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Wellbeing in Education: Staff Matter
Nadia Lovett and Trevor Lovett

Abstract—This paper discusses the development and
preliminary findings of a pilot study concerning the wellbeing of
staff at a senior secondary school in Adelaide, South Australia.
Ten respondents, randomly selected from the staff of over fifty
individuals, were invited to participate in the study “Wellbeing
@ work”. Respondents rated their wellbeing using the PERMA
Profiler. PERMA is a theory that positions wellbeing according
to five domains P (positive emotion), E (engagement), R
(positive relationships), M (meaning) and A (accomplishment).
In addition to the PERMA Profiler were three qualitative
wellbeing questions. The aim of using school staff members to
measure wellbeing has a twofold purpose: to add to the existing
literature on wellbeing and to illustrate that we measure what we
treasure and what we measure affects what we do. Measuring
the wellbeing of those who work in learning institutions
demonstrates that this aspect of their lives is important. The
data from the survey will provide respondents a medium
through which their strengths as well as areas for growth can be
monitored. The findings of the study will not only provide
individuals with a snapshot of wellbeing but also indicate the
direction for whole staff initiatives that can promote
flourishing.
Index Terms—Measurement, positive education, school, staff,
wellbeing.

I. INTRODUCTION
Psychology has traditionally focussed on illness and
dysfunctional behavior [1]. However the study of positive
psychology became the area of worldwide research after
Professor Martin Seligman was appointed president of the
American Psychological Association in 1997 [2]. Positive
psychology focuses more on what is going well in a person‟s
life and what makes life worth living [3] in contrast to
directing attention to illness and deficits. It is a scientific
study that explores how individuals, groups and communities
use their strengths, characteristics and purposeful actions to
live happy, healthy and meaningful lives [4]. Positive
psychology complements rather than replaces traditional
forms of psychology. Interventions targeted to alleviate
mental illness will continue to exist, however positive
psychology uses strength-based universal interventions that
develop individual and large-scale emotional, social and
physical capital [3].
Recent research has revealed the nexus between an
individual‟s wellbeing and learning [5]. Wellbeing before
learning was the emphasis of the Adelaide Thinkers in
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Residence program in 2012-2013 [6]. (The Thinker in
Residence program was initiated in South Australia at the
beginning of 2003. This innovative program encouraged
global leaders from a diversity of fields to collaborate with
local and state-wide communities and develop strategies to
put new ideas into practice. The principal outcome of the
programs was to improve the lives of South Australians [7].)
In 2012 and 2013 the Adelaide Thinker was renowned
psychologist and world leader in wellbeing, Professor Martin
Seligman.
Professor Seligman and partners in the Thinkers’ program
encouraged leaders in South Australian schools and other
organisations to lead, measure and build wellbeing within
their communities [6]. We measure what we treasure [8] was
often cited during Seligman‟s residency. It seems logical that
learning institutions measure the academic achievement and
wellbeing of students. This paper adds to the body of
knowledge by measuring the wellbeing of teachers and
ancillary staff members who are influential in the lives of
students. By gathering baseline data, assessment of staff
wellbeing can be developed through self-monitoring, and the
teaching and learning of evidence-based wellbeing
interventions. As a consequence the progress of the effects of
such interventions can be evaluated [9], [10].
National data regarding the frequency of mental health
issues in adults in the workplace, and the costs related to
those issues are important because they identify the
importance of measuring the wellbeing of adults. According
to Australian research around twenty percent of adults at any
one time experience a mental health condition [11], and
approximately forty-five percent of adults living in Australia
will experience a mental health condition during their
lifetime [12]. Anxiety and depression are experienced by
more than three million Australians [13]. Absenteeism, loss
of productivity and insurance claims from depression and
anxiety-based issues are said to cost the Australian economy
over $10.1 billion annually [14].
Data related to Australian teachers‟ wellbeing indicate
fifty percent of teacher illness is stress-related: twice the
national workforce average. The retention rate of newly
appointed teachers, following five years of service, is around
sixty percent. Approximately forty percent of teacher recruits
reveal stress as one of the primary reasons for leaving the
teaching profession. Of all occupations, secondary school
teachers are second only to police in relation to the most
stress-related Workcover claims [15].
Since 2006 a number of research studies regarding
employee happiness have been conducted. The findings
suggest that many employers are investing time and money in
the measurement and building of employee wellbeing.
Employee happiness has been linked with staff retention and
productivity. Organizations worldwide, including Google,
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to be thriving [21], [23].

