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Abstract: The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed a plethora of inequalities in South Africa. These
inequalities have had a direct impact on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
SDG 3 (good health and well-being) and SDG 4 (quality education) were the focus of this article.
This article investigated how students enrolled at a South African residential university perceived
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their well-being, their success in completing their studies
and their future career prospects. A quantitative survey research design was followed. Data were
collected by means of a questionnaire from 537 students in a South African university. Statistical
Package for Social Sciences software version 27 was used to analyze the data. The results indicated
direct influences on student well-being from concerns that arose from COVID-19 about future job
concerns, degree completion, social support and belonging. The relationship between concerns about
degree completion was moderated by a sense of belonging (social identification) but not by social
support. The study has significant implications for how higher education institution governors and
academics might consider reconceptualizing notions of student support, beyond the narrow, technical
and basic curriculum support for degree completion, towards the affective and social as it relates to
creating conditions for students to identify with and experience a profound sense of belonging.

Keywords: belonging; COVID-19; quality education; South Africa; university students; well-being

1. Introduction

In 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was adopted by the United
Nations. It provided a framework for advancing future peace and prosperity [1]. The
sustainable development goals (SDGs) were developed to guide this agenda. The 17 SDGs
are interrelated, but in this article, we foreground two: SDG 3 (good health and well-being)
and SDG 4 (quality education). SDG 3 concerns ensuring healthy lives and promoting
well-being for all at all ages. SDG 4 relates to ensuring inclusive and equitable quality
education and the promotion of life-long learning opportunities for all.

What the COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare is that the achievement of SDGs 3 and 4
by 2030 might be wishful thinking. The pandemic found health care systems across the
globe wanting due to governments’ lack of spending on healthcare. Moreover, studies that
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have focused on vulnerable populations show huge disparities in resource allocation and
that this perpetuates poverty and segregation [2]. Studies in the USA show that Blacks have
been disproportionately affected by the harmful effects of the COVID-19 pandemic [2,3].
Disparate health outcomes are caused by socio-economic and environmental factors includ-
ing poor nutrition and living conditions. Such disparate COVID-19 outcomes are likely
to be witnessed in all unequal societies and where structural health inequities exist, and
South Africa is no exception. Inequities in access to healthcare in South Africa is well
documented [4,5]. There is a close relationship between human health (particularly mental
health) and well-being, and studies show that the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted
adversely on mental health and well-being, including that of university students [6,7].
High levels of depression have been experienced by students because of difficulties with
focusing on academic work [6], and a lack of physical exercise during lockdown periods
also impacts negatively on well-being [8]. The pandemic has also adversely affected women
because it has increased the care burden of women [9], and jobs dominated by women such
as in the medical profession and education (particularly early childhood development)
placed women in vulnerable positions [10]. Female students might therefore view future
career prospects with less certainty. Isolation due to COVID-19 restrictions, isolation from
the physical university and its inhabitants as well as the transition to a different mode of
learning could impact on students’ sense of belonging. Belonging involves the process
by which one develops a sense of identifying with one’s social, relational and material
environments [11].

As mentioned, SDG 4 focuses on quality education and opportunities for lifelong
learning. The COVID-19 pandemic resulted in the closure of schools and universities
during lockdown periods, and the migration from face-to-face teaching and learning in
residential universities to emergency remote teaching, learning and assessment (ERTLA).
The pivot to ERTLA laid bare how deep the digital divide is in South Africa [12]. In South
Africa, the infrastructure provided by a residential university goes some way to levelling
the playing fields with respect to access to devices and connectivity. However, when
students had to return home during lockdown periods, the chasm between poor and rich
students became visible, not just in terms of access to devices and connectivity but also
because of disparate living and, therefore, learning conditions. Poor living and learning
conditions and a lack of access to devices and connectivity impact on a student’s ability
to receive quality education. When the learning environment is online, a digital divide
exacerbates education inequities. What becomes cardinal is the support students receive
from the university to enable them to complete their studies. A recent study showed that
support given by university lecturers and administrative staff has a mediating role in
the relationship between the perceived influence of COVID-19 on degree completion, job
prospects and levels of student well-being [13]. The mentioned study was an online survey
administered to undergraduate students from France, Germany, Russia and the UK. It
would therefore be informative to establish whether data generated from the same online
survey instruments produce corroborating results when administered to undergraduates
at a university in a Global South country, namely, South Africa.

