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Collaboration is the currency of the 21st century. It is becoming increasingly obvious that

collective efforts are required for addressing contemporary problems. This is especially

underscored for multifactorial problems like mental health problems. The heart of research is

problem-solving. A transdisciplinary approach is a sine qua non for sustainable problem-

solving in mental health research. The aim of this study was to understand the concept of

mental well-being through the lens of experts in the field and to explore how it can be

effectively measured in the African context, particularly among university undergraduates.

The study was designed as action research and carefully deployed using a transdisciplinary

research model. Experts in behavioural psychology, clinical psychology, educational psy-

chology, medical research, educational sociology, and educational measurement were con-

tacted, and a one-on-one interview session was scheduled with 13 consultants who

consented to participate in the study via Doodle. The collected data were subjected to the

analytical framework approach, which falls within a broad family of analysis methods also

termed thematic analysis or qualitative content analysis. Through this approach, the data

were systematically reduced to a meaningful form using jointly agreed-upon codes and

quotes on mental health assessment, as supported by the literature and the World Health

Organisation. Findings from the exercise unanimously revealed that the mental well-being of

university undergraduates is a multidimensional construct comprising coping strategies,

potential realisation, academic productivity, social interaction, school-life balance, emotional

stability, healthy living, and belief systems, all of which must be considered for effective

measurement. This transdisciplinary method is hoped to create a novel path for researchers

by merging various forms of knowledge and closing gaps in school mental health constructs.

Understanding how experts view mental health is a relevant step for sustainable problem-

solving among undergraduates in Africa.
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Introduction

Mental well-being signifies a condition of physical, men-
tal, and social well-being, rather than only the absence
of disease. Consequently, well-being encompasses all

dimensions of mental and physical health, socio-economic fac-
tors, and environmental influences to create a comprehensive
strategy for disease prevention, health promotion, and the
enhancement of positive life outcomes (Idemudia & Adedeji,
2023; Oladele et al., 2024). Within the African context, mental
well-being is profoundly rooted in community, spiritual, and
relational frameworks (Idemudia & Adedeji, 2023). Mental well-
being is interconnected with harmony among family, community,
ancestors, and nature and is frequently evaluated through shared
experiences rather than individual assessments. This indicates
that mental well-being is understood holistically, encompassing
emotional, physical, spiritual, and social well-being (Okafor et al.,
2022). Conventional beliefs ascribe mental anguish to spiritual
origins, including curses, ancestral discontent, or witchcraft,
prompting individuals to seek assistance from elders, spiritual
leaders, or traditional healers (Amuyunzu-Nyamongo, 2013).
This stands in stark contrast to Western frameworks such as
PERMA (Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning,
and Accomplishment) or the World Health Organisation's
(WHO) definition, which prioritise human autonomy, psycho-
logical resilience, and self-actualisation. Western paradigms
generally position mental well-being as contingent upon an
individual’s ability to function and thrive both personally and
socially, frequently through cognitive and behavioural perspec-
tives (Letsoalo et al., 2024). As such, while Western approaches
are more exclusive and general in their conceptualisation of self
and mental well-being, African Psychology introduces the con-
cepts of concern for others, helpfulness, and community invol-
vement. Consequently, an individual seeking psychological
assistance does not approach the therapist in isolation but
necessitates communal involvement for support (Takang et al.,
2021). Furthermore, there is a lot of stigma around mental health
in many African cultures. This often prevents people from
seeking help and encourages coping techniques that are already
ingrained in the culture, such as prayer, music, storytelling, and
group rituals, rather than professional therapy (Letsoalo et al.,
2024). In essence, African views on mental well-being focus on
issues such as spirituality, connectivity, and a sense of group
identity. These views are very different from Western, generally
secular, individual-centred theories of mental health. Therefore, it
is essential to be aware of these distinctions in order to provide
culturally sensitive mental health care in all African settings.

School mental health challenges, such as depression, anxiety,
and stress, can cause disruptions in education and affect the
learning process. They may also pose a challenge for educational
tutors. A sudden decline in a student’s academic performance
may sometimes be due to psychosocial distress. Mental health
surveys in school communities can be an effective way to evaluate
the mental health of young people. This is because the school
environment houses a representative population of young people,
whose distribution mirrors that of the wider community. The fact
that mental illness arises from multifactorial origins is a case for a
transdisciplinary approach to mental health research in schools.
Findings from Weare (2007) suggest that education plays a major
role in promoting mental health by enhancing positive well-being
and addressing mental health problems. The study further
showed that students had significantly lower levels of anxiety by
being involved in education, which promotes mental health by
enhancing positive well-being and resisting mental health
problems.

Trans-disciplinarity, a burgeoning area of research that has
been around for approximately four decades, has emerged in

response to a critique of the standard configuration of knowledge,
which was previously often limited to a single discipline (Oladele,
2022). Trans-disciplinarity involves two or more scientific dis-
ciplines working together to address a given task, where several
aspects of the research problem are aligned with the contributions
of the disciplines in such a way that their findings are essential to
solving the issue at hand. This approach is proposed towards the
merging of disciplines, how they can cross-function, and the
possibilities of this field utilising the expertise, skills, and
strengths of each discipline to foster the frontier of knowledge
and innovation (Arnold, 2013; Lang et al., 2012; Iyer-Raniga &
Andamon, 2016).

There are problems that are so complex that the inter-
connectedness of various fields would be required to solve them.
The technical term for this phenomenon is “wicked problems”
(Worosz, 2022; Lawrence et al., 2022), and transdisciplinary
research is used in tackling them. “Wicked problems” are resis-
tant, and solutions that work in one setting may not work in
another. Mental health problems are “wicked problems” that call
for urgent transdisciplinary intervention (Kovesi, 2018; Lilley
et al., 2021). This holds as mental ill-health can affect many areas
of students’ lives by reducing their quality of life, academic
achievement, physical health, and college satisfaction, which can
also negatively influence their relationships with friends and
family members (Suicide Prevention Resource Centre, 2020).
When mental well-being is present, an individual experiences
happiness and emotional stability (Ohrnberger et al., 2017). On
the other hand, lack of mental health involves unrealistic dead-
lines, poor communication, workplace conflict, poor relation-
ships, and lack of support, thus affecting various areas of
functioning (Nortje, 2021). Solutions proffered could trigger a
cascade of consequences in various domains (Hannigan & Coffey,
2011; Hou, Li & Song, 2022). For instance, substance use dis-
orders among students are viewed severally by medical or moral
models. Culture and religion may affect the prevalence on the one
hand and reporting on the other, and influence the solutions
sought in different settings (Kpanake, 2018; Omotoso et al., 2021
& 2023). Solutions in school settings could be punitive or ther-
apeutic. While punitive measures from school authorities may
serve as a deterrent, they do not solve the problem of dependence
and may not reduce the prevalence of recreational drug use. Some
therapeutic options include replacement with a safer substance.
This solution may also pose a potential problem of addiction to
the newer substance. In this way, practical solutions in school
mental health could lead to other events that need to be tackled,
as seen with “wicked problems”. Similar examples can be made of
suicidality and other mental health problems among
undergraduates.