Etzy and the Bank of America are keen to learn how to attract,
develop and retain employees who are happy. Collecting
baseline data through the measurement of happiness and
wellbeing is considered an important first step. Caring about
worker happiness and wellbeing has a tipping effect: it
benefits the employee, the productivity of the organization
and the community at large [16].
The Australian statistics, regarding the prevalence and
costs of mental ill-health, teacher retention as well as
research into happy and healthy organizations, demonstrate
not only the moral but also the economic sense of making the
health and wellbeing of school staff a priority. Educational
institutions do have existing suites of policies and practices
for staff that address health and safety matters, for example
the Work health, safety and injury management policy [17].
Nonetheless there is little evidence that regular state-wide
educational institutional specific data pertaining to staff
wellbeing are collected and used to inform policies and
practices.
The main objective of Martin Seligman‟s, Thinker in
Residence Program for 2012-2013, was to develop South
Australia into a flourishing state. The broad and
comprehensive method for achieving this objective was a
cyclical approach based on three principles of: leading,
measuring, and building the state in ways that improve
individual and collective wellbeing enabling the population
to thrive. The method is considered to be both practical and
accessible to all South Australians where „everyone has a role
to play in wellbeing‟ [9]. The aforementioned three
principles inform the research on which this paper is based.
While a number of theories explain the structure of
wellbeing [18], [19], PERMA, Seligman‟s 2011 theory of
wellbeing, is the one used in this research. Seligman‟s
PERMA theory has five measurable and teachable domains.
The acronym PERMA stands for P (positive emotion), E
(engagement), R (positive relationships), M (meaning) and A
(accomplishment). These domains can be defined and
measured separately. Below are brief descriptions of each of
the five domains.

B. Engagement
The term engagement has also been referred to as flow;
when an individual is so engrossed in activity they lose the
sense of time and sense of self [24]. Any activity can induce
flow. The activities do not always need to be challenging for
flow to be experienced [10]. According to Csikszentmihayli,
a good life can be defined by living in a constant state of flow
where one is totally absorbed and engaged in the present [25].
Generally thoughts and emotions are not generated when an
individual is in flow however on reflection of the activity; the
person indicates that the experience has generated positive
emotion [26]. Flow can produce a natural high, however,
once those activities, that originally produced the high are
mastered, the natural high tends to dissipate. In order for flow
to be maintained, activities need to have a degree of
challenge [10]. Studies show that flow and engagement in the
workplace are often referred to as energy, dedication and
absorption in the tasks at hand [27].
C. Relationships
Research about the importance of positive relationships to
mental health and wellbeing is well documented. The number
of relationships, the perceived quality of such relationships
and the value of support received and given to others has
been measured in many global studies [28]-[30]. The quality
of relationships is seen to be essential for our own level of
happiness [31]. Evidence suggests that positive relationships
are antidotes to the low moments in one‟s life and buffers for
depression and loneliness [32]. It is often in the company of
others that individuals experience positive emotion. Doing
something for someone else, as in engaging in an act of
kindness, has been proven to increase levels of positive
emotion, which in turn potentially increases the wellbeing of
both the giver and the receiver [10].

