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Abstract 

Well-being is considered a prerequisite for a number of outcomes, including academic achievement, 

and yet research reporting on the association between well-being and academic achievement yields 

ambiguous results. A systematic review into this association, in accordance with PRISMA 

guidelines was conducted in PubMed and PsycINFO from June to September 2017. Title, abstract, 

and full text were screened by two independent raters, and 22 articles were eligible. Results were 

inconsistent, reporting both positive association, no association or conflicting results. Studies 

reporting positive association were primarily cross-sectional, focused on relational aspects of well-

being and on younger children, and used parent or teacher-ratings in addition to self-report. The 

conflicting studies indicated a need for future research into more specific aspects of well-being and 

academic achievement, preferably using longitudinal study designs. 

 

 

Keywords: well-being, academic achievement, systematic review, school, school-aged 

children, adolescents 
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Psychological Well-being and Academic Achievement among School-aged Children: A 

Systematic Review  

The well-being and mental health of school children is receiving increasing attention. 

Global organizations such as the World Health Organization (WHO), as well as local governments, 

are addressing the need to improve well-being among children (Simovska et al. 2016; WHO 2005). 

Psychological well-being is important for a number of life-outcomes, including the risk of 

psychopathology (Pynoos et al. 1999), education attainment (Brown 2004; Suldo et al. 2011), and 

quality of life (Park 2004; Ryan and Deci 2017). Psychological well-being is also associated with 

academic success (Simovska et al 2016), and has received a lot of attention in the school context 

(WHO 2014). Governments throughout Europe have implemented well-being measures, which 

systematically track and monitor pupils’ well-being, in the belief that these measures will help 

elevate academic achievement (Roberts et al. 2009).  

According to WHO, well-being consists of physical, social and mental aspects, and 

depends on complex interaction between individual and contextual factors (WHO, 2014). Positive 

well-being, when these aspects are balanced , should aid in realizing potential and being productive 

(WHO 2014). Enhancing well-being is a focus in European schools, in hopes of positively 

influencing school productivity and academic success (Simovska et al. 2016). Academic 

achievement outcomes represent accomplished curricula goals, and are mainly measured using 

grade point systems (Oxford Bibliographies 2017). Well-being of school-aged children is measured 

to a growing extent, with the aim of elevating their school performance.  

There are psychological theories, which purport to explain the association between 

well-being and academic achievement. One of these is Self-Determination Theory (SDT), 

introduced in 1985, which presents a framework for the study of human motivation. The SDT is a 

meta-theory focussed on intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation. Central to the SDT is a focus 
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on how social and contextual factors facilitate or undermine people’s sense of volition and 

initiative, their well-being and the quality of their performance. Conditions supporting the 

individual’s experience of autonomy, relatedness to others, and competence are said to foster 

volition, motivation and engagement for activities, including school performance (Ryan and Deci 

2017). Empirical studies of the SDT link the support and development of an individual’s well-being 

to motivation for academic tasks, indicating theoretical support for the proposed association 

between well-being and academic achievement (Deci and Ryan 2012).  

Despite attention on pupils’ psychological well-being and its theoretical association 

with academic achievement, research on the subject is sparse and has yielded ambiguous results. 

Some studies support a positive association between academic achievement and well-being (Chau 

et al. 2016; Lyons and Huebner 2016; van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013). The Lyons and 

Huebner (2016) study report an association between life satisfaction and math grades, and Chau et 

al. (2016) report poor health, social relations and living environment to be related to lower 

academic achievement. Other studies show that pupils were able to succeed academically despite a 

decline in positive engagement (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014). The authors conclude that despite 

declines in the overall quality of pupils’ positive school engagement over time, they did not lower 

their academic achievement. This result suggests that positive engagement and academic 

achievement have different developmental trajectories (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014). Other studies 

report inconsistent results, with different analyses showing contradictory results, and therefore, 

conclude that well-being cannot be seen as a clear prerequisite for academic achievement (Marques 

et al. 2011; Porche et al. 2016; Rüppel et al. 2015).  