Trans-disciplinarity is relevant for global mental health, as it
helps improve research practices, policy formulation, and reduce
the prevalence of mental health problems (Archibald et al., 2023;
Norris, 2016; Worosz, 2022). With a transdisciplinary approach,
these problems can be addressed more effectively.

Mental health within the context of African Universities is
influenced by multiple socio-cultural and economic factors.
Unlike in Western contexts, where mental illness is often char-
acterised by guilt, anxiety, and suicidal ideation, in African con-
texts, depression and distress are often expressed through
physical symptoms rather than verbal acknowledgement of
emotions (Binitie, 2018; Nortje, 2021). Therefore, mental health
in Africa is characterised by depressed mood and motor retar-
dation; however, in Europe, guilt, suicidal ideas, motor retarda-
tion, and anxiety are the order. Yet, both continents display a
decline in interest in work and the environment. As such, mental
health in Africa is deepened by cultural influence compared to
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Europe, where it is characterised by suicidal ideas, motor retar-
dation, anxiety, guilt and depression (Binitie, 2018). This makes
mental health issues harder to diagnose and manage within
university settings, where students might not seek help due to
stigma or lack of awareness. The study highlights the necessity of
adaptive intervention strategies in African universities, empha-
sising the importance of coping mechanisms, social interactions,
academic productivity, and school-life balance as key components
of student mental well-being (Karlsson et al., 2023; Khalid, 2023).
This aligns with previous literature that advocates for a trans-
disciplinary and holistic approach to mental health research,
emphasising the need for collaboration among academic, medical,
and social science professionals (Archibald et al., 2023; Belcher
et al., 2019; Hadorn et al., 2006). This research contributes to the
growing recognition that mental health challenges are “wicked
problems” requiring innovative, multi-sectoral solutions rather
than isolated disciplinary approaches. By integrating African-
centric perspectives, the study enhances the clarity of how mental
health is conceptualised in higher education and provides a
pathway for sustainable problem-solving.

Framing mental well-being through a transdisciplinary lens
This study adapts the transdisciplinary research framework for
outcome spaces, as proposed by Mitchell et al. (2015), in con-
junction with the four philosophical research axioms by Oladele
(2022), adapted from McGregor (2014). The original outcome
space research framework builds in three realms of situation,
knowledge, and learning, with action added in this study. The
four philosophical research axioms are ontology, epistemology,
axiology and logic (Fig. 1).

Defining the ‘situation’ (ontology) of mental well-being is
crucial for implementing the necessary changes. There is a WHO
definition of mental health (WHO, 2021a) and a social deter-
minant to mental well-being (Alegría et al., 2018; WHO, 2014).
However, mental well-being, viewed subjectively, requires
reflexive activities to jointly define it (Koshy et al., 2017; Stone &
Mackie, 2013). The flow of knowledge through the synergy
between disciplines is crucial for systemic relevance, facilitated by
a timely feedback loop, and germane to creating change towards
sustainable futures with respect to mental well-being. Alegría
et al. (2018) and the WHO (2014) also emphasised the sig-
nificance of social determinants in understanding the circum-
stances in which people live and work, which influence their
health outcomes. The goal of defining the situation is to ensure
positive changes, which may start small but eventually lead to
revolutionary changes (Mitchell et al., 2015). Another important
activity in the situation definition stage of the transdisciplinary

lens is clearly articulating the research boundary (in terms of
space, time, and beneficiaries) (Munaretto et al., 2022). The
African context serves as the setting for this study in the post-
COVID-19 pandemic era, with university undergraduates as its
beneficiaries.

Knowledge (epistemology) in the adapted framework is con-
strued as a dynamic and purposive flow of interaction between
relevant stakeholders, creating synergy between disciplines, theory,
and practice, as well as between academic and professional prac-
tices, for a transdisciplinary research trajectory. The flow of
knowledge is crucial for systemic relevance, facilitated by a timely
feedback loop, and germane to creating change towards sustainable
futures with respect to mental well-being. Mitchell et al. (2015)
stressed the need for transparency and rigour, such that the quality
of the work is independently assessable, opening and speeding up
required accessibility (achievable through open channels of infor-
mation dissemination) and inclusiveness (i.e., the artefacts are
designed to be interpreted by wide-ranging audiences). For this
study, knowledge about mental well-being was sought from aca-
demics and professionals through an unstructured interaction
(Subjective) to gain a holistic view of the construct and inform the
development of an intervention for change.

The intervention is the realm of action in the adapted frame-
work and is considered necessary for the desired change(s).
Having clearly defined the situation and acquired the requisite
knowledge from relevant stakeholders, a framework for action is
required to achieve meaningful change through the intervention.
The change in this regard is also construed as a just transition,
which seeks to ensure maximum benefits for mental well-being
while providing sustainable support systems in action.

The actions taken lead to learning, which is the fourth realm in
this framework. The process of transdisciplinary research must
trigger learning for researchers and provide just the right amount
of cognitive dissonance to facilitate a transformational learning
experience, resulting in new perspectives, orientations, strategies,
or tools (Marshall et al., 2018). The findings from this study will
inform the design of a tool to effectively assess the mental well-
being of university undergraduates in West and Southern Africa.

The problem
Mental health problems are common in sub-Saharan Africa, as
one in five Nigerians and South Africans suffer from mental ill-
health (Soroye et al., 2021; Wada et al., 2021; Craig et al, 2022;
Wits University, 2022; World Health Organisation, 2007). The
adverse effects of these mental health challenges have resulted in
poor physical and social interactions among students (Obi, 2022).
This situation is compounded by individuals with pre-existing
neurological or substance use disorders who stand a higher risk of
severe outcomes and even suicide (Bombardier et al., 2021; Jones
et al., 2019; Onaemo et al., 2022). Mental challenges can impair
students’ concentration, thinking ability, critical reasoning, and
emotional well-being (Grøtan, 2019; Effiom et al., 2022). This has
posed a significant problem in the educational sector, which
needs immediate problem-solving and adaptive intervention
measures. The importance of carefully examining mental health is
also due to its latent nature, which makes it observable while
being largely influenced by underlying and unobserved causes
(Bollen, 2002; Theilig, 2020). Considering the prevalence of
mental health issues in our world today, a question that seeks an
answer is the extent to which people are aware of their mental
well-being in Sub-Saharan Africa, a region that falls in the cate-
gory of concern (WHO, 2022b). Recognising this need on the
national front, a bill for an Act to provide for the establishment
and regulation of mental health and substance abuse services,
protect persons with mental health needs and establishment of

Fig. 1 Transdisciplinary framework for mental well-being assessment in
Africa.
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National Commission for Mental and Substance Abuse Services,
for the effective management of mental health in Nigeria, and
other related matters recently signed into law (JEO, 2022).