A. Positive Emotion
The value of positive emotion for wellbeing has been well
researched [20]. Although it has been documented that
individuals can experience positive and negative emotions at
the same time and that negative emotion can be both
appropriate and helpful [1] (as in expressing grief after a loss,
for example) evidence reveals that genuine regular
expressions of positive emotion and engagement in activities
that induce positivity help individuals to flourish [21].
Positive emotions help to broaden one‟s awareness and help
to build resources. They allow people to develop an open
mindset, which in turn builds social and emotional capital.
Although positive emotions can be short lived their impact
can be long lasting. The frequency of positive emotions can
help to counteract the effects of negative emotion [22].
Fredrickson and Losada identified that an individual‟s
positivity ratio can be used to determine their quality of life.
A 3:1 ratio of positive to negative emotion is regarded as a
tipping point. Individuals who experience this level of
positive emotion in relation to their negative emotion are seen
108

D. Meaning
Meaning provides us with an understanding of who we are
and with which group we belong [33]. It is constantly being
exchanged and refined through personal reflection and social
interactions [34]. Meaning is often referred to when an
individual is aware of the purpose of their life. It is when
individuals feel they are fulfilled and are engaging in
activities that matter. Meaning in life had been studied long
before the advent of the positive psychology movement [35].
Meaning is a subjective measure that attributes to wellbeing
[26]. Some studies have detailed that at significant moments
in people‟s lives they question what their life is all about. In
his memoirs of life in concentration camps during WWII,
renowned psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, asked his readers to
consider what meaning they can give to life itself rather than
expecting life to provide them with meaning. Finding
meaning in life is often seen as part of life‟s journey. The
capacity to make sense of life‟s experiences may provide
individuals with hope for the future. In Frankl‟s WWII
memoirs, meaning is possibly found in work, in caring and
connecting with others and in the courage of dealing with
life‟s challenges [36]. Even though having a meaningful life
can evoke positive emotion, dealing with the struggles of
one‟s life is the way people find meaning [35].
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survey consisted of the PERMA Profiler‟s quantitative
questions and three additional qualitative questions. The
qualitative responses related to an individual: defining
wellbeing, listing what they do to enhance their wellbeing
and providing feedback on the survey. The aim of the three
additional questions was to: make necessary improvements to
the survey, incorporate staff views in a wellbeing policy and
ultimately open discussion about wellbeing practices in the
hope that staff may ultimately consider and adopt additional
or alternate activities that enhance wellbeing.
Ethical protocols were followed to ensure the anonymity
and welfare of the respondents was maintained. On
completion of the survey, respondents were asked to copy
and keep their results. They were given instructions to
calculate means for the various domains which then produced
their personalized PERMA profile. Respondents were
informed that they would be sent another link in a fortnight‟s
time to complete the survey again. By using the PERMA
Profiler to obtain baseline data, and at a later stage additional
data, it is hoped that individuals will monitor their wellbeing,
acknowledging areas in which they are doing well and those
requiring growth so as to increase their levels of flourishing.

E. Accomplishment
Accomplishment is also referred to as achievement. It is
often objectively measured and pursued even if it doesn‟t
induce positive emotion or meaning. Accomplishment can
also be measured subjectively and has been added to the
wellbeing domain as it can involve defining and working
towards goals, which can result in mastering specific skills
and developing self-efficacy [28].
Seligman and the partners in the Thinkers in Residence
2012-2013 program encouraged leaders in institutions,
including schools, to use the scientifically-based rubric of
PERMA to measure wellbeing. Leaders are urged to gather
baseline data to assess wellbeing and have that data inform
the building, teaching and learning of PERMA through
regular application of intentional wellbeing principles. The
progress and evaluation of the wellbeing interventions are to
be measured on a regular basis. Leading the way through
sharing the measuring and building of PERMA is also
encouraged, as it will promote discussion, reflection and
action in the area [9].