COVID-19, and the subsequent stringent lockdown measures, meant that all tradi-
tional face-to-face instruction was not possible. For students, this created conditions of
unprecedented isolation and physical separation. The extent to which student well-being
was likely to be affected became a cause for concern. There was much uncertainty as to
how to mitigate the effects of isolation, especially given that an overwhelming body of
knowledge indicates that learning is essentially a social process. The focus of this article,
thus, is on how students enrolled at a South African residential university perceived the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their well-being, their success in completing their
studies and their future career prospects. The article is divided into the following sections:
theoretical framework, research methods, results, findings and discussion and conclusion.
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2. Previous Research
2.1. The Perceived Impact of COVID-19: Student Well-Being and Quality Education

The scholarship on general human well-being is characterised by a cacophony of theo-
ries ranging from pleasure-seeking (self-indulgent), desire satisfaction theories (hedonia) to
happiness seeking theories (eudaimonia) to objective-list theories [14]. While research on
student well-being has also produced much variation, in recent years, there has been some
degree of convergence as to what might constitute student well-being in higher education.
Even most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has triggered a proliferation of international
studies on student well-being (see for example [15]).

A recent study in the United States [16] reveals that unprecedented historical events
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the global legacy of institutionalised racism, have had,
as macro mediating factors, a telling effect on student well-being at the meso (university)
level as well as at the micro (personal) level. On a micro (personal) level, a study [17] across
62 countries, sampling 30,383 students investigated the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Although a number of key findings emerged, students were mainly concerned about their
current studies, future professional careers and experienced overall boredom, anxiety and
frustration [17]. The student participants from Africa (Ghana, Nigeria and Egypt) were
particularly concerned about their future job prospects due to economic turmoil (55.7%);
their current financial position to fund their studies due to loss of temporary work or
permanent loss of employment of those funding their studies (50.8%); and their inability to
travel abroad as part of student mobility, international students returning to family and
seeking employment beyond national borders (30.1%). These student responses from Africa
corroborate with South African students’ experiences during the first wave of the pandemic.
The Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) and Higher Health Centre surveyed more
than 13,000 students in the Post School Education and Training (PSET) Sector to determine
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on youth in South Africa [18]. Several themes
were investigated ranging from substance use, exposure to violence, financial support,
student well-being and impact on learning. The main challenges experienced by students
during lockdown were psychological distress (65%), loss of study time (57.9%), not having
enough money for essential personal items for studying (55.8%), loss of social contact
(42.2%) and not having enough money for food (40.1%), and 25.4% of students said they
experienced physical violence more during lockdown than before [19]. For government,
these findings have necessitated greater intuitional support, increased communication
as well as health and well-being strategies. In terms of the latter, governments urged
that pro-active health and well-being programmes be developed and implemented across
all institutions nationally through initiatives such as core curricula that take heed of
psychosocial dimensions toward maintaining and promoting health and well-being as well
as coping strategies through multi-disciplinary support mechanisms for acute situational
counselling and debriefing sessions [18]. For Soudien [20], this requires a new alignment
of affordances, mechanisms, institutions and support personnel.

We therefore propose the following hypotheses to examine whether the COVID-19
pandemic could have a negative effect on students’ well-being because studies have shown
that students may experience more stress concerning uncertainties associated with their
academic success and future job prospects [18]:

Hypotheses 1a (H1a). Student perceived concerns of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
degree attainment predicts levels of student well-being negatively.

Hypotheses 1b (H1b). Student perceived concerns of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
future job prospects predicts levels of student well-being negatively.

2.2. The Perceived Impact of Social Support

In the South African higher education context, which is characterised by a large pro-
portion of first-generation students, it is no wonder that government is stressing the need
for a considered approach in addressing both socio-cultural and economic factors that
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students are experiencing [21]. In terms of the socio-cultural, it is without contention that
social isolation brought about by COVID-19 has exacerbated mental health concerns of all
students. This is fuelled by neoliberal accommodationism, that is, the individualisation
of responsibility for well-being [22], an ideological tenet that needs to be disrupted. An
inclusive partnership modality [23] that actively solicits student perspectives might enable
empowering initiatives to mitigate the conditions that diminish student well-being [22].
By seeking out situation-specific strategies to reduce student stress and to help students
develop competences to respond effectively to stress, they can better navigate the new
demands facing degree completion. On par with the socio-cultural factors, the economic
ramifications of the pandemic have arguably been just as unsettling [24]. Diminished em-
ployment prospects that COVID-19 presents in a South African economy plagued by poor
labour absorption rates even before the pandemic [25], together with fiscal austerity [26],
as it relates to student funding are perennial challenges that students experience. This
paints a grim picture of a lived reality that is likely to compromise the quality of student
well-being and aspirations for degree completion as the financial situation has stripped
many students of the resources that they need to gain access to online learning, pay tuition
fees and secure funding to see their studies to fruition.

