statistics in this final model demonstrate good model fit with χ2 (18, N = 4,646) = 174.61, p < 

.001 with RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.98. “Friends” was not significant in any of the 

models (p = .10), but all other seven factor loadings were significant at p < .001. In the final 

model, factor loadings ranged from 0.04–0.90. “Faculty advice” had the highest factor loading of 

these 8 items and “friends” had the lowest. Despite low factor loadings of “friends” (0.04) and 

“family” (0.07), these items were retained as I believed they are important to Relationships in 

undergraduate college students (see Figure 4.3 for the final model; see Table A.10 in Appendix 

A for standardized estimates, standard errors, and p values of all factors).  
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Figure 4.3 Relationships model. 

Meaning 

Results of the CFA for Meaning indicated all four factor loadings were significant at p < 

.001. Per fit statistics, χ2, RMSEA, CFI, and TLI show good fit to the data. Factor loadings 

ranged from 0.46–0.75. “Community service” had the highest factor loading of these 4 items and 

“spirit” had the lowest. No modifications were performed to the model based on χ2 (2, N = 

1,900) = 0.62, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.00, CFI = 1.00, TLI = 1.00 (see Figure 4.4 for the 
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model; see Table A.11 in Appendix A for standardized estimates, standard errors, and p values of 

all factors).  

  

Figure 4.4 Meaning model. 

Accomplishment 

The CFA for Accomplishment was performed with six items. Initial fit statistics showed 

marginal fit with χ2 (9, N = 4,577) = 314.47, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.09, CFI = 0.84, TLI = 

0.74. Suggested modifications from StataSE 16 were performed, allowing covariance of error 

terms between “letter” and “name.” This addition improved model fit with χ2 (8, N = 4,577) = 

128.81, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.88. A final modification was made by 

adding covariance of error terms between “class” and “study.” Results of the final  

Accomplishment CFA demonstrated good model fit per RMSEA, CFI, and TLI with χ2 (7, N = 

4,577) = 19.68, p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.02, CFI = 0.99, TLI = 0.99. No further modifications 

were made to the model. All six factor loadings were significant at p < .001 in all models. Factor 
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loadings ranged from 0.26–0.55. “Hard class” had the highest factor loading and “class” had the 

lowest factor loading of these six items (see Figure 4.5 for the model; see Table A.12 in 

Appendix A for standardized estimates, standard errors, and p values of all factors). 

 

Figure 4.5 Accomplishment model. 
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Full PERMA Model  

The full PERMA model was built as a second order CFA using the previously created 

latent variables (see Figure 4.6). Results of the full PERMA model indicated that all five latent 

variables were significant at p < .001. Initial model fit was χ2 (459, N = 4,672) = 8821.027, p < 

.001 with RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.75, TLI = 0.78. To improve model fit, covariances of error 

terms were allowed between: “best work” and “earn A,” “class” and “study,” “letter” and  

 

Figure 4.6 Final PERMA model. 

Note. Covariances of the error terms are not shown in the figure. 
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“name,” “school advise” and “faculty advise,” “more work” and “activity,” “class climate” and 

“major climate,” “major climate” and “campus climate,” “class climate” and “campus climate,” 

“value” and “belong,” and “value” and “re-enroll.” As per previous models, modifications were 

made one at a time. Variance of Positive Emotion error was constrained to .3297871, which was 

the average calculated error of items in the Positive Emotion CFA model to allow model 

convergence. Accomplishment had the highest factor loading (0.76) of these five latent variables. 

Meaning had the lowest factor loading (0.25), indicating weak influence on well-being in this 

model. In the full PERMA model, all 32 items were significant. Final fit statistics were χ2 (448, 

N = 4,672) = 4355.61 p < .001 with RMSEA = 0.04, CFI = 0.88, TLI = 0.87. Per the final model 

fit statistics, RMSEA demonstrated good fit. CFI and TLI trended toward model fit (see Tables 

A.13 and A.14 in Appendix A for standardized estimates, standard errors, and p values). Table 

4.1 contains fit statistics for all models.  

Table 4.1 PERMA model fit statistics 

Model N χ2 df RMSEA CFI TLI 

Positive Emotion 4499 290.36 15 0.06 0.99 0.96 

Engagement 1961 64.31 6 0.07 0.98 0.96 

Relationships 4646 174.61 18 0.04 0.99 0.98 

Meaning  1900 0.62 2 0.00 1.00 1.00 

Accomplishment  1900 19.68 7 0.02 0.99 0.99 

PERMA  4672 4355.61 448 0.04 0.88 0.87 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to examine if the PERMA model of well-being (Seligman, 

2011) could be measured in the context of an undergraduate college sample and thus support the 

use of well-being theory with college students. To guide this study, two aims were identified. 

This exploratory study: (a) examined whether the PERMA constructs of well-being could be 

constructed using items from the 2018 Purdue SERU survey and (b) if a second-order well-being 

construct could be measured using all five PERMA variables, thus supporting application of the 

theory in the context of undergraduate college students at a large research intensive university. 

Results supported the study aims and hypotheses: All five PERMA constructs of well-being were 

supported using items from the 2018 Purdue SERU and a second order well-being construct 

could be built using all five PERMA constructs from the 2018 Purdue SERU data. 

This study involved analysis of secondary data from the 2018 Purdue SERU survey, 

which were distributed by the Office of Institutional Research, Assessment, and Effectiveness. 

This survey was completed by 5,008 undergraduate students in Spring 2018 for the purpose of 

understanding student experiences at Purdue University. Participation in the SERU was 

voluntary; all registered undergraduate students at the time were invited to participate. Random 

drawings for Amazon gift cards were offered to encourage survey participation. 

Confirmatory factor analysis was used to validate the multidimensional structure of well-

being theory. Using 32 items from the 2018 Purdue SERU survey, five latent variables were 

constructed in accordance with the PERMA model of well-being. To address the first study aim, I 

used content knowledge to build five latent variables representing Positive Emotion, 

Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. Per CFA testing of these five latent 

variables, 31 out of 32 items were statistically significant (p < .001). The only nonsignificant 
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item was “friends,” an indicator for the latent variable Relationships. All five PERMA models 

demonstrated acceptable fit per one or more model fit statistics.  

To address Aim 2, a second order PERMA well-being model was assembled using the 

five PERMA variables constructed in Aim 1. In the full PERMA well-being model, all five 

PERMA constructs were significant. Accomplishment had the highest factor loading and 

Meaning had the lowest factor loading of these five constructs. In the full PERMA well-being 

model, all 32 items were statistically significant and demonstrated acceptable model fit. The 

results provide support for the PERMA model of well-being and further support the 

measurement of well-being as a multidimensional construct. 

Positive Emotion 

 In the PERMA model of well-being, Positive Emotion is defined as subjective reports of 

happiness, life satisfaction, and similar emotions that may include joy, hope, and optimism 

(Seligman, 2011). Using this theoretical definition and information from the literature review, 

Positive Emotion was constructed as a latent variable from eight items in the 2018 Purdue SERU 

survey. These eight items measured feelings of “value,” “belonging,” “desire to reenroll,” 

“welcome,” “safety/security,” “class climate,” “major climate,” and “campus climate.” Model fit 

statistics demonstrated good fit and all eight items in the Positive Emotion model were 

statistically significant. Correlations between these eight items and Positive Emotion were 

moderate to strong (0.42 to 0.89). The strongest association was noted between Positive Emotion 

and campus climate, while the weakest association was noted with desire to reenroll. Moderate-

strong correlations were noted between all items, indicating a relationship or overlap between 

them. These results aligned with those by Chang et al. (2019), who found positive affect was 
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positively correlated with hope and life satisfaction. Positive emotion is often associated with 

each other; thus, increasing any positive emotion is likely to produce positive benefits. 