Additionally, there is a need for an experiential approach to
conceptualising mental well-being assessment, which suggests a
bottom-up approach to problem-solving (Wilson Fadiji et al.,
2022). Furthermore, a major critique of well-being research in
Africa, which has utilised tools from the West without deter-
mining their ecological validity, has been highlighted (Oladele
et al., 2024). A transdisciplinary approach to research is regarded
as a solution to the complex and messy nature of sustainability
problems, which cannot be easily tackled from a single dis-
ciplinary perspective (Jeder, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2015). Trans-
disciplinary research is often promoted as a mode of knowledge
production that is effective in addressing and solving challenges
in a sustainable manner. Transdisciplinary research approaches
also advocate a synergy between researchers and practice-based
expertise for viewing real-life problems and proffering solutions
(Belcher et al., 2019). This study aims to outline the transdisci-
plinary approach employed for assessing mental well-being
through engagement with relevant professionals.

Methodology
This study adapted the system model of action research through a
transdisciplinary framework, utilising a qualitative phenomen-
ological design (Falaye, 2018; Owolabi, 2015). This action
research model was deployed by contacting prospective mental
health professionals within the university, and those in practice,
and the research aim was shared with them. After this, contacts
who showed interest in the study were issued a research
engagement letter and a one-on-one interview session was
scheduled based on individual convenience using the Doodle app.
The interviews aimed to understand what was important when
assessing the construct of mental well-being within the African
context. The task was for the participants to speak based on their
professional experience and practice, which was clearly stated
before the interview began. The interviews were open-ended to
ensure a free flow of discussion while being guided by the
researcher to ensure alignment with the issue being discussed.
The findings from the interview session informed the mapping of
relevant sub-constructs in relation to the WHO conception of
mental well-being (WHO, 2020), as informed by one of the study
participants. Based on this, teams were set up to develop items for
assessing mental well-being as a non-illness intervention. Fol-
lowing the item writing stage was the item validation stage, where
another set of experts was engaged to ascertain the content and

construct validity of the item bank using a clearly and jointly
defined rubric.

The standard transdisciplinary model was employed with
experts who are seasoned professionals labelled as consultants to
explore and understand mental well-being assessment in the
African context, utilising a transdisciplinary approach to ensure a
comprehensive, holistic, and in-depth investigation, which is a
fundamental requirement for sustainable problem-solving
(Mokiy, 2019; Oladele, 2022). The experts engaged from diverse
backgrounds are shown in Table 1. The sub-constructs developed
fell within the requirement of three to ten cases for a qualitative
research design of phenomenological type (Falaye, 2018). This
research design was deemed appropriate as it allowed the
researchers to establish a cooperative and beneficial relationship
while learning about the concept of mental wellness through
clearly structured stages, based on professional practice
(VanBaren, 2019).

Data collection was conducted through in-depth interviews
with sampled West African professionals in the fields of educa-
tion and mental health, aiming to understand the concept of
school mental health. Interviews were conducted virtually using
Microsoft Teams. The data collected during the sessions were
transcribed using Descript and then subjected to an analytical
framework approach for qualitative data analysis (Gale et al.,
2013). This was achieved by organising a set of codes into out-
lined sub-constructs that were jointly developed by researchers.
The sub-constructs were categorised into codes and quotes and
arranged using the Sankey diagram structure in this analytical
framework, as shown in Fig. 2. Further analysis was facilitated
using in vivo coding, which leverages AI coding and a priori
coding interpretively, where statements were closely analysed
with supporting quotes, through which the process of abstraction
of the data for the content analysis was carried out to describe
and categorise words, phrases, and ideas that speak to the out-
lined sub-constructs. The analytical framework approach,
deployed deductively (where themes and codes are pre-selected
based on previous literature and the WHO), aided the identifi-
cation of commonalities and differences in qualitative data before
focusing on relationships between different parts of the data,
thereby seeking to draw descriptive and explanatory conclusions
clustered around themes.

The qualitative content analysis procedure commences with
the formulation of explicit research questions and objectives
aimed at elucidating critical elements of mental well-being among
African university undergraduates, the role of transdisciplinary
approaches, and the sustainable solutions arising from partici-
pants’ reflections. Subsequently, interviews and focus groups were

Table 1 Consultants labelling demographic information.

Label Expertise Gender Cadre

Consultant 1 Educational psychology Female Professor
Consultant 2 Medical practitioner in psychiatry Male Dr. (Medical)
Consultant 3 Medical practitioner in psychiatry Male Professor
Consultant 4 Research and evaluation expert Male Associate Professor
Consultant 5 Behavioural psychologist Male Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 6 Research and medical expert Female Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 7 Research and evaluation expert Male Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 8 Research and evaluation expert Male Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 9 Educational sociology Male Professor
Consultant 10 Medical practitioner in psychiatry Female Associate Professor
Consultant 11 Educational psychology Male Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 12 Research and evaluation expert Male Dr. (Academic)
Consultant 13 Educational psychology Male Dr. (Academic)

Data analysis.
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utilised as data sources. The collected data were then transcribed
verbatim and anonymised for confidentiality and systematically
organised using Atlas.ti (being a software for qualitative analysis).
The researchers subsequently engage with the data through
iterative readings, documenting observations to encapsulate

preliminary conclusions. A coding scheme was constructed by
integrating deductive codes derived from established theories
(e.g., WHO frameworks, African cultural models) with inductive
codes that arise spontaneously from student narratives. This
framework facilitates the methodical coding of all data,

Fig. 2 Code-document Sankey diagram from Atlas-ti (the meaning of the codes is CNSL coping with normal stress of life, RP realising potentials, SP
studying productively, SI social interactions, HL healthy living, SLB school-life balance, ES emotional stability, and BF belief system, respectively).
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permitting the use of overlapping codes as necessary. Codes were
classified into overarching categories (e.g., sources of stress,
coping techniques), from which principal themes were extracted.
The themes were directly connected to the study aims, empha-
sising disciplinary linkages and potential sustainable interven-
tions. Findings were contextualised using current literature and
cultural ideas, and examined in relation to policy, services, and
curricular enhancements. Ultimately, conclusions were reached,
advocating for transdisciplinary and culturally pertinent solu-
tions. This systematic approach harmonises thoroughness and
cultural awareness, utilising interdisciplinary perspectives. It
additionally endorses concrete proposals designed to enhance the
mental wellness of undergraduates and promote sustainable
solutions in African colleges.

