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Abstract
This study aimed to systematically synthesize and prioritize the main factors influencing university
students’ happiness and well-being. Employing a rigorous qualitative methodology based on
interpretive meta-synthesis, the research comprehensively analyzed 156 scientific articles,
including Persian and English sources, published between 2000 and 2023. Findings revealed that
student happiness is a complex construct influenced by four main dimensions: internal-individual
(encompassing personality and psychological factors, spiritual and religious factors, and
demographic characteristics), external-social (including relationships and social capital, and
technological and media factors), structural-environmental (comprising academic and educational
factors, economic and occupational factors, and environmental and residential factors), and health
and lifestyle (involving lifestyle and coping factors, and health and well-being). The subsequent
quantitative prioritization, based on the frequency of citation, established that personality and
psychological factors are the most cited determinants across both language groups. Crucially,
differences were observed in secondary rankings: relationships and social capital ranked second in
Persian articles, whereas academic and educational factors held this position in English articles.
These variations suggest that the cultural and social context significantly impacts the relative
importance of happiness determinants. The results underscore the necessity of adopting a
multidimensional, culturally-sensitive approach to developing effective policies and interventions
for enhancing student quality of life in higher education settings.
Keywords: university student happiness, meta-synthesis, student well-being, social capital

Introduction social integration. University students
Happiness is a primary human goal and a worldwide face unique stressors, including
foundational  component of  positive academic pressure and financial concerns,
psychology, crucial for both physical and which often lead to declining levels of well-
mental health. In the academic domain, being, a trend also observed in recent
student happiness is linked to better academic national studies in Iran. Since prior research
performance, higher motivation, and greater often focuses on limited individual factors, a
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comprehensive, integrated framework that
systematically synthesizes global and local
evidence is urgently needed to inform large-
scale policy-making. Therefore, this research
sought to answer two fundamental questions:
1) What are the most important dimensions,
categories, and factors influencing student
happiness? 2) How do these factors rank in
priority based on their citation frequency in
previous studies, separated by Persian and
English sources?

Method
This study utilized a qualitative, applied
research design employing the interpretive
meta-synthesis method, following the
rigorous seven-stage model developed by
Sandelowski and Barroso (2007). The
research population included all relevant
studies on university student happiness
published in reliable domestic and
international databases (such as Google
Scholar, Scopus, and Iranian scientific
portals) during the period 2000 to 2023. The
initial  search, wusing keywords like
"happiness," "student," and "university" and
their Persian equivalents, yielded 212
articles. A comprehensive  five-stage
screening process, including the removal of
duplicates, title and abstract screening,
content assessment, and final quality

Table 1

appraisal using the Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme (CASP) criteria, resulted in the
selection of 156 high-quality articles (63
Persian and 93 English) for final analysis.
The qualitative data derived from these
articles were then analyzed and synthesized
using a thematic analysis approach to
categorize the influencing factors.
Subsequently, a quantitative frequency
analysis was applied to the themes to
determine the prioritization and ranking of
the identified factors across the two language
groups, providing a robust mixed-methods
approach to the synthesis.

Results
The primary findings demonstrate that the
factors influencing student happiness are
synthesized into four overarching
dimensions, each comprising several core
categories, as detailed in the synthesis tables.

The overall factor prioritization, determined
by the frequency of thematic citation in the
156 analyzed articles, is presented in Table 1.
Since this is a meta-synthesis based on
frequency counting, conventional parametric
statistical tests like F' or Box’s M are not
applicable. Instead, the analysis focuses on
the quantitative comparison of citation
frequencies across categories.

Prioritization of Factors Influencing Student Happiness Based on Total Citation Frequency

Rank Category Dimension Total Frequency
1 Personality and Psychological Factors Internal-Individual 106
2 Academic and Educational Factors Structural-Environmental 58
3 Relationships and Social Capital External-Social 54
4 Health and Well-being Factors Health and Lifestyle 49
5 Lifestyle and Coping Factors Health and Lifestyle 42
6 Economic and Occupational Factors  Structural-Environmental 26
7 Spiritual and Religious Factors Internal-Individual 22
8 Demographic Factors Internal-Individual 20
9 Environmental and Residential Factors Structural-Environmental 12
10 Technological and Media Factors External-Social 7
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The analysis of frequency distribution across
the two language groups revealed a crucial
distinction in secondary rankings:

e In Persian articles, relationships and
social capital ranked second (20
citations), immediately followed by
academic and educational factors (17
citations).

e In English articles, academic and
educational factors ranked second
(41 citations), and health and well-
being factors ranked third (35
citations).

A notable difference was observed in the
technological and media factors category,
which was cited 7 times in English articles
(ranking 9th) but received zero citations in
Persian sources, highlighting a gap in
domestic research focus.

The factor analysis confirmed that
personality and psychological factors (e.g.,
self-esteem, resilience, and optimism) are the
single most frequently studied and cited
determinants, universally recognized as
primary predictors. This universal emphasis,
quantified by the high total frequency of 106,
suggests a consistent recognition of the
internal dispositional roots of happiness,
regardless of cultural context.

Conclusion

The fundamental aim of this study was to
synthesize and prioritize the factors
influencing university student happiness. The
results successfully identified a
comprehensive framework consisting of four
core dimensions (internal-individual,
external-social, structural-environmental, and
health and lifestyle), thus addressing the
complexity of the happiness construct.

The key finding regarding the universal
primacy of personality and psychological
factors aligns strongly with established
theoretical models, such as the Self-

Determination  Theory  (SDT), which
underscores the importance of satisfying
basic psychological needs like competence
and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2017).
Furthermore, the elevated rank of
relationships and social capital (rank 2) in
Persian studies provides empirical support
for the theoretical notion that, in collectivistic
cultures, the need for relatedness (an SDT
component) and strong social bonds plays a
significantly more pronounced role in
subjective  well-being  compared  to
individualistic cultural settings.

Limitations and Suggestions: The study’s
limitations include its reliance solely on
published academic articles, potentially
excluding valuable grey literature or
unpublished findings. Additionally, cultural
subtleties in the Persian conceptualization of
happiness may not have been fully captured.
For future research, it is suggested to conduct
longitudinal studies to track happiness
changes over the academic life cycle and to
evaluate the effectiveness of interventions
specifically designed based on the prioritized
factors, particularly focusing on the role of
technological and media factors, which were
underrepresented in Persian literature.
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