  From the eight items, insight is gained into the Positive Emotion of college students. The 

three strongest predictors of well-being in this model related to diversity and inclusion in 

campus, class, and major environments. Thus, climate for diversity and inclusiveness was 

strongly related to Positive Emotion in the sample. Feeling safe, secure, and welcome on campus 

were moderate contributors to positive emotion. These items reflect basic psychosocial needs, 

which are fundamental to all humans. Feelings of individual value, belonging, and choice to 

reenroll at Purdue University contributed least to Positive Emotion in the model. These findings 

can be understood per Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, where physiological needs are 

fundamental to other needs of safety, love, esteem, and self-actualization.  

Basic feelings of acceptance, security, and welcoming must be present first before one 

would feel value and belonging at a particular university. When students feel accepted, safe, 

secure, and valued, they are likely to have a sense of belonging and would choose to reenroll at 

the same university. All these concepts contribute to Positive Emotion of college students, which 

adds to well-being. Ultimately, all this Positive Emotion boosts student satisfaction, which may 

be useful to attract and retain quality students. Positive Emotion is beneficial to students 

throughout college, with academic benefits including increased GPA (Barker et al., 2016), 

retention (Gallagher et al., 2017, and graduation in 4 years (Gallagher et al., 2017). Positive 

Emotion may also contribute to physical health as healthier dietary habits were noted among 

happier students (Lesani et al., 2016). Well-being assessments should examine items that look at 

Positive Emotion, particularly fundamental feelings of comfort with climate for diversity and 

inclusiveness, safety, and security in college students. When students are satisfied with climate 
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for diversity and inclusion, they may be more likely to feel accepted, safe, welcome, valued, and 

belonging. 

Engagement 

 Engagement is defined as commitment to a task or activity during which thoughts and 

feelings may be absent. Engagement can also represent a state of being known as flow 

(Seligman, 2011). Using this theoretical definition and the literature review, Engagement was 

constructed as a latent variable from six items in the 2018 Purdue SERU survey. These six items 

measured “doing additional work,” “communication with faculty,” “activity engagement,” 

“study group participation,” “class project participation,” and “helping classmates.” Although 

these items do not align purely to Seligman’s theoretical definition of Engagement, they were 

selected as types of Engagement for the study population as discussed in relevant literature. 

Results of the Engagement CFA demonstrated good model fit as demonstrated by fit statistics. 

All six items in the final Engagement CFA model were statistically significant and correlations 

in this model between items and Engagement varied from weak to strong. The strongest 

association was noted between Engagement and study group participation, while the weakest 

association was noted with activity Engagement. 

 The six items used to build the latent variable Engagement demonstrate dimensions of 

Engagement with coursework, faculty, and other students. In the current study, the strongest 

correlation was noted between Engagement and study group participation. Helping a fellow 

classmate and class project participation also demonstrated statistically significant correlations 

with Engagement. These three items (i.e., study group participation, helping a fellow classmate, 

and class project participation) reflect course engagement with fellow students. In the literature, 

mentoring by upperclassmen, participation in collaborative learning activities, and interactions 
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with peers outside of class increased self-confidence, contributed to academic adjustment, 

provided emotional support, and increased psychosocial wellness (Awang et al., 2014; Berger & 

Milem, 2002).  

The other three items in the model (i.e., more work, communicate, and activity) were 

significant, and reflect engagement with faculty outside of courses through additional work, 

discussion of class concepts, and participation in extracurricular activities. These results are 

confirmed by the literature, which identify a positive relationship between Engagement and 

faculty interactions (Kim & Lundberg, 2016). Extracurricular engagement with instructors may 

encourage participation in extracurricular activities and foster a sense of community (Glass et al., 

2017).  

The literature on Engagement in college students revealed associations between 

engagement, sense of belonging (Kim & Lundberg, 2016; Wilson et al., 2015), self-efficacy 

(Wilson et al., 2015), and emotional intelligence (Maguire et al., 2017). Benefits of student 

engagement include cognitive skill development (Kim & Lundberg, 2016). Missing from the 

literature are implications for well-being. Future studies should examine Engagement 

opportunities on university campuses to determine which types are most beneficial to well-being. 

Although personal preferences may vary, Engagement should be encouraged and supported in 

college students as a dimension of well-being. 

Relationships 

In the PERMA model of well-being, Relationships is defined as close connections to 

others (e.g., family, friends, colleagues, neighbors). Such relationships contribute to well-being 

in multiple ways as positive events usually occur in the presence of others (Seligman, 2011). 

Based on this definition and review of the literature, eight items from the 2018 Purdue SERU 
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survey were selected for the Relationships CFA. These eight items were “letter,” “name,” faculty 

advice,” “staff advice,” “department advice,” “instruction,” “friends,” and “family.” These items 

assessed relationships with faculty, department staff, friends, and family. Results of the 

Relationships CFA demonstrated good model fit. Friends was not significant in the model, but all 

other seven factor loadings were statistically significant. Correlations in this model between 

items and Relationships varied from very weak to strong. The strongest association was noted 

between Relationships and faculty advice, while the weakest association was noted with friends. 

Despite the low factor loadings of friends (0.04) and family (0.07), these items were 

retained as I believed they were important to Relationships in undergraduate college students. 

Yuan et al. (2016) found family support was associated with increased self-efficacy and 

improved academic performance. Similarly, kin relationships provided support and increased 

academic persistence of African American college students (Brooks & Allen, 2016). Peers may 

predict college adaptation (Turkpour & Mehdinezhad, 2016) and reduce somatic complaints in 

victims of racial and ethnic discrimination (Juang et al., 2016). Several explanations are possible 

for the low factor loadings of friends and family.  

First, friends and family were measured as time-use items in the original survey, whereas 

the other six items indicated level of satisfaction. This means friends and family were measuring 

quantity (i.e., time spent) in an average week, rather than quality of these relationships. It is 

possible to have high-quality relationships with friends or family, but not spend much time with 

them in an average week of the academic semester. Time with friends or family while at college 

may be limited due to school or work responsibilities, housing situations, and geographic 

barriers. Another consideration is relationships with family and friends may be less important 

than relationships with instructors and university staff in the context of undergraduate students 
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during the academic semester. Finally, it is important to remember these items were not 

administered to assess well-being of undergraduate students or the quality of their relationships 

with family and friends. Diener and Seligman (2002) found very happy college undergraduates 

had stronger social and romantic relationships, so it may be beneficial to include Relationships in 

models of student well-being. The items included in this study show relationships with university 

staff and faculty contribute to college student well-being. From a theoretical standpoint, many 

undergraduate students live on campus and interact with university faculty and staff on a regular 

basis throughout the academic year. Gender differences should be considered as Sax et al. (2005) 

found female students reported more frequent positive interactions with faculty than male 

students. In the context of college students, well-being assessments should include items that 

reflect relationships with university staff and faculty. 

Meaning 

In the PERMA model of well-being, Meaning is defined as belief and membership in 

something larger than oneself. Meaning may be obtained through religion, spirituality, or 

advocacy (Seligman, 2011). Based on this definition and review of the literature, four items from 

the 2018 Purdue SERU survey were selected for the Meaning CFA: “spirituality,” 

“entertainment,” “community service,” and “club participation.” Results of the Meaning CFA 

demonstrated good model fit, and the factor loadings of all four items were statistically 

significant. Correlations in this model between items and Meaning varied from moderate to 

strong. The strongest association was noted between Meaning and community service, while the 

weakest association was time spent in spiritual practice. 

College students desire meaningful academic majors and future careers (Allan et al., 

2017). Shin et al. (2016) found meaning in life increased in first semester college freshmen, 
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which suggests meaning in life changes at the onset of college experiences. In the literature, 

positive associations were noted between Meaning and intrinsic motivation, subjective well-

being, and GPA (Bailey & Phillips, 2016). Meaning was found to be beneficial for students who 

have experienced trauma, predicting posttraumatic growth (Grad & Zeligman, 2017). 

Religion/spirituality was found to be associated with meaning in life (Abu-Hilal et al., 2017) and 

coping (Krok, 2015). In the present study, spirituality was the weakest predictor of Meaning. 