On the validity process, the qualitative content analysis relied on
systematic textual interpretation. To ascertain credibility (Truthful-
ness), the viewpoints from psychology, sociology, education, and
public health (a transdisciplinary methodology) were carefully syn-
thesised to corroborate emerging patterns. All participants were
granted access to the transcribed interviews to validate the precision
of the researcher’s interpretations. To ensure dependability, a clear
audit trail was maintained that recorded all phases of data gathering
and coding to guarantee reproducibility. Additionally, peer
debriefing or inter-coder agreement sessions were conducted among
the study participants to mitigate subjective bias. Furthermore, the
study participants utilised reflexive journaling to consistently reflect
on and articulate their positionality and assumptions through the
functionality available in ATLAS.ti. This was done to ensure coding
consistency. Lastly, a comprehensive and detailed account of the
African university environment and the mental health experiences
of students enables readers to assess its relevance to other contexts,
which aids transferability. The sustainability aspects of the procedure
were achieved through a participatory and inclusive research with
relevant stakeholders (in academia and health practice) who were
involved in formulating the study agenda and analysing the results.
This approach aims to promote communal ownership and facilitate
the sustained implementation of solutions. Additionally, cultural
contextualisation was considered by ensuring African cultural
interpretations of mental well-being, while employing local lan-
guages and idioms during data collection to enhance contextual
relevance and applicability. In addition, the analysis aimed to gen-
erate suggestions that guide mental health legislation and action-
oriented outputs as a non-illness intervention towards affordable
and scalable mental health strategies suitable for resource-limited
African university environments. Ultimately, this study informed
the development of a sustainable intervention, encompassing peer-
led wellness initiatives, stakeholder engagement programmes, and a
digital mental well-being scale designed to capture students’ actual
experiences. This study obtained ethical approval from the Research
Ethics Committee of the concerned universities. In alignment with

the approval, the study ensures ethical standards by upholding
Africa-centric cultural sensitivity standards in mental health
research within a cultural context. As such, this study progressed
from mere informed consent to a comprehensive dedication to
cultural humility, reciprocity, and contextual awareness across all
phases of research – from design to data collection, interpretation,
and dissemination.

Results
Preliminary Information. Thirteen (13) of the eighteen con-
sultants contacted consented to participate, with their expertise
shown in Table 1.

Stage one analysis: code-document mapping. The interviews
were transcribed and analysed using AI-powered In Vivo coding
through Atlas.ti. This yielded 564 codes across key thematic areas,
including physical health, emotional well-being, stress, social
interactions, cultural context, and others (see Table 2). These
were visualised using code-document frequency tables and a
Sankey diagram to show thematic weight and consultant
engagement.

Code-document analysis summary. Figure 2 displays a summary
of the most frequently coded domains: Achievements (117), Well-
being (109), Stress (97), Physical Health (73), and Balanced
Lifestyle (49). This data shows strong convergence around key
factors that influence students’ mental well-being in the African
university context. The top three most frequently referenced
constructs, such as Achievements, Well-being, and Stress,
underscore their centrality in experts’ framing of undergraduate
mental health. Other prominent themes, such as sleep, Belief
Systems, Academic Productivity, and Relationships, align with the
eight refined sub-constructs discussed in the results.

At the second stage of analysis, AI-generated codes were
reviewed, supported by literature, and eight sub-constructs were
identified, namely: coping with normal life stresses, realising
potential, studying productively and fruitfully, social interaction,
school-life balance, emotional stability, healthy living, and belief
system. Figure 2 illustrates an intensive engagement with
consultants on the eight sub-constructs derived from a priori
coding of an extensive literature review (Martin, 2012; Oladele
et al., 2024). The engagement met the requirement of 3–10
participants (Falaye, 2018). Below are insights that strengthened
the appropriateness of the sub-constructs.

Coping with the normal stresses of life: The discussion with
Consultant 1 revealed that a seemingly minor incident could
occur around students, causing them to deviate from optimal
academic functioning, which could trigger a range of issues. A
major stressor that students have to contend with here is the

Table 2 AI- code-document analysis of school mental well-being interview discussion.

Consultant labelling

AI codes C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 C10 C11 C12 C13 Totals

Interactions 2 1 7 4 1 19 6 5 5 6 3 5 2 66
COVID-19 impact 1 0 1 0 3 2 2 1 2 0 0 0 3 15
Cultural context 2 1 4 1 11 4 3 0 7 3 0 0 2 38
Balanced lifestyle 3 4 1 2 5 5 2 6 2 10 1 2 6 49
Physical health 6 7 6 2 13 6 2 7 12 3 2 3 4 73
Achievements 3 8 14 10 5 19 7 6 13 8 8 10 6 117
Stress 3 10 3 5 17 18 4 6 11 9 1 4 6 97
Well-being 5 8 7 4 21 14 2 6 14 8 6 10 4 109
Totals 25 39 43 28 76 87 28 37 66 47 21 34 33 564
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excessive number of lectures. Consultant 2 explained that
psychologists have found that we need an appreciable level of
stress for normal functioning. As such, someone may fail an exam
and be sad, but that does not mean the person is clinically
depressed; they may regard this as a normal stress of life. He
stressed that if the person is still sad after a while and is now
getting worse and is losing interest in previously pleasurable
activities and is losing energy, having poor sleep and because of
that, the student now misses classes, thinking about committing
suicide because of an incident, then it is no longer normal as in
such a situation, the social and academic functioning is being
affected. Similarly, Consultant 3 (a behavioural psychologist)
cannot have their mental well-being assessed without considering
the aspect of stress. He emphasised that what is stressful for one
person may not be stressful for another. He gave the example of
COVID-19, which was generally stressful for most people. But the
extent of the stress also depends on students’ exposure to
information through the internet and the news media. The
consultant also explained that an individual’s mental well-being is
a means by which people try to cope with life’s stress while still
enjoying life. Consultant 5 also regarded being able to cope with
the normal stresses of life, which can be triggered by lack of sleep.
In his words, “I still relate with quite a few clients who have a
poor quality of life, simply by virtue of the fact that they’re not
getting enough sleep. They try to sleep, but sleep doesn’t come,
causing them a lot of distress. Indeed. There are some people who
are suicidal because they have poor sleep. So poor sleep is actually
a major one that can affect quality of life and work capacity”.
Also, in support of this sub-construct, Consultant 8 explained
that mental health is said to be attained when an individual can
cope with everyday activities in terms of what he/she is doing,
which brings about a free mind of that individual and will be able
to reduce the amount of stress that an individual may have in any
given situation. Consultant 11 addressed this construct as the
ability to manage stress, while emphasising the need to integrate
both positive and negative indicators of well-being into the
mental health assessment to gain a broader picture of functioning.
Also speaking on this sub-construct, Consultant 13 mentioned
coping with the normal stresses of life, specifically managing
everyday activities and navigating various situations that students
encounter. These submissions justify the sub-construct of coping
with normal stress of life as being relevant for assessing mental
well-being. Consultant 5 stressed a level of stress that is required
for life to be meaningful, known as “normal stress”. In the
developed instrument, coping involves adjusting; otherwise, stress
can be an infringement on the individual’s mental, social and
occupational functioning while emphasizing normalcy as key. In
summary, the discussants emphasised the normal stress of life as
well as stressors that affect optimal academic functioning, with
examples such as COVID-19, which was particularly stressful for
many students. Additionally, the need to integrate both positive
and negative indicators of well-being into mental health
assessments was addressed to provide a more comprehensive
picture of functioning.

