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Mental wellbeing is the combination of feeling good and functioning well. Digital technology widens
the opportunities for promoting mental wellbeing, particularly among those young people for whom
technology is an ordinary part of life. This paper presents the findings of a school survey on apps
and websites that have a primary purpose of promoting mental wellbeing, involving 308 young
people (12-16 years) and 86 staff from seven schools across a region of Scotland, UK. Nearly half of
the young respondents displayed a lack of understanding of mental wellbeing or misunderstood
mental wellbeing as mental health problems, and a very few reported using an app or website with a
primary purpose of promoting mental wellbeing. The main contribution to HCI is identifying a
problem area in need of further exploration: how to improve the use and knowledge of good quality
apps and websites for promoting mental wellbeing among young people aged 12-18 years.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Mental health is a leading global public health
challenge (World Health Organization, 2013).
Achieving good mental health requires the
complementary activities of promoting mental
wellbeing and preventing and treating mental health
problems (Keyes, 2014). This study is concerned
with promoting mental wellbeing. Mental wellbeing is
the combination of feeling good and functioning well:
feeling good incorporates the positive emotions of
happiness, contentment, interest, engagement,
confidence and affection; functioning well involves
the development of one’s potential, having some
control over one’s life, having a sense of purpose
and experiencing positive relationships (Huppert,
2009). A range of factors influence our level of
mental wellbeing including genetic, environmental
and socio-cultural factors, and life events. However,
evidence indicates that our actions may have a
greater influence (Aked et al., 2008). It is therefore
important to explore ways to support individuals to
promote their mental wellbeing.

Digital technology widens the opportunities for
promoting mental wellbeing, particularly among
those young people for whom technology is an
ordinary part of life. For example, in the UK, almost
all 12—24 year olds (98%) go online, and the majority
of 12-15 year olds (79%) and 16-24 year olds
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(93%) use a smartphone (Ofcom, 2016, 2017). This
study explores an area that is particularly under
researched: young people’s use and knowledge of
apps/websites that have a primary purpose of
promoting mental wellbeing. The research was
conducted within the context of a school setting,
given the increasing emphasis on mental health
promotion within schools across the UK over recent
years (e.g. Mental Health Taskforce, 2016; Scottish
Government, 2017). For example, in Scotland,
where this research was conducted, Health and
Wellbeing is a core part of the national curriculum for
schools (Education Scotland, n.d.). This paper
contributes to the body of research within HCI on
design for mental wellbeing. The main contribution is
identification of a problem area in need of further
exploration: how to improve the use and knowledge
of good quality apps/websites with a primary
purpose of promoting mental wellbeing among
young people aged 12-18 years.

2. METHOD

An online survey titled ‘Apps and Websites for
Promoting Mental Wellbeing’ was distributed to 10
secondary schools (ages: 12-18 years) across a
region of Scotland, UK. The survey had two
versions: one for young people and one for school
staff. The questions are listed below.
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2.1. Young People Survey

1. What school do you attend?

2. How old are you?

3. In your own words, what does mental
wellbeing mean to you?

4. *Which apps or websites have you used to
promote (improve) your mental wellbeing?

5. How did you find out about these apps
and/or websites?

6. How would you rate your knowledge about
apps and websites for promoting mental
wellbeing?

* Respondents were asked to skip to question 6 if
they have never used an app or website to promote
their mental wellbeing.

2.2. School Staff Survey

1. What school do you work at?

2. What s your role?

3. *Which apps or websites for promoting
(improving) mental wellbeing have you
recommended to young people at your
school?

4. How did you find out about these apps
and/or websites?

5. How would you rate your knowledge about
apps and websites for promoting mental
wellbeing?

* Respondents were asked to skip to question 5 if
they have never recommended an app or website
for promoting mental wellbeing.

3. RESULTS
3.1. Young People Survey

Three hundred and eight young people from six
schools participated in the survey, aged 12-16
years, with the age breakdown as follows: 12 years
(48 respondents), 13 years (64 respondents), 14
years (124 respondents), 15 years (61
respondents) and 16 years (11 respondents).