Spirituality was measured as a time-use item, indicating time spent in religious or spiritual 

practice during a typical week. Although spiritual time demonstrated the weakest correlation 

with Meaning, it still contributes significantly to well-being of college students. Some students 

may not identify as religious or spiritual, thus spiritual time may not be an applicable predictor of 

well-being in all students. Coping, which was found to correlate positively with 

religion/spirituality, may represent a useful life skill in college and beyond (Krok, 2015). Results 

indicated the strongest association was between Meaning and community service. These results 

are supported by the literature with community service participation associated with increased 

Meaning and psychosocial wellness among college student participants (Berger & Milem, 2002; 

Rockenbach et al., 2014). On a theoretical level, these results are supported by Seligman’s 

(2011) definition that Meaning can be obtained by group advocacy or membership; participation 

in community service or volunteer activities should increase Meaning by helping others and civic 

engagement.  

Results from these four items indicate college students derived most Meaning from 

participation in volunteer or community service. Attending cultural events, movies, concerts, 

sports, or other entertainment activities was the second most influential predictor of Meaning. 

Participation in student organizations or clubs also contributed to Meaning, and lastly 
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religion/spiritual practice contributed the least to Meaning in this sample. All four items in this 

model were time-use questions and indicated average time spent for these activities in a typical 

week. Results from this study suggested Meaning may be increased in college students by 

helping others, entertainment events, group membership, and religion/spiritual practice. 

Universities and colleges offer many organizations, events, and opportunities that may contribute 

to a sense of meaning and purpose in students. These opportunities should be identified to 

incoming students and highlighted regularly for current students, so that meaning can be fostered 

and contribute to well-being of college students.  

Accomplishment 

In the PERMA model of well-being, Accomplishment is defined as pursuits that occur 

throughout the lifespan for the sole reason of “winning” and usually require hard work and 

dedication (Seligman, 2011). Based on the theoretical definition and literature review, six items 

from the 2018 Purdue SERU survey were selected for the Accomplishment CFA. These items 

were “best work,” “earn A,” “class,” “study,” “hard class,” and “work hard.” Fit statistics in the 

Accomplishment CFA demonstrated good model fit as factor loadings of all six items were 

statistically significant. Correlations in this model between items and Accomplishment varied 

from low to moderate, with the strongest association noted between Accomplishment and 

choosing to enroll in hard classes, and the weakest association was time spent in class. 

In this study, items best work, earn A, class, study, hard class, and work hard were 

chosen to represent Accomplishment. The items best work and earn A reflect being challenged in 

major classes, and best efforts are needed to earn As. Class and study indicate time spent in class 

or studying in a typical week. Hard class demonstrated the deliberate act of choosing challenging 

courses, and work hard indicated increased academic efforts to meet the high standards of a 
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faculty member. These six items highlight the fact Accomplishment requires choices and 

intentional behaviors to achieve something; they do not occur without conscious thought and 

actions. These sentiments are noted in Seligman’s (2011) definition of Accomplishment.  

Moving forward, academic faculty and advisors should encourage students to enroll in 

challenging courses to promote Accomplishment. Challenging courses will require best efforts, 

but these efforts will likely prove beneficial to some students by increasing academic success and 

increasing well-being. Time in class, although significant to Accomplishment, was the weakest 

predictor of Accomplishment. Thus, time in class seems less important than choice of class and 

efforts in coursework.  

Facilitators of Accomplishment were identified as teachers (Bitew, 2016), writing across 

the curriculum (Huskin, 2016), study abroad programs (Campbell, 2016), honors programs 

(Johnson, 2015), and motivational instruction (Liu et al., 2015). Some overlap is suggested as 

faculty interactions were positively related to student engagement (Kim & Lundberg, 2016) and 

were also a strong predictor of Relationships in this study. Satisfaction with faculty advising was 

contained in the item faculty advice. Engagement with faculty was present in the Engagement 

construct, reflected in the items more work, communicate, and activity which indicate 

engagement outside of courses through additional work, discussion of class concepts, and 

participation in extracurricular activities.  

 Intrapersonal strategies such as perseverance of effort (Wolters & Hussain, 2015) and 

mindfulness (Leland, 2015) were shown to increase positive academic outcomes. Bowman 

(2010) noted high achievements and academic aspirations were associated with increased 

psychological well-being of college freshman starting college. 
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Results from this study, which highlight choices and behaviors necessary to succeed, 

combined with identified barriers and facilitators from the literature, created a detailed picture of 

Accomplishment in college students. In the context of college students, well-being assessments 

should include items that reflect Accomplishment and the efforts necessary to achieve them.  

PERMA Well-Being 

In the PERMA model of well-being, well-being is composed of five constructs: (a) 

Positive Emotion, (b) Engagement, (c) Relationships, (d) Meaning, and (e) Accomplishment. 

This second-order PERMA well-being CFA was constructed using 32 items from the 2018 

Purdue SERU survey and five PERMA constructs. In the final well-being model, all five 

PERMA constructs were statistically significant. Factor loadings for the PERMA constructs 

ranged from 0.25–0.76, indicating weak to strong correlations with well-being. Accomplishment 

had the strongest association with well-being and Meaning had the lowest association of these 

five constructs. All 32 items used to construct the latent variables were statistically significant 

and acceptable fit was demonstrated (RMSEA = 0.04).  

The present study confirmed and extended previous results from Coffey et al. (2016) by 

demonstrating support for the multidimensional structure of the PERMA well-being model. In a 

small sample of undergraduate students (n = 149), four out of five PERMA constructs were 

supported across 3 years. Meaning was not able to be constructed using available survey items 

(Coffey et al., 2016). The current study validated all five PERMA constructs in a larger sample 

of undergraduate college students (N = 5,008) using cross-sectional data collection. Cronbach’s 

alpha values were similar for the PERMA constructs, ranging from 0.64–0.90 in the present 

study, compared to 0.52–0.79 in the study by Coffey et al. Factor loadings of the PERMA 

constructs were also similar, ranging from 0.49–0.76 in the present study to values of 0.40–0.96 
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obtained by Coffey et al. Coffey et al. found Accomplishment as the highest factor loading and 

Relationships as the weakest factor loading. In my study, Accomplishment was also the highest 

factor loading (0.76) and Meaning was the lowest factor loading (0.49).  

Coffey et al. (2016) also tested the PERMA model of well-being using an adult 

community sample (n = 831), which produced similar results. Cronbach’s alpha for the PERMA 

constructs ranged from 0.69–0.95 in this adult sample, which was similar to values in my study 

(0.64–0.90). In my study, all five PERMA constructs were statistically significant in the second 

order well-being model. Achievement demonstrated the highest factor loading (0.84), and 

Relationships had the lowest factor loading (0.61; Coffey et al., 2016). In my study, 

Accomplishment also demonstrated the highest factor loading (0.76), followed by Positive 

Emotion (0.73), Relationships (0.54), Engagement (0.49), and Meaning (0.25).  

Comparison of study findings support reproducibility of the PERMA model in different 

samples (i.e., college and general adult). From these results, Accomplishment was most strongly 

related to well-being in adult populations and college student populations (Coffey et al., 2016), 

and was also demonstrated in my study of undergraduate students. However, my study found 

Meaning to be the weakest predictor of well-being, whereas Coffey et al. (2016) found 

Relationships to be the weakest predictor of college student well-being and adult well-being. 

Findings by Coffey et al. support PERMA constructs as dimensions of well-being in adult 

samples, but suggest they contribute to well-being differently across age groups. Further research 

is needed to test the full PERMA model across diverse populations. 

Findings of my study support well-being as a multidimensional concept, which may be 

constructed from Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment 

in undergraduate college students. Well-being theory asserts well-being is composed of 
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cognitive, affective, and eudemonic components, which are present in the PERMA constructs 

(Seligman, 2011). From these theoretical components of optimal well-being, flourishing is a 

combination of life satisfaction (i.e., cognition), positive emotions (i.e., affect), and a sense of 

meaning/purpose (i.e., eudaimonia).  