Realise potentials: On this sub-construct, Consultant 2 suc-
cinctly defined mental health as the state, of health, where an
individual is able to realise his or her potentials which he
described as the latent ability which can be measured in terms of
soft skills, hard skills and the profession or the vocation of the
individual or as a student, his/her academic experience or
attainment in their course of study. Furthermore, he used the
acronyms TALE and SWIPE to drive home his point. TALE for
Talent, Abilities, Limitations, and Experiences in defining how to
measure or assess potentials and SWIPE for Strengths. So, what
are my strengths? Weakness: What are my weaknesses? Interest.
So, what are the things that naturally come to me as interesting?

What are the things that interest me naturally? then Personality,
the kind of personality, the kind of person I am and then
Experience. Consultant 4 also stressed that students who learn
well realise their potential, and then they work well, which
enables them to contribute meaningfully to the community. Still
speaking on this sub-construct, Consultant 8 pointed out that
discouragement in education itself could hinder the realisation of
potential. In his words, “Of course, for somebody who is
schooling, he or she has some potential that is looking forward
to realising based on his or her intellectual ability”. Consultant 11
emphasised that the extent to which an individual is satisfied with
their life significantly affects their well-being. The consultant
further emphasised that people measure their achievements
against what they aspire to achieve and then determine whether
they are satisfied or not, which can impact their overall well-
being. The consultant also reported having many clients who are
discouraged because they feel they are not achieving their
purpose, are not living their purpose or have not started, and
this feeling makes things go bad. Consultant 4 examined the issue
of building confidence in oneself, which is closely related to self-
actualisation. Explaining further, he noted that building self-
confidence enhances self-actualisation, a prerequisite for realising
one’s potential (Itai, 2008). Similarly, Consultant 10 points
attention to the level of satisfaction, in terms of achievement,
their optimistic outlook on life, and whether they perceive their
life as pleasurable. Consultant 1 gave an experience of a student
who actually broke down psychologically due to not being able to
access online classes due to not being able to afford buying a
smartphone, which impacted the student’s mental health. This is
just one of many who are anxious about being unable to cover
missed lectures, with impending effects on their academic
performance. Consultant 12 expressed that items which will
reveal the degree to which students are able to realise their
potential are key to their satisfaction with life. Consultant 13
emphasised that achieving maximum expected performance in
academic pursuits is crucial in assessing a student’s mental well-
being. As such, it was inferred that this sub-construct refers to
performing to the utmost of one’s abilities; to achieve as much
success as possible in realising one’s potential. He emphasised
that an individual with a well-motivated job is likely to be more
productive than someone who lacks motivation. Consultant 9
emphasised the importance of personal growth, which he believes
is a crucial factor in determining an individual’s potential and,
consequently, their mental well-being. In summary, potential is
described as a latent ability that can be measured in terms of both
soft skills and hard skills, as well as the profession or vocation of
students, as well as their academic experience or attainment in
their course of study. Discouragement in education was high-
lighted as a factor that hampers potential, drawing on lived
experiences.

Studying productively: Consultant 2 explained that an
individual can be said to enjoy mental well-being when they are
able to study productively and fruitfully, and how much an
individual is willing to invest their time in productive exercises.
He further stresses that an individual who is well-motivated and
satisfied with an activity is likely to be more productive than
someone who is not motivated and dissatisfied, which is similar
to the submission made by Consultant 1. Consultant 2 also
emphasised the love for results by everybody, with a considerable
level of input, which brings about an improved or optimal self-
confidence, a cardinal point of mental well-being. Consultant 5
discussed the construct in terms of sense of accomplishment as a
central tenet of mental wellness. Consultant 6 examined the
construct in terms of gainful labour, while Consultant 9 linked
the construct to the purpose of life as linked to mental well-being.
These submissions demonstrate that this sub-construct is related
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to the effectiveness of productive effort, particularly in school, as
measured by the rate of output success per unit of input effort. In
summary, the submissions on this sub-construct were related to
the effectiveness of productive effort, particularly in schools, as
measured by the rate of output success per unit of input effort.

Social interaction: Speaking on this sub-construct, Consultant
12 emphasised the importance of interacting effectively with
people in a positive manner, both in professional and social
environments, and maintaining those relationships in a healthy
way, which is regarded as an important aspect in measuring
mental well-being. Streamlining the discussion, Consultant 1
emphasised the importance of social relationships that students
have with the support of lecturers, such as peers, classmates, or
roommates. She further reiterated the need to consider what
students think about their relationships as impacting their mental
well-being. Another aspect considered by consultants 10 and 13
was the convergence of views on the quality of inter- (driven by
self-esteem) and intrapersonal (external) relationships, which
speaks to an individual’s social capital even in the face of
adversity. Further explaining this, she explained the social capital
resources that people have, which they can bank on. Therefore,
examining the quality of social capital can help serve as a buffer
against mental health issues. This was also linked to the extent to
which an individual can interact with and learn from the
experiences of others (mentors) for improving their well-being
and quality of life. In her words, “There’s no way we can also talk
about mental wellness without looking at other things like an
individual’s social networks and support system”. Speaking on
social relationships, Consultant 11 regarded this as a special
subdomain, which relates to how an individual relates with others
and the soundness of the relationship as an important factor in
assessing mental wellness. A novel insight was provided by
Consultant 2 regarding community participation, considering
that individuals are members of various trades, professions, or
religious organisations. So, meaningfully participating in any of
these communities connotes social responsibility by participating
regularly in programmes organised by these religious commu-
nities or professional bodies. It also includes regular payment of
necessary dues and active participation in neighbourhood
programmes. As such, the degree of an individual’s mental
wellness can be gauged through his/her willingness to engage in
such an endeavour. Consultant 3 also alluded to mental well-
being as being able to contribute meaningfully to discourse, while
Consultant 4 looks at relating well with people or materials within
the community. Within the relationship space, Consultant 5
highlighted social and personal relationships, as well as the
availability of social support, as important indicators of mental
well-being. In his words, “two people may be experiencing the
same stressful circumstance, but one person is doing better than
the other, because that person has some social support”.
Consultant 6 relates the sub-construct to what is happening
around the person at a certain time, with reference to the
company, which ranges from family to friends or both. She
stressed that if those relationships are healthy and going well,
making the individual happy or bringing the desired happiness, it
becomes a stimulus for well-being, making the quality of
relationships a key aspect in assessing this sub-construct.
Similarly, Consultant 9 spoke in terms of the nature of
relationships that connect with others. He emphasised in his
words that, “Don’t isolate yourself very much because that can be
injurious to your mental health. And then build your personal
confidence as an individual, because without confidence building,
you can run yourself into mental difficulties. From these
discussions, it is imperative to report that self-isolation can be
injurious to the quality of mental health of the students. In
summary, reflecting on this sub-construct revealed the