In the fluctuation “new normal” of COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 fluctuating, Plakhot-
nik, et al. [13] argue that social support can be a significant moderator to capacitate students
to cope with the socio-cultural and economic factors that they experience if universities
prioritise support for students’ studies. This includes awareness of how students’ emo-
tional responses change vis-à-vis the crisis and ensuring that student support is made
visible and accessible [13]. This resonates with research conducted with students and their
expectations for how universities can enhance their mental well-being [23]. In this research,
students revealed that social support has various dimensions ranging from curricular
activities, social life, student services and physical spaces. Students regarded the attributes
of their lecturers as having a direct influence on how the support provided was received.
Lecturers with communication skills that were approachable and empathic proved to lower
the negative effects that they are experiencing [23]. In addition, students revealed that
support services are only useful if institutions create an increased awareness and promote
the use of these services (in the form of, for example, counselling, academic skills and
student advice) and if institutions are adequately resourced to meet students demands
of these services through improved availability, range and the overall quality of the ser-
vices [23]. For Ye, et al. [27], COVID-19-related stressful experiences are not only mediated
through social support, but resilience and adaptive coping strategies also prove significant
to minimise stress disorders among students.

Therefore, students do need university support to increase their well-being. We thus
propose the following hypotheses:

Hypotheses 2a (H2a). Perceived social support will moderate the relationship between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on degree completion and levels of student well-being.

Hypotheses 2b (H2b). Perceived social support will moderate the relationship between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on future job prospects and levels of student well-being.

2.3. The Moderating Role of Belonging (Identification)

A supportive and enabling environment on campus has been proven to ensure student
well-being [28,29]. Student well-being could be moderated through a sense of identifi-
cation such as belonging, positive relationships with others, autonomy and competen-
cies [23]. Academics, as those who work most directly with students, can play a central
role in raising meta-awareness of student well-being [30] through enabling pedagogies
and a philosophy/pedagogy of care [31] that should ideally be constitutive of a compre-
hensive university-wide strategy to enhance student well-being [32]. It thus entails an
integrated, embedded approach involving partnerships between the university’s mental
health professionals and academics as they forge a curriculum that addresses student
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mental well-being [33]. For improved student well-being, an inclusive and humanising
pedagogy is needed [34]. This correlates with a study conducted by Eloff and Graham [35]
who found that the deterioration in the mental health and well-being of South African
students necessitates proactive initiatives that develop student self-efficacy, feelings of
affinity, affiliation and connectedness. For Soudien [20] (p. 65), this can become possible if
academic institutions take heed of “the politics of learning” and not only be consumed by
dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic through restabilising steps because stabilisation is a
return to the conditions of dominance. The politics of learning challenges our longstanding
ills of thinking we have a homogenous student body who we can teach using inflexible and
one-size-fits-all pedagogies. Instead, it forces us to confront the challenges that arise now
that teaching is no longer within traditional parameters and reveals different dimensions of
learning as multiple modalities that shape our students’ “bodies, brains and social circum-
stances” as “their epigenetic holism, impact how each of them is learning” [36] (p. 258).
This speaks directly to ideas on belonging and the attachment students may have as a
source of security and support.