Optimal well-being combines thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in multiple dimensions of 

daily life. Many of the items used in this study address individual student responsibility. Students 

make conscious decisions to engage in particular behaviors (e.g., joining a study group, 

participating in a student organization). Some of the survey items (e.g., campus climate for 

diversity and inclusion) suggest a combined product of individual student behaviors and 

university policy and programming. Items such as campus climate, major climate, and class 

climate are influential to student well-being and indicate joint responsibility of students and 

university officials; policy and programming support is needed to create positive culture. Items 

that reflect feelings are products of subjective experiences and choices. Although one cannot 

exert control over all life experiences, we can choose how we react and view these experiences. 

Positive reframing may allow us to learn and grow from negative experiences (Lambert et al., 

2012).  From this view, we see student well-being is a product of individual and collective 

college experiences. Students have free will to make individual choices, but educators and 

administrators can guide and support college experiences to increase well-being. Finally, my 

study provides a rich multidimensional view of well-being through the use of items from a 

student experience survey; such insight would not be possible by asking students to rate their 

present well-being level.  
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Implications 

 The current study has several important findings with potential to measure, support, and 

increase the well-being of undergraduate students, a population that may experience low levels 

of well-being and high levels of mental health concerns. The findings support the use of well-

being theory to measure dimensions of well-being in the context of undergraduate students at a 

large research-intensive university in Midwestern United States. Results from this study may be 

used to inform programming to support well-being for undergraduate students by focusing on 

Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. The PERMA 

model of well-being provides a framework for university faculty and staff to assess and improve 

the well-being of students they serve.  

Policy 

 University administration may consider infusing elements of well-being theory into 

campus initiatives to foster community well-being. There are several ways this can be done. New 

student orientation should include well-being information in context of campus health and 

counseling services. Well-being activities should be included in annual mental health awareness 

events, which tend to focus more on mental illness and less on positive mental health.  Finally, 

general education or elective courses should be offered to educate students about personal well-

being. Such well-being courses would provide science-based information, and better prepare 

college students to experience optimal well-being and positive outcomes (e.g., academic success, 

life skills).  
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Research 

 Future initiatives to assess and improve college student well-being may consider use of 

survey items that measure PERMA constructs or conduct assessments with the PERMA meter 

(Seligman, 2016) or PERMA profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016). See Tables A.20 and A.21 in 

Appendix A to view these surveys. Ideally, these surveys should be administered regularly 

across the college experience to capture changes from enrollment to graduation. Including well-

being items in student information forms at the time of registration would provide baseline 

measurements. Future well-being assessments could be included annually with course 

registration or advising sessions. These results would reveal a multidimensional perspective of 

well-being across the college experience. Postgraduate and alumni surveys should also include 

well-being items, which would provide longitudinal insight by following graduates as they enter 

the workforce. Examination of results by demographic variables (i.e., race/ethnicity, gender, 

international/native, age, college/major) may provide further insight into facilitators and barriers 

to well-being, especially in diverse university populations. 

Practice 

 Providers at university health and counseling centers may use well-being theory to assess 

and promote optimal well-being of their patients/clients. The PERMA model represents a 

practical measurement tool that is easy for providers and patients to understand and use. Well-

being assessments may provide useful insight in addition to physical and psychological 

assessments. Such insight may contribute to a richer, multidimensional understanding of the 

patient/client as mind body connections often manifest as somatic physical symptoms. Holistic 

health care should include assessment of positive mental health, which may be beneficial to 

decrease physical and mental illnesses and promote optimal health. The PERMA model can be 
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used in patient/client education; students can be empowered to increase their personal well-being 

through use of the model. 

Limitations 

This study did have limitations, which should be identified. First, cross-sectional data 

were used for this study, which provided information only at the time of data collection. Caution 

should be advised in making causal interpretations from cross-sectional data as longitudinal data 

collection would allow for stronger conclusions about student well-being (Menard, 2002). 

Second, data collected in the study were self-reported and may be subject to response or social 

desirability bias. Bias may have been introduced into the study as participants were incentivized, 

which may have influenced their responses in a more positive fashion.  

Third, the study used secondary data collected to understand student experiences at 

Purdue University, not for the purposes of this study. PERMA constructs were created using 

available survey items in accordance with Seligman’s theoretical definitions of Positive Emotion, 

Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment. Some constructs (e.g., Engagement) 

did not align closely with theoretical definitions, but were guided by review of the literature. 

Future well-being assessments should be conducted for the purpose of understanding student 

well-being and include primary data collection. Use of standardized instruments in future studies 

may provide different results and potentially increase factor loadings in PERMA models.  

Fourth, I chose to use the PERMA model of well-being; other theoretical frameworks 

could provide a good fit for the data. Also, other survey items may have been selected to 

construct the latent PERMA variables (i.e., Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, 

Meaning, and Accomplishment). Finally, the sample consisted of undergraduate students from 

one large public research university in Midwestern United States. Caution is advised in 
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generalizing results of this study to other populations. Results may reflect demographics specific 

to the sample population as Purdue University is a large, research university known for 

engineering and sciences. Replication of this study should be performed with diverse settings and 

populations. 

Future Research 

Despite the limitations identified, this study provided initial support for the PERMA 

model of well-being in context of undergraduate students at a large public research university. 

Although results are encouraging, there are several implications for future study. The current 

study used cross-sectional data and provided insight into undergraduate student experiences in 

Spring 2018. Well-being is a fluid everchanging construct, which may change on a daily or even 

momentary basis. Collection of longitudinal data would improve understanding of well-being in 

undergraduate students and changes that occur throughout the college experience. A stronger 

case could be made for causal relationships with a longitudinal research design.  

A second recommendation for future work involves the use of latent class analysis with 

existing data. Latent class analysis would allow for classification and measurement of results, 

allowing for classification of well-being levels in the sample. Using the 2018 Purdue SERU data, 

it would be possible to assess actual levels of student well-being. Latent class analysis could 

determine how many undergraduate students display low, moderate, and high levels of well-

being, along with levels of Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and 

Accomplishment. These classifications could identify group characteristics and inform strategies 

to support well-being. Latent class analysis would provide insight into individual and community 

well-being at Purdue University and would allow for comparisons to other samples. 
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A third recommendation for future studies is to examine outcomes of well-being. From 

the literature, there are positive outcomes of increased well-being. Looking at health behaviors 

and academic success outcomes would be relevant in the college student population. Examples 

of outcomes might include diet, exercise, sleep, GPA, and graduation. Research of this kind 

could inform programs to increase well-being of undergraduate students and potentially increase 

health and academic success.  

A fourth recommendation for future work is the use of standardized scales developed 

from well-being theory. Well-being theory has two tools: the PERMA meter (Seligman, 2016) 

and the PERMA profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016). Comparisons could be made to this study, thus 

assessing reliability and validity of the present results. Similar results from this study and future 

studies would add additional support for well-being theory. Primary data collection with use of 

standardized well-being scales (i.e., PERMA meter or PERMA profiler) would allow for ease of 

data collection and interpretation of results.  

A final recommendation for future work would be to conduct well-being research in 

diverse populations. Well-being is relevant to all age groups and cultures. Use of well-being 

theory should be examined to identify and understand differences across cultures and lifespans, 

advocate funding for interventions, and support well-being programs. 

Conclusions 

Well-being is a holistic, multidimensional construct that provides insight into the 

condition or state of being. Although definitions and measurements vary, well-being assessments 

provide valuable information about individuals and groups. This information is valuable to 

researchers, corporations, policymakers, and governments. Inclusion of well-being items in 

national and international surveys allows for comparison of results across time and geographic 
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location. Such results may be useful to inform programming, policy, or funding to support the 

well-being of individuals, communities, and nations. 

 Results of national surveys indicate a high prevalence of mental health concerns across 

university campuses in the United States; anxiety, stress, and depression are the most commonly 

reported concerns (LeViness et al., 2018). Mental illnesses are most prevalent among young 

adults; the diagnosis and treatment of several mental health conditions increased significantly 

between 2009–2015 among college students in the United States (NIMH, 2017; Oswalt et al., 

2020). Findings from NIMH (2017) and LeViness et al. (2018) suggested well-being of college 

students is threatened and warrants further assessment.  