importance of interacting effectively with people (co-students,
lecturers, peers, class or roommates) as a measure of mental well-
being for avoiding self-isolation. Converging views emerged on
the quality of inter (driven by self-esteem) and intrapersonal
(external) relationships, which speaks to an individual’s social
capital even in the face of adversity.

School-life balance: speaking on this sub-construct, Consultant
5 stressed the need to have a smooth sail in both school and other
aspects of life, as one would affect the other. However, lengthy
industrial actions in Nigeria put students’ lives on hold and their
mental health at risk, as observed from counselling sessions of the
consultants, and some students lose the zest to complete school.
The example of an 8-month industrial action in Nigeria was cited.
This event left students in public universities out of school for a
full academic session, leaving them without a status as either
students or graduates. He stressed that this event in life is almost
literally putting their lives on an indefinite hold and directly
impacting their mental health, as observed from counselling
sessions. Consultants 4 and 6 explained that individuals should
consider integrating a variety of activities, such as extracurricular
activities, while pursuing academic endeavours, as a requirement
for a balanced lifestyle. Consultant 1 explained that some students
have issues with their mental well-being because of a strained
relationship with their lecturers or with support staff, or their
peers/classmates. Furthermore, she shared an experience of a
student who discussed feeling guilty about things he had not done
and was supposed to do, which negatively impacted his mental
well-being. Consultant 9 also emphasised the importance of being
comfortable with one’s own life to achieve a balanced lifestyle. So,
it affects them; it makes them depressed in terms of where they
are expected to be now, and they are not there. He also
emphasised the importance of self-autonomy, which involves
knowing oneself, including one’s identity and limitations, as this
influences living a balanced lifestyle in any situation. Consultant 8
expressed this sub-construct in terms of being able to achieve
educational goals without any form of inhibition or constraints,
such as those experienced during the eight-month strike in
Nigeria, leading to an unbalanced lifestyle. In his words, not being
in school should impact some students so severely that they may
not even want to return to school. He asks, What is the
importance of going to school after all? After all, they may not
even get jobs. In summary, reflections on this sub-construct
revealed that sufficient effort needs to be invested in academic
work while also enjoying the social, sporting, and cultural aspects
of being a student.

Emotional stability: Consultant 10 construed the sub-construct
as the presence or absence of certain psychological issues,
stressing that practitioners do not just look for clinical diagnoses.
In her words, she said, “You know that even without the clinical
diagnosis, somebody could still have problems that are not up to
the clinical diagnosis, but will still hinder their performance, their
quality of life”. Speaking on the importance of this sub-construct
to overall well-being, Consultant 1 stressed that it affects students’
moods, prolonged or intense feelings of irritability, cognitive and
perceptive aspects of students, while identifying some of the
important aspects as self-esteem, self-worth, life achievement and
outlook to life, which can serve as positive or negative affect. This
aligns with the submission of Consultant 13, who also stressed the
relevance of the perception held about issues as determinants of
an individual’s emotional response. Consultant 11 explored the
theory of rational emotive therapy called the A, B, C D technique,
where A is an activating event or occurrence (something that
happened to an individual), while B is the belief that the person
has about what happened to him or her and then C is the
consequence that comes out of that occurrence. He explained
further that the theory states that the occurrence, that is, A is not
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directly responsible for C, as the consequence is the belief that an
individual has about what A is. In his words, he inferred that
“most of the things that have happened to people and the results
or the consequences they have are highly dependent on what they
think or feel about it, which impacts an individual’s emotional
stability. In addition, Consultant 11 stated that some people may
appear fine externally, but internally they are not; however, this is
a fact that can be discovered during counselling sessions. In the
same vein, someone may appear dull physically; however,
mentally they are healthy, as explained by the rational emotive
therapy theory.

Consultant 12 stated that emotional stability could mean the
presence of some positive things in life, or positive emotions such
as happiness, known as positive affect, and negative emotions,
such as depression and anxiety, also known as negative affect.
Speaking on anxiety, Consultant 3 expressed anxiety as normal,
but it’s excessiveness as a red flag. Consultant 13 also emphasised
the importance of self-acceptance in achieving emotional stability.
Other related issues highlighted are bipolar mood disorder,
leading to depression. In his words, “when an individual suffering
from mood disorders is left alone, they die slowly, have mood
problems and negative touch with reality”. Consultant 13 also
highlighted anxiety and personality disorder, making the
individual nervous unnecessarily, as another determinant of
emotional stability. In his words, “To fear and also to sweat”. This
is apparent when students experience rapid, hard beats because of
an anxiety disorder, while a personality disorder affects the
pattern of thinking and functioning of an individual, which
invariably impacts mental well-being. Consultant 3 discusses how
a person’s feelings affect their relationship with others. Some
salient questions that impact mental well-being are: Do I think
I’m acceptable even when I live with others? Or do I think I’m not
acceptable? Are there any things that the person is going through
that others are not aware of? He stressed the need for self-
expression without cultural restrictions, which makes people
mask reality with expressions such as: I have a chronic sensation,
my body inside is very hot. Speaking further, he noted that there
is a wrong notion that Africans, Nigerians inclusive, don’t have
depression. In his words, the reason for this misconception is that
an average African would rather give body symptoms rather than
say I am depressed. In contrast, a white man will say I am
depressed, doctor or I will kill myself the next moment if nothing
is done. Such a person receives help much more easily, and as a
result, issues do not escalate, which makes the ability to honestly
express oneself crucial to mental wellness. Consultant 4 also
ascertained that the emotional side of an individual is linked to
mental health, which can be determined by the individual’s
behaviour driven by feelings or what motivates that individual to
act in a particular way. He also stressed that another important
factor in assessing an individual’s mental well-being is what
motivates that individual to continue living, the inner drive that
makes them act in a particular way. Consultant 5 explained that
emotional wellness is not just about being happy. Rather, it’s
about the person’s feelings, thoughts and behaviour compounded
by environmental factors as well as the extent to which they
improve an individual’s quality of life. He also emphasised the
importance of body image, highlighting how an individual’s
physical appearance or body structure can affect their feelings
positively or negatively. In his words, “body shaming, for
instance, is something that is now quite common in conversations
in virtual, as well as actual communities”. He explained that this
can lead to feelings of frustration, boredom, and in extreme cases,
suicidal tendencies, which makes the factor important to mental
wellness. Consultant 8 also alluded to the fact that the ability to
control depression, anxiety, and other stressors is important for
ensuring emotional stability. Consultant 9 also explained that