II. METHOD
Respondents were employees of an independent,
coeducational, senior secondary school in Adelaide. One of
the researchers is the school counsellor. Twelve individuals
were randomly selected from the staff of over fifty. The
sample consisted of nine teaching staff (including three
leaders) and three ancillary staff. Three of the twelve were
males. An email was sent to the prospective participants
inviting them to participate in the voluntary and anonymous
pilot study. Of the twelve, ten chose to participate.
The PERMA Profiler was chosen as the subjective
wellbeing measurement tool to learn more about employees‟
wellbeing. The measure not only fitted the vision and plan of
Seligman‟s residency but was also adopted as a consequence
of the school counselor attending a measurement master class,
delivered by Dr Margaret (Peggy) Kern, one of the
co-developers of the PERMA Profiler, in early 2014 [37].
Following the measurement conference the counselor has
both met and corresponded with Dr Kern in relation to
measuring staff wellbeing and trailing the PERMA Profiler
with the staff at the senior secondary school. Dr Kern‟s
permission to use the PERMA Profiler within the school
setting was granted. Approval to conduct the pilot study was
given by the principal after discussions with school
leadership and subsequent sharing of current research in staff
wellbeing and the use of the PERMA Profiler.
The PERMA Profiler is a brief 23 item measure that
includes three questions for each of the five wellbeing
constructs in addition to questions about negative effect,
physical health and loneliness. Respondents are asked to
answer the questions using an eleven point Likert scale. The
measure‟s reliability has been established by its application
to approximately 12,000 participants worldwide. On
completion of the measure a profile of each of the domains is
created [28].
Respondents to the pilot study were emailed a link to the
online survey and asked to complete it within the week. The
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III. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The data gathered by the survey were initially collated
using the online professional software tool, Surveygizmo [38].
Summary pie graphs were created for each of the PERMA
Profiler questions but after discussion with Dr Kern it was
suggested that an alternate data display was more appropriate.
There were three items for each of the PERMA constructs
(totalling 15) and three items related to negative affect (anger,
sadness and anxiety), three items assessing physical health
(assessment of health, satisfaction of health and comparison
of health with others) and a single item to assess loneliness.
The mean of each item (except for the single item, loneliness)
was calculated and an excel spreadsheet a PERMA profile
depicting a snapshot of each participant‟s wellbeing was
created. Fig. 1 depicts one of the respondent‟s profiles. Fig. 2
is a graph depicting the collective PERMA profile.

Fig. 1. An example of a participant‟s PERMA profile.

Fig. 2. Collective PERMA profile.

International Journal of Social Science and Humanity, Vol. 6, No. 2, February 2016

A collective profile would be useful for future discussions
with staff in the workplace. Discussion of how the data can
be interpreted and what would need to occur to increase
levels of flourishing in the staff may be posed. Reflecting on
the collective PERMA Profiler which provided the mean for
each of the five PERMA domains, including Negative effect,
Health and Loneliness, showed a range of scores from 6.2 out
of 10 (positive relationships) to a score of 7.3 out of a
possible 10 (accomplishment).

pet dog were significant to eight of the ten respondents. This
again matches other research findings that relationships with
others, including pets [41] are vital in people‟s lives and
enhance wellbeing. Some respondent comments include:
I spend time with family and friends.
I have lunch in the staffroom 4-5 days a week with my
colleagues.
I spend time with family...I walk the dog.
One participant commented:
I try to avoid those who are negative around me in the
workplace.
While this comment refers to relationships it also fits the
domain of Positive Emotion. The comment is consistent with
work by Fredrickson and Losada about being positive and
increasing one‟s level of positivity [21]. It is viewed that both
positivity and negativity have a tipping point. Some believe
they are ‟contagious‟.
Regarding Positive emotion, there were seven references
in total. An example is seen below:

Fig. 3. A word cloud created with wordle. It depicts the frequency of words
used by participants to define wellbeing.

I always try to stay positive and happy at work and at home
with my family.