In their seminal work on learning in a community of practice, Lave and Wenger [37]
contend that a key aspect of community of practice membership is the notion of belonging.
Affinity, connection and inclusion are crucial elements that might assist members of a
group to identify with the group and to develop own identities within groups through
mutual engagement, sharing a common learning enterprise and by employing a shared
repertoire for group engagement [38]. The uncertainty created by COVID-19 and social
distancing in particular triggers what Godinic, Obrenovic and Khudaykulov [39] describe
as social identity disturbance, a rupturing of a sense of belonging that is likely to affect the
mental health of people. In recent work, Hogg [40] contends that social identity theory
emphasises the importance of individual self-conception as individuals interact within
groups. James and Theriault [41], in their assessment of contemporary research on adult
education and learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, argue that learning is likely to be
enhanced in groups where members feel a strong sense of belonging, an intimate affiliation
that affirms a sense of self. This is corroborated by Mooney and Becker’s [42] study, which
confirms that the sudden shift to online learning affected students’ sense of belonging and
that more attention be directed at how institutions and pedagogues might actively work
towards facilitating the formation of inclusive learning communities. Student perceptions
of a sense of belonging thus warrants closer investigation, and therefore, we propose the
following hypotheses:

Hypotheses 3a (H3a). Belonging (Identification) will moderate the relationship between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on degree completion and levels of student well-being.

Hypotheses 3b (H3b). Belonging (Identification) will moderate the relationship between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on future job prospects and levels of student well-being.

3. Method
3.1. Study Participants and Procedure

This study forms part of a larger international study exploring the influence of the
COVID-19 pandemic on student well-being, conducted in eight countries [13]. This study
reports on data collected from a university in South Africa. Ethical clearance was obtained
from the Research Ethics Committee of Nelson Mandela University (NMU) (H20-EDU-
ERE-024), and the study conformed to these and general ethical procedures. Therefore,
the study design was a case study of one South African institution; however, the institu-
tion has students from several provinces in this country. Students completed the survey
voluntarily and anonymously. All students at NMU were recruited by emailing a link to
the survey via the university email system using the Qualtrics XM software and closed on
10 June 2020. The survey questionnaire was available online for a period of three weeks.
In total, 2100 students responded to the questionnaire, and 537 were available for analysis
when all participants with missing data were removed. The indications were that the
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questionnaire was too lengthy, and future work might benefit from having shorter surveys
and the use of one item scales might be useful.

Table 1 provides the demographics and contextual information of the participants.
From the students in the sample, the mean age was 23 years old. The standard deviation
for age was 5.178. The youngest participant was 17 years and the oldest participant was 52.
At the time of responding to the survey, 78.6% of students lived at home and 0.7% reported
being on campus. The participants differed in their study years with 88% undergraduate
students and 12% postgraduate students.

Table 1. Demographics and contextual information of participants.

Variables Frequency Percent

Residing

Home 422 78.6
Still on campus 4 0.7
With friends 8 1.5
With family 85 15.8
Other 18 3.4

Study
mode

Full time 499 92.9
Part time 38 7.1
Other 0 0

Study
year

Undergraduate year 1 169 31.5
Undergraduate year 2 151 28.1
Undergraduate year 3
(Placement/Study Abroad) 28 5.2

Undergraduate year 3 (Final year) 86 16
Undergraduate year 4 (Final year) 39 7.3
Postgraduate year 1 47 8.8
Postgraduate year 2 9 1.7
Postgraduate other 8 1.5

Study
area

Astronomy, physics, maths 95 17.7
Business 179 33.3
Computer Science 58 10.8
Education 74 13.8
Health and Social Work 64 11.9
Humanities 8 1.5
Live and Medical Sciences 59 11

The majority of participants (92.6%) reported that they followed lockdown regulations
with 0.4% stating that they were not following or ignoring guidance. Only 6.5% (N-35) of
the participants reported that they never have been worried by COVID-19, where other
students were worried to some extent about COVID-19. In relation to their online studies,
15.1% of the participants rated online studies as not effective at all, and other participants
rated online learning to be effective to some degree. Online studies were not stressful at all
for 5.6% of the participants, moderate to mild stress was reported by 40.4% of participants
and 47% of the participants reported that they were very or extremely stressed. The
majority of participants perceived some negative impact on their studies (74.4%), and 15.9%
stated that they perceived no impact on their studies, while 9.7% reported a positive impact
on their studies.

3.2. Measures

The survey consisted of 27 items and included demographic details such as sex, age, na-
tionality, place of residence, study mode and year of study. Following Plakhotnik, et al. [13],
the succeeding four scales were included as the variables of the study. All the items used a
5-point Likert scale.