emotional unwellness can be triggered by specific incidents, and
the ability to push it away from one’s mind helps to overcome
such emotion and trauma and determines how well an individual
can manage his/her mental well-being. From these submissions,
this sub-construct is the predictability and consistency in
emotional reactions, with the absence of rapid mood changes.

In summary, reflections on this sub-construct revealed that there
is a wrong notion that Africans, Nigerians inclusive, do not have
depression. The reason for this misconception is that an average
African would rather give bodily symptoms rather than acknowledge
their emotions. Events in school can affect the mood: “body
shaming, for instance, is something that is now quite common in
conversations in virtual, as well as actual communities”. This can
lead to feelings of frustration, boredom, and in extreme cases,
suicidal tendencies. As such, the mood of students may interfere
with their well-being, even in the absence of specific disorders, which
must be detected in a timely manner to prevent harm.

Healthy living: speaking to this sub-construct as impacting
mental well-being, Consultant 12 explained it as being in a state
of comfort or being healthy, which may not necessarily imply the
absence of illness, but could also mean that. Alluding to this
submission, Consultant 10 emphasised that someone could still
experience problems that are not yet clinically diagnosed but will
still impact their performance and quality of life. While
Consultant 11 explained that mental wellness could also be
determined by physical health. Categorically speaking, Consultant
2 borrowed the WHO slogan stating that there is no health
without mental health, which makes this subdomain a funda-
mental aspect of mental health. Consultant 6 also related mental
well-being to an individual’s health, as impacted by their
environment and experiences at a particular time. Additionally,
she emphasised the importance of regular exercise and a balanced
diet for maintaining a healthy lifestyle. Therefore, this sub-
construct means physical and mental health are functioning
optimally. In summary, reflections on this sub-construct revealed
that in many instances, physical and mental health are closely
linked, so a change (good or bad) in one directly affects the other
and is regarded as interdependent. Additionally, physical health
can be improved through regular exercise and a balanced diet.

Belief system: Consultant 10 described this as believing in a
higher power controlling things, and also defines it as an
individual’s spirituality, which drives their sense of purpose and
impacts their mental health. Furthermore, she noted that an
individual’s belief system can influence how they perceive things
and events, as well as inform their approach to dealing with
adversity. She also emphasised that an individual’s belief system is
integral to their value system, which is crucial to their mental
well-being. Consultant 11 viewed it from the perspective that
well-being is more of an internal state than an external one. Its
evaluation is therefore highly dependent on an individual’s belief
system. As such, regardless of any occurrence, an individual’s
belief system determines their perception and how it is
interpreted. Furthermore, he explained that people recover from
even significant sickness just by believing they are doing the right
thing in life, and this may defy medical explanation. So, what that
means is most of the things that have happened to people may be
dependent on their belief system. He added that a sound belief
system has a way of keeping people healthy. This stand was
strengthened by an example of how an event can determine well-
being. A scenario of someone who does not react negatively when
slapped, believing that it was a mistake, was presented. This
reaction aids their well-being. However, another person may
receive the same slap and decide to be bitter and angry. Judging it
from the point that maybe this slap is deliberate, or claims that
the slap is due to hate. Of course, when those things start coming,
the well-being is already affected.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06539-y ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |          (2026) 13:215 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06539-y 9



Furthermore, he stressed that a person’s belief system may have
much to do with what they have achieved or not but is more
driven by what they think satisfies them. As such, people who
appear to believe they were created for a purpose and are fulfilling
that purpose exhibit better mental well-being, which should be
taken into consideration when assessing mental well-being.
Similarly, Consultant 12 cited the example of some people who,
regardless of what comes their way, approach situations in a
positive manner, which in turn has a positive impact on their
mental health. Consultant 13 was categorical in expressing a belief
system as subjective in the sense that an individual’s perception of
his/her level of satisfaction or the way the individual is perceiving
the quality of his or her life impacts on mental health. Consultant
5 mentioned that “you cannot shy away from religion as it would
probably be incomplete if you are not looking at their belief
system with relevance within the African context. In his words,
“in Nigeria, for example, people do not even complain about what
is going on with them. So, if they experience pain or discomfort,
which may affect their quality of life or mental wellness, you may
see them saying that my enemy is in pain. According to him,
issues to consider in assessing a belief system are spirituality, their
religion and their personal beliefs, which all come under the
psychological aspect of wellness as impacting on mental health.
Consultant 9 posited that having good mental health is about
being positive about oneself and about others. Further stressing
God as the unifying factor, where all happenings are alluded to
“God”, can also impact their mental health and well-being.
Therefore, this sub-construct examines the person’s personal
beliefs, which aid in coping with life’s difficulties and how these
beliefs affect mental well-being. In summary, reflections on this
sub-construct revealed that an individual’s belief system can
influence how they perceive things and events, informing their
approach to dealing with adversity and thereby affecting their
mental well-being. A sound belief system has a way of promoting
overall health.

Discussion
Eight of the thirteen consultants spoke on the sub-construct of
coping with the normal stresses of life (CNSL), which all con-
sultants regarded as central to mental health and well-being.
Their consensus aligns with WHO (2023a), which highlights
CNSL as a core indicator of mental wellness. Notably, this insight
reflects the increasing understanding that moderate stress is
essential for optimal functioning, while chronic or unmanaged
stress becomes detrimental. Experts emphasised the need to
develop adaptive coping strategies, particularly as witnessed
during the COVID-19 pandemic (WHO, 2020). Studies such as
those by Smallwood et al. (2021) and Barnes (2020) have affirmed
that stressors—ranging from digital misinformation to family
disruptions—negatively affect well-being. Similarly, Lau et al.
(2022) emphasised the psychological toll of protracted work
stress, underscoring the importance of proactive interventions
such as quality sleep (Vandekerckhove & Wang, 2018) and stress
management programmes, particularly in African university set-
tings where socio-economic and academic pressures are parti-
cularly intense.