The data (see Fig. 3), generated from the first qualitative
question Please provide your definition of wellbeing? were
first collated using the Wordle [39] online program for
generating word clouds. Wordle provides a cloud of the
frequency of words used in the definition. Before entering the
words on the website those that had no relevance were
deleted, such as etc, and, for example. The most frequently
used words are noted by size. For example the word happy
was a commonly used word among the ten respondents, so
the size of the word was large, whereas words like calm, ok,
and challenges, were infrequently used and are therefore
written in the smallest font.
The definitions were also analysed using the five PERMA
domains including the physical health, negative affect and
loneliness constructs of the PERMA Profiler measure. There
were thirteen positive emotional words in the definitions,
resulting in more terms dealing with the P (positive emotion)
domain than any of the others. In contrast, words for the other
four domains were minimal (E1, R2, M2, A1). The term
physical health was included in the wellbeing definitions of
three respondents. In two definitions the terms mental health
and emotional health were mentioned.
It is envisaged that the definition data from the pilot study
would be highlighted and discussed during staff and
wellbeing committee meetings. The data would be used to
inform the sections of a future staff wellbeing policy. This
would help to make the policy inclusive of staff voices and is
expected to result in their ownership of the policy. Inclusivity
and being heard are recognised as aspects that help create a
mentally healthy workplace [40].
The second qualitative question, What do you do to
enhance your wellbeing? was also analysed using the
PERMA constructs. The data were congruent with
worldwide studies that others matter [3]. There were twelve
references to the importance of relationships. Quality
relationships with family, friends, colleagues and even the

It was difficult to ascertain if any of the comments related
to the domains of Engagement or Meaning. While one
respondent wrote:
I keep my brain active by studying, doing puzzles, etc.
It is not clear if these activities provide the respondent with
sense of flow or engagement or if they provide meaning to
their life.
Planning and prioritising can be linked with the domain of
Accomplishment through the setting of goals. Two
respondents made mention of planning and prioritising as
ways to enhance their wellbeing:
I keep on planning and organising my schedule.
I prioritise work commitments.
The importance of physical health was mentioned by six of
the respondents and there were eight terms that described
some form of physical exercise. Examples include:
Yoga, pilates, daily stretching.
Playing sport.
Other activities that enhance physical health, such as
nutrition and sleep for example were not discussed by any
respondent.
The final question asked staff to make any comment on the
survey. Nine of the ten respondents wrote a comment. Two
provided technical feedback, which will inform the layout
and administration features of the survey in the future. These
included the opportunity to make comment after each
question, number of questions per page, issues with
completing the survey via a smart phone and the link of the
survey being lost mid survey. One individual mentioned,
I felt I was trying to be tricked, by being given pretty much
110
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[3]

the same question again and again. Like you were trying to
catch me out on the first answer I gave if I didn’t give the
same rating next time I answered the question!

[4]
[5]

This comment was taken into consideration and changes
were made to the introduction to the follow-up survey. Two
individuals felt their answers might differ depending on their
mood at the time or the happenings at work and their
workload. While one out of ten respondents felt the survey
„did nothing‟ for him/her, there were four positive responses
including:

[6]
[7]

[8]

Well put together, easy and quick
[9]

Good length
Wellbeing at work is important. It would be nice to know
that you’re doing a good job.

[10]
[11]

It is a good survey, giving me the opportunity to reflect on
my job satisfaction and overall feeling of my work/health
situation!

[12]

The additional three qualitative questions add value to the
PERMA Profiler items. They provide opportunities to make
further comment on personal understanding of the term
wellbeing, what they do to enhance their wellbeing and their
reflections on the survey in general.

[13]

[14]

IV. FUTURE DIRECTION

[15]

To „complete‟ the profile participants will be asked to
re-sit the survey. Each participant will then have generated
two snapshots of their wellbeing. It is envisaged that they
compare and contrast their results. It is hoped that the survey
would have encouraged some self-monitoring, that would
translate into some form of action to improve an original
profile. Regardless of the results the data can be presented to
the group and to the remainder of the staff during staff
meetings. Ideally the whole staff would be involved in
creating a personal PERMA profile on an annual basis.
Discussion about the results and what else can be done to
improve the profiles and the levels of flourishing in the staff
is a positive direction for positioning staff wellbeing. Taking
the first steps in measuring the wellbeing of staff promotes
the message that wellbeing is treasured.
Of value would be for leaders in schools to communicate
personally with each member of staff regularly to discuss the
individual‟ s state of wellbeing and the strategies adopted to
promote thriving. Trailing and evaluating some of these
activities should not only assist in the flourishing of staff but
also help fulfill Professor Seligman‟s three principles.

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

[21]

[22]

[23]
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