Overall support: This was measured by an adaption of the social support scale
developed by Pierce, et al. [43]. Students rated the extent to which they had received
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support from university staff members, as well as friends and family. Students’ ratings
were measured on a 5-point Likert scale (e.g., “Please rate these as they apply to your
current experience: I get support that I need from the following: My lecturers”). A good
internal consistency of α = 0.75 was achieved.

General positive well-being: The study explored the overall effects that predictors
had on student well-being, and these were measured using a Likert scale. General positive
well-being was measured by five items derived from the World Health Organization [44].
This scale was used to measure student mood-based affect and responses ranged from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, etc. A sample item is “I have felt cheerful and
in good spirits and I have felt calm and relaxed”. A satisfactory internal consistency of
α = 0.74) was found.

Belonging (Identification): The single item scale developed by Postmes, Haslam and
Jans [45] was used to measure identification. It was adapted to capture the variable of
belonging. The single item was developed into a three-item scale and asked, “As a result
of the crisis: I still feel part of the University, I still feel part of my friendship group, I still
feel like a student.” This measured an overall sense of belonging (α = 0.74).

Student Concerns: This scale was devised by Plakhotnik, et al. [13] to assess partici-
pants’ concerns about the impact of COVID-19. Seven items were used to capture student
concerns and were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “not at all stressed” to
“extremely concerned”. These seven items made up two sub scales: concerns for degree
completion and concerns for future job prospects.

Degree completion concerns: the perceived effect of COVID-19 on students’ capacity to
complete their degrees and meet academic demands. The subscale included the following
items: “my exams and assessments”, “my ability to complete my course”, “my final
degree/course qualification grade” and “my grades”. This subscale produced a very
good internal consistency, which measured α = 0.89. Concerns for future job prospects
measured the perceived effect of COVID-19 on student ability to be gainfully employed
upon graduation. The subscale included the following three items: “my employability”,
“the wider economy” and “job prospects”. This subscale also produced a good internal
consistency (α = 0.86).

3.3. Statistical Analysis of Data

Version 27 of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to analyse
the data [46]. Means, standard deviations and correlations were generated using descrip-
tive statistical analysis (see Table 2). Multiple regression was used to test the hypotheses
(H1a and H1b) that COVID-19 concerns about degree completion and future job prospects
negatively impacted on general well-being. Multiple regression analysis using Hayes’ [47]
PROCESS macro model 2, which utilizes bootstrapping, was used to test if the two stu-
dent concerns significantly predicted participants’ ratings of well-being and the potential
moderating role of social support and belonging. Exploring these interactions may assist
in understanding the conditions under which student COVID-19 concerns and ratings of
well-being may differ, so as to help understand what may influence this relationship to
be stronger, weaker or possibly reversed. To establish the significance of this suggested
relationship, zero is explored to see if it lies between the values of lower level of confidence
interval (LLCI) or upper level of confidence interval (ULCI); if zero is not within these
confidence intervals, it denotes a significant moderating effect [47]. The results of the
regression are provided in Tables 3 and 4.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations of key study variables.

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4

1. Support 3.66 1.01

2. Belonging 3.40 0.92 0.509 **

3. General WB 2.38 1.06 0.473 0.485 **

4. Concerns for
degree completion 3.90 1.04 −0.308 ** −0.366 ** −0.531 **

5. Concerns for
future job prospects 3.82 1.05 −0.200 ** −0.278 ** −0.316 ** 0.695 **

Note: M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; N = 527; WB—well-being; ** p < 0.01, two-tailed. The numbers in the
title row correspond to the numbers of variables in the first column.

4. Results

The results section is divided into three subsections. The first subsection deals with
hypothesis H1a and H1b. The second subsection deals with hypotheses H1a, H2a and H3a.
The third subsection deals with hypotheses H1b, H2b and H3b.

4.1. Student Perceived COVID-19 Concerns on Degree Attainment and Future Job Prospects

The descriptive statistics and properties of the key scales and variables are shown in
Table 2. The variables were measured on a Likert scale of one to five, where five is a high
score and one is a low score on the variables in Table 2. Significant negative correlations
were found between COVID-19 concerns about degree attainment and future-term job
prospects and student well-being (H1a and H1b). Moderators, social support and belonging
were all significantly positively associated with student well-being.

4.2. Concerns for Degree Completion and Student Well-Being

In Table 3, the results of the regression analysis using PROCESS with concern for
degree completion as the predictor variable and concern for future job prospects as a
covariate indicated a collective significant effect between the students’ concern for degree
completion, for future job prospects and student well-being. The overall model explained
43% of the variance (R2 = 0.4349, F(2 = 6, 530) = 67.9812, p = 0.00).