The sub-construct of realising potentials was discussed exten-
sively, with participants noting that unmet academic expectations
significantly impair mental wellness. The emotional toll from
academic failure—exacerbated by Nigeria’s rigid cognitive-based
education model—can lead to discouragement and even suicide
(Azeez, 2024). Abdullah et al. (2022) found that students’ satis-
faction or dissatisfaction with academic results directly influences
their well-being. Furthermore, confidence-building and self-
actualisation were seen as prerequisites for achieving personal

goals (Itai, 2008; Ingram & London, 2015). The implication is
clear: addressing emotional distress linked to unmet potential
enhances cognitive performance and fosters resilience.

The sub-construct of studying productively emphasised the
need for self-motivation and purposeful academic engagement.
Fekete et al. (2020) and McConnell et al. (2017) highlighted how
effort-driven productivity boosts self-confidence and mental
strength. Consultants observed that students who exhibit grit and
discipline derive greater psychological satisfaction, which sup-
ports their mental health.

In the realm of social interaction, the findings underscored the
importance of peer networks, faculty-student rapport, and com-
munity belonging. This aligns with Idemudia & Adedeji (2023),
who assert that African notions of well-being are relational and
embedded in kinship and community. Acoba (2024) found that
poor social support exacerbates stress, and Okoji et al. (2019)
confirmed the nexus between environment and well-being.
Interpersonal ties are not merely social facilitators—they are
critical anchors for mental health. Hassanzadeh et al. (2016) also
revealed that robust social capital helps individuals manage
adversity. Conversely, isolation, especially from self-doubt, can be
deeply injurious to mental health (Parkinson & Turner, 2019;
Every-Palmer et al., 2020).

The findings on school-life balance stressed the interplay
between academic and personal domains. COVID-19 disruptions
and academic strikes were cited as destabilising events (Bamidele,
2020; Mohammed & Hammangabdo, 2022; Zakari, 2018). Extra-
curricular activities, autonomy in life choices, and cultural adap-
tations were recommended to achieve equilibrium (Shamsudin
et al., 2014; Evans, 2010). The emphasis on designing culturally
appropriate mental health interventions reflects the need for
grounded approaches that resonate with the lived realities of
African students.

The sub-construct of emotional stability revealed associations
between emotional regulation, body image, trauma, and stigma.
Consultants emphasised the importance of accurate clinical
diagnosis, noting that cultural pressures frequently lead to emo-
tional suppression. Al-Khouja et al. (2022) found that authentic
expression improves well-being, whereas inauthenticity leads to
adverse psychological outcomes. Kwang (2022) and Chiang et al.
(2019) linked suppressed emotions to psychosomatic illnesses.
Consequently, African societies must prioritise safe, stigma-free
spaces that allow open expression and support. On healthy living,
the consultants reiterated that mental health cannot be separated
from physical wellness. WHO (2020) affirms that health is not
merely the absence of illness but a holistic state of well-being.
This includes proper sleep, nutrition, and exercise (Yadav, 2022).
Environmental stressors, poor infrastructure, and nutritional
deficits were also identified as critical factors influencing psy-
chological health (Parvizi & Hamzehgardeshi, 2014; Canadian
Mental Health Association, 2016).

Finally, the role of belief systems was prominent. Consultants
emphasised that spirituality, including prayer and religious
practices, serves as a psychological defence, offering comfort and
resilience in times of distress (Dessie, 2015). Rutjens & Brandt
(2019) and Shealy (2015) highlighted that belief systems not only
shape perception but also determine the meaning and emotional
responses to adversity. As Villegas (2018) notes, religion provides
a lens through which individuals interpret their lives, offering
existential stability amid societal and personal chaos. This study’s
transdisciplinary approach enabled the integration of clinical,
educational, psychological, and socio-cultural lenses, which is
particularly apt for a latent and fluid construct like mental well-
being (Bollen, 2002; Total Communication, 2019). While tradi-
tional tools are often diagnosis-centred, this research prioritises
cultural fit and lived experience, enhancing both relevance and
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impact. Mental health challenges among young people are a
growing global concern, with data from the EU, U.S., and Asia
reporting increased prevalence of stress, depression, and anxiety
due to social, economic, and environmental instability (European
Commission, 2022; Reinert et al., 2024; Chen et al., 2024). In
Africa, 1 in 5 Nigerians and South Africans face mental illness
(Soroye et al., 2021; Wits University, 2022). This study situates
itself within this global discourse, while centring African realities
and proposing actionable, evidence-informed solutions.

Conclusion and recommendation
This study concluded that the eight sub-constructs of the belief
system, coping with everyday stress of life, emotional stability,
healthy living, realising potential, school-life balance, social
interactions and studying productively were relevant for assessing
mental well-being. An individual’s worldview, intention, exper-
tise, and agenda will influence what is chosen for inclusion within
the boundaries of analysing the construct of mental well-being.
The core attributes of transdisciplinary researchers, therefore,
have the potential to influence where boundaries are drawn
around the situation of mental well-being, with a need for con-
tinued collaboration among stakeholders. As such, the transdis-
ciplinary framework employed creates a pathway for action
through the primary attribute of the outcome space, which is
mutual and common goals, leading to the learning and clarity of
purpose required for effectively assessing mental well-being.
Therefore, it is recommended that various forms of knowledge be
employed to close gaps in the scientific process, facilitating sus-
tainable problem-solving and providing a novel path for
researchers in Africa.

Contribution of the study
A key contribution of this study is its adoption of a transdisci-
plinary approach to mental health assessment, which moves
beyond traditional Western-centric diagnostic frameworks that
often lack ecological validity in African contexts. Prior critiques of
mental health assessments in Africa note that imported models
inadequately reflect local values, stressors, and expressions of
distress, which could become problematic considering the het-
erogeneous nature of health assessment (Newson, 2020; Wilson
Fadiji et al., 2022). By engaging professionals across psychology,
education, sociology, and clinical medicine, this study bridges
these gaps and provides a more inclusive perspective. The
resulting eight-sub-construct model offers a culturally grounded
framework for evaluating mental well-being in African university
settings, which informed the careful design of a digitised mental
well-being scale (Oladele, 2025). By integrating both universal
(e.g., emotional stability, stress coping) and culturally nuanced
(e.g., belief systems, community interaction) constructs, designed
mental well-being scale is primed for use in educational institu-
tions. Moreover, the study reaffirms the necessity of stakeholder
engagement and multi-sectoral collaboration in addressing
complex challenges, such as mental health. It advances the dis-
course from reactive interventions to proactive, contextually
relevant strategies that resonate with the lived experiences of
African youth in higher education.

Data availability
The data titled “Transdisciplinary Reflections for Assessing
Mental Well-being” consisting of the interview transcripts, code
report, coding concurrence analysis and the ethical approval
letters, can be accessed at: https://osf.io/82uqe.
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