Using well-being theory (Seligman, 2011), the PERMA model of well-being was tested 

in context of undergraduate students at a large public research university using secondary data. 

The research aims and hypotheses were supported as the five PERMA constructs and higher 

order well-being construct were created and demonstrated adequate model fit using CFA. Thirty-

two items from the Purdue 2018 SERU survey provided insight into Positive Emotion, 

Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment of undergraduate students as they 

contribute to student well-being. 

Results from the PERMA CFA models demonstrated significance of all items with the 

exception of friends. Family, although statistically significant, was a weak predictor in the 

Relationships model. These results may be influenced by measurement of the items as both 

friends and family were time expenditure items in the original survey. Future studies should use 

prospective data collection or standardized tools such as the PERMA meter (Seligman, 2016) or 

PERMA Profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016) to ease interpretation of results. 
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In the second-order well-being model, all five PERMA variables and 32 items were 

significant. Accomplishment demonstrated the strongest correlation to well-being while Meaning 

demonstrated the weakest correlation to well-being. These results mirrored previous studies that 

found Accomplishment to be the strongest predictor of well-being in adult samples and college 

student samples (Coffey et al., 2016). This finding is not surprising, given the sample was 

comprised of undergraduate students at a research-intensive university. Meaning—although 

found to be the weakest predictor of well-being in the model—should not be discounted. 

Meaning may be less important than other psychosocial concerns in this age group as they 

transition from adolescence to adulthood. Many choices are made as students contemplate who 

they are and who they wish to become. Meaning may be something that undergraduate students 

are still searching for or something to be obtained later when they develop a stronger sense of 

self. Further research is needed to understand these implications. 

This study adds to well-being research by validating the full PERMA model of well-

being in undergraduate students attending a large public research university. Previous studies 

have validated the PERMA model; however, none have validated the full PERMA model in a 

college student sample. This study fills that gap and extends understanding of predictors of well-

being. Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment are 

supported as dimensions of well-being in the sample and demonstrate significant associations 

with well-being. As results from this study demonstrate adequate model fit for the data, the next 

step should be use of well-being theory to assess levels of well-being in undergraduate students. 

Understanding well-being levels in the sample would identify areas of weakness, which could 

then be targeted by university programs and interventions to increase. The PERMA framework is 

unique as Seligman proposed its use to measure and build well-being of individuals and 
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communities. Findings from this study may be useful to promote and increase the well-being of 

undergraduate students. 
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APPENDIX A. ADDITIONAL TABLES 

Table A.1 PERMA constructs of well-being (Seligman, 2011) 

Well-Being Construct Characteristics 

Positive Emotion Subjective reports of happiness, life 

satisfaction, and similar emotions that may 

include joy, hope, and optimism among 

others. 

 

Engagement Commitment to a task or activity. Thoughts 

and feelings may be absent during 

engagement but provide pleasure 

retrospectively. State of being known as flow. 

 

 

Relationships 

 

Close connections to others (family, friends, 

colleagues, neighbors). Such relationships 

contribute to well-being in multiple ways. 

Positive events usually occur with others 

present.  

 

Meaning Belief and membership in something larger 

than oneself. Meaning may be represented by 

religion, spirituality, or advocacy. 

 

Accomplishment Pursuits that occur throughout the lifespan 

(academic, athletic, career). Such pursuits 

occur for the sole reason of “winning” and 

usually require hard work and dedication. 
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Table A.2 Signature strengths of well-being (Seligman, 2005, 2011) 
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Table A.2 continued 
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Table A.3 Descriptive statistics of Positive Emotion items 

Item N M Min. Max. SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Value 4422 4.33 

 

1 6 1.19 

 

-0.81 

 

3.47 

 

Belong 4418 4.77 

 

1 6 1.16 -1.14 4.28 

Re-enroll 4420 4.90 

 

1 6 1.24 

 

-1.30 4.32 

Welcome 1791 

 

5.01 

 

1 6 1.00 

 

-1.38 5.51 

Safe/secure 1789 5.03 

 

1 6 0.91 -1.33 6.08 

Class climate 1790 4.83 

 

1 6 0.99 

 

-1.24 

 

5.12 

 

Major climate 1791 4.79 1 6 1.07 

 

-1.25 4.88 

 

Campus climate 1791 4.76 1 6 1.07 -1.22 4.87 

 

 

Table A.4 Descriptive statistics of Engagement items 

Item N M Min. Max. SD Skewness Kurtosis 

More work 1946 3.06 

 

1 6 1.27 

 

0.45 

 

2.67 

Communicate 1957 3.15 

 

1 6 1.33 0.32 2.37 

 

Activity 1957 2.00 1 4 1.12 

 

0.71 

 

2.08 

Study group 1932 3.73 

 

1 6 1.56 

 

-0.08 

 

1.93 

Class project 1930 4.12 1 6 1.45 

 

-0.38 2.26 

Help classmate 1930 3.93 

 

1 6 1.39 

 

-0.23 2.31 

 

   

 

 

 

  



 

104 

Table A.5 Descriptive statistics of Relationships items 

Item N M Min. Max. SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Letter 4484 1.47 

 

0 4 1.22 0.46 

 

2.28 

 

Name 1952 4.19 1 6 1.39 

 

-0.36 2.23 

Faculty advice 

 

4477 4.52 

 

1 6 1.15 

 

-0.89 3.75 

School advice 

 

4473 4.51 1 6 1.21 -0.93 3.61 

Department advice 4454 4.51 1 6 1.16 -0.89 

 

3.71 

Faculty instruct 4452 4.62 1 6 0.97 

 

-0.92 4.40 

Friends 1898 3.32 1 8 1.51 

 

1.24 

 

4.50 

 

Family 1890 1.72 1 8 1.20 

 

2.83 12.85 

 

Table A.6 Descriptive statistics of Meaning items 

Item N M Min. Max. SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Spirit 1896 1.53 1 8 0.89 

 

3.12 18.08 

 

Community 

service  

1898 1.70 

 

1 8 0.93 

 

2.63 

 

14.17 

 

Entertain 1899 2.24 

 

1 8 1.02 

 

1.89 

 

9.21 

 

Club 1897 2.30 1 8 1.20 

 

1.71 7.31 
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Table A.7 Descriptive statistics of Accomplishment items 

Item N M Min. Max. SD Skewness Kurtosis 

Best work 4347 4.90 1 6 0.96 -1.15 

 

5.00 

Earn A 4347 5.02 1 6 1.08 

 

-1.24 

 

4.54 

 

Class 1899 4.72 1 8 1.24 

 

0.24 

 

3.74 

Study 1894 4.41 1 8 1.70 0.56 

 

2.55 

 

Hard class 1955 3.24 

 

1 4 0.86 -0.84 2.78 

 

Work hard 1928 3.72 1 6 1.29 

 

-0.26 2.52 

 

 

Table A.8 Positive Emotion model estimates 

Item Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

value .48 .02 < .001 

belong .47 .02 < .001 

reenroll .42 .02 < .001 

welcome .74 .01 < .001 

safe secure .67 .02 < .001 

class climate .80 .01 < .001 

major climate .74 .01 < .001 

campus climate .89 .01 < .001 
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Table A.9 Engagement model estimates 

Item Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

more work .22 .02 < .001 

communicate .28 .02 < .001 

activity .18 .02 < .001 

study group .86 .01 < .001 

project .70 .01 < .001 

help classmate .83 .01 < .001 

 

Table A.10 Relationships model estimates 

Item Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

letter .17 .02 < .001 

name .28 .02 < .001 

faculty advice .90 .01 < .001 

school advice .78 .01 < .001 

department advice .77 .01 < .001 

instruct .55 .01 < .001 

friends .04 .03    .100 

family .07 .02    .003 
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Table A.11 Meaning model estimates 

Item Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

spirit .46 .02 < .001 

entertain .59 .02 < .001 

community service .75 .02 < .001 

club .55 .02 < .001 

 