3.1.1. Q3: In your own words, what does mental
wellbeing mean to you?

A comment box was provided to collect open-ended
responses. The responses were organised into the
following nine themes, listed in order of size: lack of
understanding, emotions, mind, mental health
problems, coping, stability, healthy lifestyle, World
Health Organization (WHO) definition, and safety.

Lack of Understanding

Thirty-one respondents described mental wellbeing
in terms of what the phrase implies e.g. ‘the
wellbeing of your mentality. Twenty-five
respondents wrote a form of ‘I don’t know’. Twenty-
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three respondents wrote comments that suggested a
total lack of understanding e.g. ‘1 don’t have it’ and ‘it
means how strong your brain is and how well you
can read and write’. Seven respondents wrote that
mental wellbeing is important but did not elaborate.

Emotions

Thirty-four respondents described mental wellbeing
in terms of happiness e.g. ‘being happy and not
having depression’ and ‘if you’re happy with yourself
and are happy with your life in general’. A further 16
respondents referred to other positive emotions e.g.
‘feeling positive about yourself, life and people
around you’ and ‘having a good body image and
thinking positive thoughts about yourself. Twenty-
three respondents more broadly described mental
wellbeing in terms of emotions e.g. ‘it's like how is
your mood today, how do u feel and stuff like that’
and ‘it means that you have a good mental mind set,
and you know how to process different emotions’.

Mind

Fifty-six respondents described mental wellbeing in
terms of the state and/or health of an individual's
mind e.g. 'mental wellbeing is ur state of mind’. A
few of these respondents commented on ways to
keep the mind healthy e.g. ‘it's the way you care for
your brain for example sleeping and eating’. Twelve
respondents more broadly described mental
wellbeing in terms of an individual’s mind e.g. ‘it is to
do with your mind’.

Mental Health Problems

Twenty-nine  respondents  described mental
wellbeing in terms of the presence of mental health
problems e.g. ‘this means an iliness in your head
like depression and anxiety’ and ‘mental wellbeing
means that you have a disorder such as anger
management or you are depressed’. Conversely,
14 respondents described mental wellbeing in
terms of the absence of mental health problems
e.g. ‘it means your brain works normal and you got
no depresssions’ and ‘the fact that one is not
mentally insane makes them mentally well’.

Coping and Stability

Fourteen respondents described mental wellbeing in
terms of coping e.g. ‘it means people can cope with
the stresses of life and different things that challenge
them’. Nine respondents described mental wellbeing
in terms of stability e.g. ‘when you’re mentally stable’
and ‘mental wellbeing means how stable you are
and how well you can cope with situations’.

Healthy Lifestyle, WHO Definition and Safety

Eight respondents described mental wellbeing in
terms of a healthy lifestyle e.g. ‘mental wellbeing
means that you are healthy and active’. Four
respondents referenced the WHO definition of
mental health, which is: ‘a state of well-being in
which every individual realizes his or her own
potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life,
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can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to
make a contribution to her or his community’ (World
Health  Organization, 2014). Finally, three
respondents described mental wellbeing in terms of
safety e.g. ‘mental wellbeing means that you are
safe in yourself and you don’t feel insecure’.

3.1.2. Q4: Which apps and websites have you used
to promote (improve) your mental wellbeing?

A comment box was provided to collect open-
ended responses. Forty respondents answered this
question. Ten respondents wrote the name of a
specific app/website that has a primary purpose of
promoting mental wellbeing: Breathe, Childline,
Health, NHS Choices, SAMH (Scottish Association
for Mental Health) and Silent Secret (later
rebranded to Cypher). Two of these apps/websites
are directly targeted at young people: Childline and
Silent Secret. Twenty respondents named an
app/website not obviously connected with mental
wellbeing, although possibly beneficial e.g.
Instagram and Clash of Clans (game). The
remaining 10 respondents named a website
focused on mental health problems e.g. Depression
Chat Rooms and Moodjuice.