Table 3. Multiple regression moderation analysis for degree completion.

Outcome Variable: Well-Being

Variables Coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI

Constant −0.0538 0.0355 −1.5158 0.1302 −0.1234 0.0159

Concerns for degree
completion −0.4242 0.0498 −8.5095 0.0000 −0.5221 −0.3262

Support 0.2384 0.0387 6.1551 0.0000 0.1623 0.3145

Concern for degree
completion X support 0.0450 0.0371 1.2148 0.2250 −0.0278 0.1178

Belonging 0.2463 0.0398 6.1889 0.0000 0.1681 0.3245

Concern for degree
completion X
belonging

−0.1043 0.0419 −2.4878 0.0132 −0.1866 −0.0219

Concerns for future
job prospects 0.1107 0.0466 2.3775 0.0178 0.0192 0.2022

The individual predictors for student well-being indicated that concerns for de-
gree completion (t = −8.5095, p = 0.000), concerns for future job prospects (t = −2.3775,
p = 0.0178), belonging (t = 6.1889, p = 0.000) and social support (t = 6.1551, p = 0.000) were
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significant predictors. The regression analysis did not support hypothesis H2a that social
support was a moderator on the relationship between student perceived concerns of the im-
pact of COVID-19 on degree completion and levels of student well-being (t = 1.21, b = 0450,
p = 0.2250, CI: −0.0278; 0.1178). The lower limit confidence interval (LLCI) is −0.0278,
and the upper limit confidence interval (ULCI) is 0.1178, and because zero is inside the
confidence intervals, the interaction does not have a significant effect.

Hypothesis 3a that perceived belonging moderates, the relationship between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on degree completion and student well-
being was supported (t =−2.4878; b =−0.1043, p = 0.0132, CI:−0.1866;−0.0219). The lower
limit confidence interval (LLCI) is −0.1866, and the upper limit confidence interval (ULCI)
is −0.0219, and because zero is outside the confidence intervals, it is a significant effect.

Overall, as seen in Table 3, the analysis of the moderating role of social support and
belonging found a significant interaction with belonging but not an interaction (moderation)
with social support. It was also found that for the undergraduate students, there were no
significant differences between the year of study for concerns about degree completion.

4.3. Concerns for Future Job Prospects and Well Being

The results in Table 4 indicate that there was a significant difference (t (471) = −2.09,
p = 0.037) between undergraduate final year students and those not in their final year
for concerns for future job prospects (M = 4.00) and the other years of study (M = 3.77).
The results of the moderation analysis are given in Table 4 with concern for future job
prospects entered as independent variable with concerns for degree completion as covariate
and well-being as the outcome variable. Belonging and social support were the potential
interaction (moderator) variables in this model.

Table 4. Multiple regression moderation analysis for future job prospects.

Outcome Variable: Well-Being

Variables Coefficient se t p LLCI ULCI

Constant −0.0409 0.0343 −1.1916 0.2339 −0.1083 0.0265

Concern for future job
prospects 0.1180 0.0473 2.4948 0.0129 0.0251 0.2110

Support 0.2427 0.0389 6.2374 0.0000 0.1663 0.3192

Concern for future job
prospects X support 0.0202 0.0402 0.5015 0.6162 −0.0589 0.0992

Belong 0.2344 0.0396 5.9185 0.0000 0.1566 0.3122

Concern for future job
prospects X belong −0.0556 0.0413 −1.3458 0.1789 −0.1368 0.0256

Concern for degree
completion −0.4454 0.0483 −9.2204 0.0000 −0.5404 −0.3505

The individual predictors for the impact on well-being were examined and indicated
that concerns for future job prospects (t = −2.4948, p = 0.0129), concerns for degree comple-
tion (t = −9.2204, p = 0.0000), model social support (t = 6.2374, p = 0.0000) and belonging
(t = 5.9185, p = 0.0000) were significant predictors in the model.