Table A.12 Accomplishment model estimates 

Item Standardized 

Estimate 

SE     p 

best work      .44 .03 < .001 

earn A      .40 .03 < .001 

class      .26 .03 < .001 

study      .39 .03 < .001 

hard class      .55 .03 < .001 

work hard      .47 .03 < .001 
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Table A.13 PERMA model estimates (latent variables) 

Construct Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

Positive Emotion .73 .03 < .001 

Engagement .49 .03 < .001 

Relationships .54 .02 < .001 

Meaning .25 .04 < .001 

Accomplishment .76 .03 < .001 
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Table A.14 PERMA model estimates (items) 

Items Standardized 

Estimate 

SE p 

value .60 .01 < .001 

belong .60 .01 < .001 

reenroll .54 .02 < .001 

welcome .91 .01 < .001 

safe secure .77 .01 < .001 

class climate .63 .02 < .001 

major climate .59 .02 < .001 

campus climate .73 .01 < .001 

more work .27 .02 < .001 

communicate .32 .02 < .001 

activity .20 .02 < .001 

study group .83 .01 < .001 

project .70 .01 < .001 

help classmate .85 .01 < .001 

letter  .18 .02 < .001 

name .29 .02 < .001 

faculty advice .88 .01 < .001 

school advice .78 .01 < .001 

department advice .78 .01 < .001 

instruct .57 .01 < .001 

friends .06 .03    .014 

family .08 .03    .002 

spirit .45 .02 < .001 

entertain .60 .02 < .001 

community service .74 .02 < .001 

club .55 .02 < .001 

best work .59 .02 < .001 

earn A .40 .02 < .001 

class .22 .03 < .001 

study .31 .03 < .001 

hard class .43 .03 < .001 

work hard .50 .03 < .001 
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Table A.15 Correlations of Positive Emotion items 

 Item Value Belong Reenroll Welcome Safe/secure Class 

climate 

Major 

climate 

Campus 

climate 

Value 1.00        

Belong .66*** 1.00       

Reenroll .52*** .74*** 1.00      

Welcome .52*** .54*** .49*** 1.00     

Safe/secure .38*** .39*** .36*** .70*** 1.00    

Class 

climate 

.38*** .36*** .30*** .56*** .52*** 1.00   

Major 

climate 

.34*** .34*** .29*** .53*** .45*** .82*** 1.00  

Campus 

climate 

.39*** .38*** .35*** .65*** .60*** .73*** .67*** 1.00 

*** p < .001  
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Table A.16 Correlations of Engagement items 

Item More 

work 

Communicate Activity Study 

group 

Project Help 

classmate 

More work 1.00      

Communicate .46*** 1.00     

Activity .25*** .29*** 1.00    

Study group .13*** .21*** .12*** 1.00   

Project .15*** .19*** .16*** .61*** 1.00  

Help classmate .24*** .26*** .16*** .71*** .57*** 1.00 

*** p < .001 

Table A.17 Correlations of Relationships items 

Item Letter Name Faculty 

advice 

School 

advice 

Dept. 

advice 

Instruct Friends Family 

Letter 1.00        

Name .46*** 1.00       

Faculty advice .15*** .24*** 1.00      

School advice .13*** .21*** .69*** 1.00     

Dept. advice .08*** .19*** .70*** .81*** 1.00    

Instruct .17*** .30*** .49*** .44*** .41*** 1.00   

Friends -.01 .01 .03 .05* .03 .04 1.00  

Family .08*** .09*** .06** .07** .06** .06** .11*** 1.00 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001 
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Table A.18 Correlations of Meaning items 

Item Spirit Entertain Community 

service 

Club 

Spirit 1.00    

Entertain .27*** 1.00   

Community 

service 

.35*** .44*** 1.00  

Club .24*** .33*** .41*** 1.00 

 

*** p < .001 

Table A.19 Correlations of Accomplishment items 

Item Best work Earn A Class Study Hard class Work hard 

Best work 1.00      

Earn A .50*** 1.00     

Class .09*** .08*** 1.00    

Study .15*** .18*** .35*** 1.00   

Hard class .23*** .19*** .18*** .23*** 1.00  

work hard .25*** .20*** .10*** .15*** .25*** 1.00 

*** p < .001. 
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Table A.20 PERMA-profiler (Butler & Kern, 2016) 

Question # Question 

1 How much of the time do you feel you are making progress towards 

accomplishing your goals? 

2 How often do you feel absorbed in what you are doing? 

3 In general, how often do you feel joyful? 

4 In general, how often do you feel anxious? 

5 How often do you achieve the important goals you have set for yourself? 

6 In general, how would you say your health is? 

7 In general, to what extent do you lead a purposeful and meaningful life? 

8 To what extent do you receive help and support from others when you need it? 

9 In general, to what extent do you feel that what you do in your life is valuable 

and worthwhile? 

10 In general, to what extent do you feel excited and interested in things? 

11 How lonely do you feel in your daily life? 

12 How satisfied are you with your current physical health? 

13 In general, how often do you feel positive? 

14 In general, how often do you feel angry? 

15 How often are you able to handle your responsibilities? 

16 In general, how often do you feel sad? 

17 How often do you lose track of time while doing something you enjoy? 

18 Compared to others of your same age and sex, how is your health? 

19 To what extent do you feel loved? 

20 To what extent do you generally feel you have a sense of direction in your life? 

21 How satisfied are you with your personal relationships? 

22 In general, to what extent do you feel contented? 

23 Taking all things together, how happy would you say you are? 

 

*Responses are 0=never, 10=always or 0=terrible, 10=excellent, or 0=not at all, 10=completely 
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Table A.21 PERMA meter (Seligman, 2016) 

Question In the past 2 weeks have you… 

1 Felt positive emotion? 

 

2 Been totally engaged in what you were doing? 

 

3 Experienced positive relationships? 

 

4 Engaged in a meaningful activity? 

 

5 Accomplished a goal? 

*Response choices: 1 = not at all, 2 = a little, 3 = somewhat, 4 = often, 5 = almost all the time 



 

 
 

3
9
 

Table A.22 SERU items selected for Positive Emotion factor 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Label PERMA 

Construct 

I#1f R47_RUCAGREEINDVAL Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-I feel valued as an 

individual at this campus 

 

value P 

I#1g R47_RUCAGREEBELONG Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-I feel that I belong at Purdue 

University 

 

belong P 

I#1h 

 

R47_RUCAGREEREENRL

L 

Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-Knowing what I know now, 

I would still choose to enroll at Purdue 

University 

 

reenroll P 

VII#2g R18_RUCWELCOME Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements. Purdue University is a 

welcoming campus. 

 

welcome P 

VII#2f R18_RUCSAFESECURE Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements. Purdue University is a safe 

and secure campus. 

 

safesecure P 

  



 

 
 

4
0
 

Table A.22 continued 

 

 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Label PERMA 

Construct 

     

VII#2e R18_RUCCLIMATECLS Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-Overall, I feel comfortable 

with the climate for diversity and 

inclusion in my classes 

 

classclimate P 

VII#2d R18_RUCCLIMATEMAJ Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-Overall, I feel comfortable 

with the campus climate for diversity 

and inclusion in my major. 