3.1.3. Q5: How did you find out about these apps
and/or websites?

Respondents could select multiple answers from a
defined list of choices, as follows. Forty
respondents answered this question. Fifteen
respondents chose ‘Guidance teacher at your
school’ (Guidance teachers deliver personal and
social education [PSE]); 10 chose ‘Friend at your
school’; 8 chose ‘Internet search engine e.g.
Google’; 4 chose ‘Apple iTunes or Google Play
store’; none chose ‘Other adult at your school’ or
‘School nurse at your school’; and 10 chose ‘Other’.
The responses for ‘Other’ were categorized as
‘other adults e.g. parents’ and ‘other technologies
e.g. YouTube'.

3.1.4. Q6: How would you rate your knowledge
about apps and websites for promoting mental
wellbeing?

Respondents could select one answer from a
defined list of choices: ‘High’, ‘Moderate’ and ‘Low’.
Half (154) of respondents chose ‘Low’; 133 chose
‘Moderate’; and 21 chose ‘High’. However, in light
of how those respondents who chose ‘High’
answered Q3 ‘What does mental wellbeing mean to
you?’ it is likely that they all overrated their
knowledge. For example, one respondent wrote ‘it
means do not smoke’ for Q3, displaying a lack of
understanding of mental wellbeing, thereby casting
doubt on their choice of ‘High’ for Q6.

3.2. School Staff Survey

In Scotland, all school staff are responsible for
pupils’ learning in mental, emotional, social and
physical wellbeing. Eighty-six staff from seven
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schools participated in the survey. Nearly half of
respondents (49%) were teachers. The remaining
respondents incorporated: support staff e.qg.
administrator, janitor and home school link worker;
pupil support assistants; and senior staff e.g.
depute head and head of department.

3.2.1. Q3: Which apps or websites for promoting
(improving) mental wellbeing have you
recommended to young people at your school?

A comment box was provided to collect open-
ended responses. Seventeen respondents
answered this question. Ten respondents wrote the
name of a specific app(s)/website(s) that has a
primary purpose of promoting mental wellbeing:
Change4Life, Childline, Couch to 5K, Headspace,
Mindspace, SAHM, Samaritans, Smiling Mind and
YoungMinds. Three of these apps/websites are
directly targeted at young people: Childline, Smiling
Mind and YoungMinds. Five of these respondents,
plus seven other respondents, also wrote/wrote the
name of 14 apps/websites that are either: primarily
focused on mental health problems e.g. MoodGYM,;
tackling mental health discrimination e.g. See Me;
or are only tangentially related to mental health e.qg.
Crossreach (charity that provides social care
services to vulnerable populations).

3.2.2. Q4: How did you find out about these apps
and/or websites?

Respondents could select multiple answers from a
defined list of choices, as follows. Seventeen
respondents answered this question. Five
respondents selected ‘Internet search engine’; two
selected ‘The Rowan Centre’ (the Child and
Adolescent Mental Health Service in our area); one
selected ‘Apple iTunes or Google Play store’; and
nine selected ‘Other’. The responses for ‘Other
were categorized as ‘conferences and professional
development events’, ‘colleagues and other
associates’ and ‘lesson planning’.

3.2.3. Q5: How would you rate your knowledge
about apps and websites that can support young
people aged 12-18 years to promote their mental
wellbeing?

Respondents could select one answer from a
defined list of choices: ‘High’, ‘Moderate’ and ‘Low’.
Sixty-three respondents chose ‘Low’; 21 chose
‘Moderate’; and two chose ‘High'.

4. DISCUSSION
4.1. Key Findings

4.1.1. Concept of Mental Wellbeing

The survey identified a range of interpretations of
‘mental wellbeing’ among the young respondents;
the two biggest themes were lack of understanding
and emotions such as happiness. This is consistent
with a critical review of the literature on children
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and young people’s views of mental health
conducted in 2008 (Shucksmith et al., 2009). The
review found that children and young people’s
definitions of mental wellbeing focused on themes
of being happy and feeling good about themselves,
although younger people (12-14 years) were less
clear about what is meant by mental wellbeing.
However, the review was limited by the paucity of
the literature at the time it was conducted. This
study enhances the review by providing recent
insights into what mental wellbeing means to young
people (12-16 years), in light of the increasing
emphasis on mental health promotion within
schools across the UK. In particular, the survey
finding that nearly half (42%) of the young
respondents displayed a lack of understanding of
mental wellbeing or misunderstood mental
wellbeing as mental health problems is striking.