The results of the moderation regression analysis did not support hypotheses H3a
and H3b that social support (CI: −0.0589; 0.0992) and belonging (CI: −0.1368; 0.0256)
were a moderator on the relationship between student perceived concerns of the impact
of COVID-19 on future job prospects and levels of student well-being. As the lower limit
confidence interval (LLCI) and the upper limit confidence interval (ULCI) are both at zero,
the interactions do not have a significant effect.
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4.4. Summary of Main Findings

Student perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on degree attainment/realisation
and future job prospects negatively predicted levels of student well-being (H1a and H1b).
The moderators, namely, social support and belonging were positively associated with
levels of student well-being. H2a was not supported and therefore social support did not
moderate the relationship between student perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19
on degree completion and levels of student well-being. H2b and H3b were also not sup-
ported and therefore social support and belonging were not a moderator between student
perceived concerns of the impact of COVID-19 on future job prospects and levels of student
well-being. However, H3a was supported through regression analysis, in other words
belonging moderated the relationship between student perceived concerns of the impact of
COVID-19 on degree completion and levels of student well-being.

The results indicate direct influences on student well-being from concerns that arose
from COVID-19 about future job concerns, degree completion, social support and belong-
ing. The relationship between concerns about degree completion was moderated by a
sense of belonging (social identification) but not by social support. Neither of the two
moderators had an interaction with a concern for future job prospects and well-being.
So, the relationship between COVID-19 concerns and well-being is stronger among those
students with a lower (vs. higher) level of belonging.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study corroborate with that of Plakhotnik, et al. [13] that students
perceive support they received from lecturers and university administrative staff during
the pandemic positively impacts on levels of wellbeing, as well as their prospects of
completing their degree and securing jobs. However, what the study currently shows is
that belonging has an interaction effect in the relationship between COVID-19 concerns
and student well-being with a direct relationship with social support. In other words,
although support given to students is important, increasing support to students will be
enhanced with students’ having a strong sense of belonging. We shall therefore focus our
discussion on belonging. Yuval-Davis [48] argues that it is useful to distinguish between
three major analytical dimensions in which belonging could be framed: social locations;
people’s identifications and emotional attachments to diverse groupings and collectives; as
well as ethical and political value systems.

Concerning the first dimension, during the pandemic we saw students being relocated
from the residential university to their homes. At the time of data collection, only 0.7% of
students at the university remained on campus. Although students may have emotional
and other attachments to their homes (places where they live), these might not be associated
with studying/learning, so relocating students to their homes during South Africa’s first
hard lockdown could have impacted negatively on their sense of belonging. The physical
infrastructure that the residential university provides, including residences, lecture venues,
learning commons, sport facilities, etc., might all impact on students’ sense of belonging.
Concerning the second dimension, students in a residential university belong to different
groupings, including sports clubs, cultural and recreational societies, leadership groups,
student political groups, etc., to which they have attachments, which foster a sense of
belonging. Engagement in the groupings mentioned became eroded during the pandemic
and therefore a loss of belonging might have been felt. However, belonging does not
have fixity and is always a dynamic process [48], and during the pandemic, a sense of
belonging would likely have been fostered among students through social media groups.
It is important for universities to recognize that belonging is a dynamic process and that
various online platforms could be used to enhance students’ sense of belonging during the
pandemic and beyond. Concerning the third dimension, there is an ethical value that could
be invoked and cultivated to enhance students’ sense of belonging, that is, the cultural
value of ubuntu. Ubuntu is derived from proverbial expressions in several languages in
Africa south of the Sahara but also has value beyond Africa and resonates with many other
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concepts in the indigenous world. It is not only a linguistic concept and a cultural practice
but has a normative connotation embodying how we ought to relate to the other—what our
ethical obligation is towards the other. It promises an alternative to Decartes cogito, “I think
therefore I am”, which captures the dualism that characterizes much of Western thought
and explains the privileging of epistemology in Western education. Ubuntu—“Because we
are, therefore I am” does not separate ontology, epistemology and axiology—the three are
imbricated in one another. In short, it means humanness, that I am only a human being
because of other human beings. When I harm others, I am also harming myself, when I
love others, then I am loved in return.