 

majorclimate P 

VII#2c R18_RUCCLIMATE Please select your level of agreement or 

disagreement with the following 

statements.-Overall, I feel comfortable 

with the climate for diversity and 

inclusiveness at Purdue University. 

campusclimate P 

Response choices: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = somewhat disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = agree, 6 = strongly agree 

  



 

 
 

4
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Table A.23 SERU items selected for Engagement factor 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Name PERMA 

Construct 

V#1d R1_RUCCHLLNGINTRST 

 

During this academic year, how often 

have you done each of the following?-

Found your courses so interesting that 

you did more work than was required 

 

morework E 

V#1e R1_RUCFCLTYDISCEX 

 

During this academic year, how often 

have you done each of the following?-

Communicated with the instructor 

outside of class about issues and 

concepts derived from a course 

 

communicate E 

     

V#2c R2_RUCFCLTYOTHACT 

 

How frequently have you engaged in 

these activities so far this academic 

year?-Worked with a faculty member on 

an activity other than coursework (e.g., 

student organization, campus 

committee, cultural activity) 

 

activity E 

V#3g R3_RUCSTUDYGROUP 

 

How frequently during this academic 

year have you done each of the 

following?-Studied with a group of 

classmates outside of class 

 

studygrp E 

V#3h R3_RUCCLASSPROJECT 

 

How frequently during this academic 

year have you done each of the 

following?-Worked on class projects 

with classmates outside of class 

 

project E 



 

 
 

4
2
 

Response choices (items 1–2, 5–7): 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally, 4 = somewhat often, 5 = often, 6 = very often;  

Response choices (items 3–4): 1 = never, 2 = 1 time, 3 = 2 times, 4 = 3 or more times 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table A.23 continued 

 

 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Name PERMA 

Construct 

V#3i R3_RUCHELPEDMATE 

 

How frequently during this academic 

year have you done each of the 

following?-Helped a classmate better 

understand the course material when 

studying together 

 

helpclsmt E 
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Table A.24 SERU items selected for Relationships factor 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Name PERMA 

Construct 

IV#9 R30_RUCPROF1RE 

 

How many professors do you know well 

enough to ask for a letter of 

recommendation in support of a letter of 

recommendation? 

 

letter R 

V#1g R1_RUCCHLLNGNAME 

 

During this academic year, how often 

have you done each of the following?-

Had a class in which the professor knew 

or learned your name 

name R 

     

II#6b R29_RUCFACADVC 

 

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 

with each of the following aspects of 

your educational experience-Academic 

advising by faculty 

 

advise_f R 

II#6c R29_RUCCOLADVC 

 

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 

with each of the following aspects of 

your educational experience-Academic 

advising by school or college staff 

 

advise_s R 

II#6d R29_RUCDEPADVC 

 

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 

with each of the following aspects of 

your educational experience-Academic 

advising by departmental staff 

 

advise_d R 

  



 

 
 

4
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Table A.24 continued 

 

 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Name PERMA 

Construct 

II#6e R29_RUCFACINST 

 

How satisfied or dissatisfied are you 

with each of the following aspects of 

your educational experience-Quality of 

faculty instruction 

 

instruct R 

     

IX#h R8_RUCTIMEFRIEND 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Socializing with friends? 

 

friends R 

IX#i R8_RUCTIMEFAMILY 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Spending time with family? 

 

family R 

Response choices: item 1: 0 = 0, 1 = 1, 2 = 2, 3 = 3, 4 = 4 or more; item 2: 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally, 4 = somewhat often, 

5 = often, 6 = very often; items 3–7: 1 = very dissatisfied, 2 = dissatisfied, 3 = somewhat dissatisfied, 4 = somewhat satisfied, 5 = 

satisfied, 6 = very satisfied; item 8: 1 = 0, 2 = 1-5, 3 = 6-10, 4 = 11-15, 5 = 16-20, 6 = 21-15, 7 = 26-30, 8 = 30 or more 

 

  



 

 
 

4
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Table A.25 SERU items selected for Meaning factor 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question New Variable Name PERMA 

Construct 

IX#1f R8_RUCTIMESPIRIT 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Participating in spiritual or 

religious activities? 

 

spirit M 

IX#3c R8_RUCTIMEENTERTAIN 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Attending  cultural events, 

movies, concerts, sports or other 

entertainment with others 

 

entertain M 

IX#3d R8_RUCTIMECOMMSRV 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Performing community 

service or volunteer activities? 

 

commserv M 

IX#3g R8_RUCTIMECLUB How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Participating in student clubs 

or organizations? 

club M 

Response choices: items 1–3, 5: 1 = 0, 2 = 1-5, 3 = 6-10, 4 = 11-15, 5 = 16-20, 6 = 21-15, 7 = 26-30, 8 = 30 or more;  

Response choice: item 4: 0 = no, 1 = yes 
  



 

 
 

4
6
 

Table A.26 SERU items selected for Accomplishment factor 

SERU Paper 

Copy Item 

SERU EXCEL Item Question NEW Variable Name PERMA  

Construct 

II#2 PUWC2 

 

My major challenges me to do my best 

work.  

 

bestwork A 

II#3  

PUWC3 

 

My best work is required to earn an A 

in courses in my major.  

 

earnA A 

IX#3a  

R8_RUCTIMECLASS 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Attending classes, 

discussion sections, or labs? 

 

class A 

IX#3b R8_RUCTIMESTUDY 

 

How many hours do you spend in a 

typical week (7 days) on the following 

activities?-Studying and other 

academic activities outside of class? 

 

study A 

V#2b R2_RUCCHLLNGCOURSE 

 

How frequently have you engaged in 

these activities so far this academic 

year?-Chosen challenging courses? 

 

hardclass A 

V#3d R3_RUCINCREASEEFFORT 

 

How frequently during this academic 

year have you done each of the 

following?-Increased your academic 

effort due to the high standards of a 

faculty member 

workhard A 

Response choices: items 1-2: 1=strongly disagree 2=disagree 3=somewhat disagree 4=somewhat agree 5=agree 6=strongly agree, 

items 3-4: 1=0 2=1-5 3=6-10 4=11-15 5=16-20 6=21-15 7=26-30 8=30 or more, items 5-6:  1=never 2=rarely 3=occasionally 

4=somewhat often 5=often 6=very often, item 
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APPENDIX B. IRB APPROVAL 

This Memo is Generated From the Purdue University Human Research Protection 

Program System,  Cayuse IRB . 

Date: March 13, 2020 

PI: VICKI SIMPSON 

Department: PWL NURSING 

Re: Initial - IRB-2020-435 

Application of the PERMA Model of Well-being to Undergraduate Students 

 

The Purdue University Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) has determined that the 

research project identified above qualifies as exempt from IRB review, under federal human 

subjects research regulations 45 CFR 46.104. The Category for this Exemption is listed below 

. Protocols exempted by the Purdue HRPP do not require regular renewal. However, the 

administrative check-in date is March 13, 2023. The IRB must be notified when this study is 

closed. If a study closure request has not been initiated by this date, the HRPP will request 

study status update for the record. 

 

Specific notes related to your study are found below. 

Decision: Exempt 

Category: 

Category 4. Secondary research for which consent is not required: Secondary research uses 

of identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens, if at least one of the 

following criteria is met: 

        (i) The identifiable private information or identifiable biospecimens are publicly 

available; 

        (ii) Information, which may include information about biospecimens, is recorded by the 

investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects cannot readily be 

ascertained directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, the investigator does not 

contact the subjects, and the investigator will not re-identify subjects; 

        (iii) The research involves only information collection and analysis involving the 

investigator’s use of identifiable health information when that use is regulated under 45 CFR 

parts 160 and 164, subparts A and E, for the purposes of “health care operations” or 

“research” as those terms are defined at 45 CFR 164.501 or for “public health activities and 

purposes” as described under 45 CFR 164.512(b); or 

        (iv) The research is conducted by, or on behalf of, a Federal department or agency 

using government-generated or government-collected information obtained for 

nonresearch activities, if the research generates identifiable private information that is or will 

be maintained on information technology that is subject to and in compliance with section 

208(b) of the E-Government Act of 2002, 44 U.S.C. 3501 note, if all of the identifiable private 

https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
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information collected, used, or generated as part of the activity will be maintained in 

systems of records subject to the Privacy Act of 1974, 5 U.S.C. 552a, and, if applicable, the 

information used in the research was collected subject to the Paperwork Reduction Act of 

1995, 44 U.S.C. 3501 et seq. 

 

 

Findings: 

Research Notes: 

 

Any modifications to the approved study must be submitted for review through  Cayuse IRB. 

All approval letters and study documents are located within the Study Details in  Cayuse IRB. 

 

What are your responsibilities now, as you move forward with your research? 

 

Document Retention: The PI is responsible for keeping all regulated documents, 

including IRB correspondence such as this letter, approved study documents, and signed 

consent forms for at least three (3) years following protocol closure for audit purposes. 