4.1.2. Use and Knowledge of Apps and Websites
An implication of the survey findings on how young
people understand ‘mental wellbeing’ is that despite
growing evidence that digital technologies can be
used to improve mental health among young people
(e.g. Bidargaddi et al., 2017; Simons et. al., 2015), a
problem may exist as to finding those resources that
are likely to be helpful—due to lack of understanding
or misconceptions about mental wellbeing. This is
evident in the survey finding that of the 40 young
respondents who stated that they have used an
app/website to promote their mental wellbeing, the
majority (75%) named an app/website not obviously
connected with mental wellbeing or primarily
focused on mental health problems. l.e. a mismatch
was identified between what respondents think they
are using and what they are actually using. Digital
technologies, e.g. online social networks, can be
both advantageous and harmful for mental wellbeing
(Best et al., 2014). It is especially important therefore
that young people are guided towards good quality
resources that are likely to be helpful.

The majority (38%) of young respondents who
reported having used an app/website to promote
their mental wellbeing reported finding it through
their school staff. However, most (73%) school staff
who responded to the survey rated their knowledge
of such apps/websites as ‘Low’. Indeed, only
seventeen (20%) school staff respondents reported
having recommended an app(s)/website(s) for
promoting mental wellbeing, and more than half of
the apps/websites they named are either primarily
focused on mental health problems, tackling mental
health discrimination or tangentially related to
mental health. An implication is that some school
staff may also have a limited understanding of
mental wellbeing. This is consistent with a recent
large-scale survey of over 3,000 school staff in
Scotland, which found that 66% of respondents do
not feel they have received sufficient training in
mental health (SAMH, 2017).
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4.2. Area of Opportunity for HCI Research

While a limitation of the study is that the survey was
conducted in a single region of Scotland, the survey
findings suggest a problem area in need of further
exploration: how to improve the use and knowledge
of good quality apps/websites for promoting mental
wellbeing among young people aged 12-18 years.
Other research has also identified that good quality
mental health resources are not reaching older
young people aged 18-25 years at acceptably high
levels (Neal et al., 2011), and the Children’s
Commissioner for England has noted that while
there are some good websites for mental health, it is
a ‘matter of luck’ whether children find them
(Richardson, 2015). The numbers are too small to
draw conclusions, however, around a third of the
young respondents (30%) and a third of the school
staff respondents (35%) who reported that they have
used or recommended an app/website for promoting
mental wellbeing found it through an Internet search
engine or app store. Consequently, one possible
direction for exploration, for which there is currently
very limited research on, is: how young people (12—
18 years) and adults who work to support the
learning of young people, understand mental
wellbeing (which this study contributes to), and how
this is reflected in the terms and phrases (language)
that they use when searching online for
apps/websites. Health promotion recognises that
initiatives are unlikely to be successful unless
people’s own understandings are taken into account
(Secker et al.,, 1999). A better understanding of
these factors could potentially be a useful starting
point to improve the use and knowledge of
apps/websites for promoting mental wellbeing.

5. CONCLUSION

Mental health is a global public health challenge.
There is a growing body of evidence that digital
technologies such as apps and websites can be
used to support young people to promote their
mental wellbeing. However, nearly half of the young
respondents in this study displayed a poor under-
standing of mental wellbeing and a very few
reported using an app/website with a primary
purpose of promoting mental wellbeing. The main
contribution of this study is identification of a
problem area in need of further exploration: how to
improve the use and knowledge of good quality
apps/websites with a primary purpose of promoting
mental wellbeing among young people aged 12-18
years.
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