Within the South African context, student dropout, throughput and graduation rates
were and still are a major concern [49], especially within a transforming and inclusive
higher education system set against White Paper 3: A Programme for Higher Education
Transformation [50]. While many programs have been put in place to address these dropout
and throughput challenges, it continues to plague the South African higher education
system. Drawing on Tinto’s [51,52] student integration model as a key driver to retain
students, much has been done in terms of the academic integration of students within
universities, with extensive academic support processes put in place. With respect to
Tinto’s social integration aspect of student integration within universities, belonging to the
institution has largely been conceptualized through institutional engagement and responds
to the question of what institutions are doing to engage students socially to enhance their
retention in their respective institution. The limitation of this perspective on retention is
that it emerges from the institutional perspective. The gaze now needs to shift to students’
perspective and should ask how students would like to enhance their social integration
into their respective institution. Hence, the notion of belonging that emerges from the
students’ perspective, which intrinsically would matter to the student, would open up
spaces to explore, as in this study, a sustainable way of keeping students interested in
their study programs, even in contexts such as COVID-19, where institutional isolation
may have limited impact on students wanting to complete their qualifications and seek
appropriate job prospects.

Noting that the majority of students enrolled were first generation students, their ex-
posure to university education is relatively low. It is further noted that through an analysis
of the depth of literature, student engagement continues to be a variable in educational
research that is aimed at understanding, explaining and predicting student behaviour,
emotional and cognitive elements in learning environments [49]. These two facts, viz., first
generation higher education students and student engagement as a key variable in under-
standing student behaviour, emotional and cognitive elements, within higher education
studies opens up a space for deeper insights into how belonging from the perspective of
students may influence institutional responses to providing sustainable learning environ-
ments to retain students to completion within a transforming and disruptive context. First
generation students have a deep sense of belonging to their respective communities and
way of life. Their migration into an unfamiliar community would need extra sensitivity
in relation to belonging to new communities (of practices), and as such, sensitivities to
bridging cultural practices, meanings, symbols and values are key to student perceived
successes [49], extending the notion of belonging in a familiar space to new spaces of
being—behaviourally, emotionally and cognitively.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, we return to SDGs 3 and 4 which focus on health and well-being as
well as quality education, respectively. The COVID-19 pandemic brought issues of health
and well-being into strong focus, and this includes the health and well-being of university
students. The challenges that hard lockdowns brought about, including the pivot to online
learning, have raised questions about the quality of education and how this could be
provided to all students. With respect to university education, the two SDGs intersect
because student health and well-being will inevitably impact on the quality of education.
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This study focused on how students perceived the pandemic to have affected their well-
being, in particular, how the support provided by university lecturers and administration
impacts on their levels of well-being, degree completion and job prospects. A key finding
was that even though supporting students is important, increased support will not be
effective unless students’ sense of belonging is enhanced. Belonging was found to have a
moderating effect in the relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and well-being.

The study suggests that universities may need to give greater attention to students’
sense of belonging when supporting them during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.
The managerial implications of this study are important as they draw attention to a manage-
rial reorientation. How might institutions focus efforts on the enhancement of the affective
dimension of student experience, especially given that a student’s sense of belonging and
well-being ultimately contribute to student success/throughput? It might require that
policy on student welfare be reviewed to foreground this aspect. There may be multiple
reasons for the key finding of this study, and therefore, further qualitative studies need be
conducted to corroborate this key finding so that stronger claims could be made. In South
Africa, the value of ubuntu, which is embraced by many, could serve as the ethical anchor
for cultivating a greater sense of belonging in students. Universities should recognise that
belonging is a dynamic process and that in a rapidly changing world, students’ needs for
belonging and their sense of belonging change and so, too, should universities’ responses.
Participation is an important ingredient for cultivating belonging, and students should be
enabled to participate in as many domains of university life, including teaching/learning,
research and community engagement. This is significant as it implies that students’ sense
of belonging is an integral part of well-being.

The COVID-19 pandemic has reminded us that life’s journey is a bumpy road, that
there are also cul-de-sacs, traffic circles, detours—sometimes, it requires us to reroute and
even make a U-turn. Whether or not the targets for the SDGs are reached by 2030 is not
important, rather, the commitment to what those SDGs embody is important. As human
consciousness on issues of sustainability increases, the responsibility of the university
to address issues of sustainability in all the activities also increases. In 2021, we saw
the Times Higher Education introduce its impact rankings for the first time, which are
the only global performance tables which assess universities against the United Nation’s
Sustainable Development Goals. Universities will have to increasingly account for their
contributions towards both ecological sustainability and social justice. With respect to
universities committing to what SDGs 3 and 4 embody, this study suggests that cultivating
students’ sense of belonging may be crucial.
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