Documents regulated by HIPAA, such as Release Authorizations, must be maintained for six 

(6) years. 

 

Site Permission: If your research is conducted at locations outside of Purdue University 

(such as schools, hospitals, or businesses), you must obtain written permission from all sites 

to recruit, consent, study, or observe participants. Generally, such permission comes in the 

form of a letter from the school superintendent, director, or manager. You must maintain a 

copy of this permission with study records. 

 

Training: All researchers collecting or analyzing data from this study must renew training in 

human subjects research via the CITI Program ( www.citiprogram.org) every 4 years. New 

personnel must complete training and be added to the protocol before beginning research 

with human participants or their data. 

 

Modifications: Change to any aspect of this protocol or research personnel must be 

approved by the IRB before implementation, except when necessary to eliminate apparent 

immediate hazards to subjects or others. In such situations, the IRB should still be notified 

immediately. 

 

Unanticipated Problems/Adverse Events: Unanticipated problems involving risks to 

subjects or others, serious adverse events, and 

noncompliance with the approved protocol must be reported to the IRB immediately 

through an incident report. When in doubt, consult with the HRPP/IRB. 

 

Monitoring: The HRPP reminds researchers that this study is subject to monitoring at any 

https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
http://www.citiprogram.org/
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time by Purdue’s HRPP staff, Institutional Review Board, Research Quality Assurance unit, or 

authorized external entities. Timely cooperation with monitoring procedures is an 

expectation of IRB approval. 

 

Change of Institutions: If the PI leaves Purdue, the study must be closed or the PI must be 

replaced on the study or transferred to a new IRB. Studies without a Purdue University PI will 

be closed. 

 

Other Approvals: This Purdue IRB approval covers only regulations related to human 

subjects research protections (e.g. 45 CFR 46). This determination does not 

constitute approval from any other Purdue campus departments, research sites, or outside 

agencies. The Principal Investigator and all researchers are required to affirm that the 

research meets all applicable local/state/ federal laws and university policies that may apply. 

 

If you have questions about this determination or your responsibilities when conducting 

human subjects research on this project or any other, please do not hesitate to contact 

Purdue’s HRPP at irb@purdue.edu or 765-494-5942. We are here to help! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Purdue University Human Research Protection Program/ Institutional Review Board 

Login to  Cayuse IRB 

 

 

IMPORTANT: Purdue HRPP/IRB Measures in Response to COVID-19 

This approval letter was issued on the date at the top of the page. As of 3/10/2020 the 

Purdue HRPP/IRB issues the following recommendations. For the most updated 

correspondence, please see www.irb.purdue.edu 

 

For full information about COVID-19 measures at Purdue see this 

link. https://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/releases/2020/Q1/need-to-know-info-about-

covid-2019.html 

 

IRB Face to Face Walk-In Hours are temporarily suspended. Please call or e-mail to schedule 

a virtual meeting or phone call.  

 

 

Purdue Human Research Protection Program and Institutional Review Board COVID-

19 Recommendations 

 

In response to questions regarding COVID-19 and Human Subjects Research, the Purdue 

HRPP/IRB makes the following recommendations to researchers. 

mailto:irb@purdue.edu
https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
https://purdue.cayuse424.com/rs/irb
http://www.irb.purdue.edu/
https://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/releases/2020/Q1/need-to-know-info-about-covid-2019.html
https://www.purdue.edu/newsroom/releases/2020/Q1/need-to-know-info-about-covid-2019.html
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Closely follow university recommendations and announcements through Purdue Today and 

the Purdue University preparedness website. Please allow at-risk participant populations 

(e.g. elderly, those with underlying health conditions) to take proper precautions. 

• When collecting biospecimens (e.g. saliva, blood) from human research participants, 

utilize proper Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) as designated by 

campus Radiological and Environmental Management (REM) or the Institutional 

Biosafety Committee (IBC) protocol for the lab. Make sure that all researchers are 

trained on safety practices and any measures to maintain hygienic lab and 

equipment conditions. 

• Consider rescheduling in-person human subjects data collections that are not of 

immediate need. Allow research participants who indicate self-quarantine, illness, or 

at-risk status to continue their health-appropriate course of action. 

In this time of public health concern, new measures are being encountered in everyday life. 

As a result, the following exceptions are temporarily deemed to be changes not requiring 

review under HRPP Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) 305. The HRPP/IRB will allow the 

following changes without an amendment to the IRB protocol. 

 

1.Substitution of telephone, web conferencing, and secure electronic communication 

(examples like Purdue’s instances of Box, WebEx, Qualtrics, and Docusign) to conduct data 

collection procedures normally done in-person. These methods may be added when 

possible and practical for mitigating research risks to subjects or others related to COVID-

19. If there are questions about any changes to participant risk, please contact the 

HRPP/IRB Office at irb@purdue.edu or 765-494-5942. 

 

2.For the purposes of screening, recruitment, data collection, and follow-up visits with in-

person close contact or collection of biospecimens, the IRB waives the modification 

requirement to add the questions below to screening/eligibility questionnaires. 

 

o Have you traveled within the last 14 days to a location designated by the CDC to be an at-

risk area for novel Coronavirus, COVID-19? 

o Have you or members of your household been diagnosed with COVID-19 or asked to self-

quarantine due to potential exposure to the novel Coronavirus, COVID-19? 

 

If the above questions are implemented by the Principal Investigator, they should be a 

documented part of a screening or eligibility script and asked in the same manner to every 

potential participant. Researchers must also consider and document the follow-up process 

that will occur (according to best-available public health resources) should a participant give 

an affirmative answer. Such actions could include a participant not being eligible for the 

https://www.purdue.edu/ehps/emergency_preparedness/
https://www.purdue.edu/ehps/rem/
https://purdue.account.box.com/login
https://purdue.webex.com/
https://www.purdue.edu/innovativelearning/supporting-instruction/instructional-technology/qualtrics.aspx
https://one.purdue.edu/task/all/docusign
mailto:irb@purdue.edu
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study, recontact/resecheduling for contact at a later date. 

These changes will be in place until further notice and may expand as more information is 

known. If researchers choose to implement use of these practices, the revised documents 

must become part of the study file in the Principal Investigator’s records. To allow the IRB to 

have a record of the implementation of either procedure above, please send an e-mail 

message noting the study record title(s), PI name, and reference number(s) to 

the IRB ( irb@purdue.edu) within 10 business days of the implementation. The office will 

include this information in your study file in the Cayuse system. 

As necessary, the HRPP/IRB will communicate its recommendations with university public 

health leadership. For questions about the IRB review process or additional instances 

requiring insight on the topic above. please contact irb@purdue.edu. 

  

mailto:irb@purdue.edu
mailto:irb@purdue.edu
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APPENDIX C. DATA SHARING AGREEMENT 

To whom it may concern: 
  
This is to confirm that an electronic file of data was shared with Melissa Kovich on September 28, 2018. 
The data was for her research and was as described here. 
  

1.       The data consisted of Individual students’ responses to the 2018 undergraduate SERU survey 
2.       All respondents were 18 years or older 
3.       Questions pertain to student opinions about their academic and social experiences while 

attending Purdue 
4.       The dataset contained a subset of the SERU questions which was customized for meet the 

requirements of Melissa Kovich’s research. 
5.       No questions on the survey created any form of personal risk to the respondents 
6.       All responses were de-identified completely. Identification of any individual respondent was 

impossible. 
7.       The data were collected by Purdue’s Office of Institutional Research, Assessment & 

Effectiveness (Now IDA+A) 
8.       Diane Beaudoin was the Principle Investigator for the protocol  (# 1211012943). Data collection 

ceased in April 2018. The protocol has been closed. The protocol included authorization to share 
de-identified portions of the dataset, such as was given to Melissa Kovich. 

  

Andy Zehner 

Assessment & Data Analyst 
Young Hall, Rm. 957 
155 S. Grant St. 
West Lafayette, IN 47907 
765-494-6743 
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APPENDIX D. SURVEY 
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