Objective 

Governments throughout Europe have implemented well-being programs in schools 

with the aim of strengthening student’s academic achievement. However, research into the 
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association between psychological well-being and academic achievement point in different 

directions. This article, therefore, aims to conduct a systematic review of the existing literature on 

the association between psychological well-being and academic achievement, and aims to provide 

an overview of the current literature and results on the subject, to inform directions for future 

research. 

Methods 

The protocol for this study was uploaded by one of the authors (JN) to PROSPERO in 

May 2017 (Author 2017). The literature search was carried out in the PsycINFO and PubMed 

databases were searched between June the 1st 2017 and September the 1st 2017and was reported 

using PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al. 2009). Initially, a systematic builder search was carried out 

followed by secondary hand searches (see Table 1 for the details of the searches in PubMed).  

Search Strings 

Four blocks were specified for the builder searches regarding: 1. Well-being; 2. Academic 

Achievement; 3. Target Group; and 4. Context. In block 1, Well-being, a number of search terms 

related to well-being were defined in order to incorporate all aspects related to well-being in 

accordance with the WHO definition (WHO 2014). As the focus of this study is a psychological 

perspective on well-being, terms related to physical well-being were excluded. In block 2, 

Academic Achievement, a number of terms relating to academic achievement were defined, in order 

to capture school outcomes, such as achievement, and performance. Block 3, Target Group, was 

related to the specific group of interest, i.e. school-aged children. Block 4, Context, was related to 

the surroundings or context of the studies, i.e. school-settings. 

 

Table 1 here 
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The final search string in PubMed was as follows: Search ((((((((((((((((((((((((((((Mental health) OR 

mental wellbeing) OR wellbeing) OR well being) OR well-being) OR mental well being) OR 

subjective well-being) OR mental wellness) OR thriving) OR flourishing) OR coping) OR 

resilience) OR life satisfaction) OR quality of life) OR psychological health) OR mental 

health[MeSH Terms]) OR quality of life[MeSH Terms]) OR resilience, psychological[MeSH 

Terms])) NOT (((((((mental disorder) OR psychiatric disorder) OR chronic disease) OR disorder) 

OR mental disorders[MeSH Terms]) OR chronic disease[MeSH Terms]) OR disease[MeSH 

Terms]))) AND (((((((((((((((((academic achievement) OR academic performance) OR academic 

succes) OR school performance) OR school achivement) OR school succes) OR educational 

succes) OR school learning) OR academic aptitude) OR scholastic achievement) OR educational 

attainment) OR learning) OR educational status[MeSH Terms]) OR achievement[MeSH Terms]) 

OR learning[MeSH Terms])) NOT ((((specific learning disorder) OR learning disorder) OR specific 

learning disorder[MeSH Terms]) OR learning disorder[MeSH Terms]))) AND (((((((((((((((child) 

OR adolescent) OR adolescent) OR school-age) OR schoolchild) OR school-child) OR school 

child) OR youth) OR young) OR student) OR pupil) OR Child[MeSH Terms]) OR 

adolescent[MeSH Terms])) NOT ((patient) OR patients[MeSH Terms]))) AND ((((((((((school) OR 

school-based) OR school based) OR whole-school) OR school-level) OR classroom) OR 

classroom-based) OR classroom based) OR classroom-level) OR schools[MeSH Terms])) AND 

("last 10 years"[PDat] AND Humans[Mesh] AND English[lang] AND (infant[MeSH] OR 

child[MeSH] OR adolescent[MeSH])))) AND ("last 10 years"[PDat] AND Humans[Mesh] AND 

English[lang] AND (infant[MeSH] OR child[MeSH] OR adolescent[MeSH])))) AND ("last 10 

years"[PDat] AND Humans[Mesh] AND English[lang] AND (infant[MeSH] OR child[MeSH] OR 

adolescent[MeSH]))) AND ("last 10 years"[PDat] AND Humans[Mesh] AND English[lang] AND 

(infant[MeSH] OR child[MeSH] OR adolescent[MeSH]))) 
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Inclusion Criteria 

The following inclusion criteria were considered for the systematic review: 

Study Types  

Peer-reviewed studies with a quantitative outcome were included in the systematic 

review, including cross-sectional studies, longitudinal studies, systematic reviews and meta-

analyses. The identified meta-analyses and systematic reviews were only used for secondary 

searches, where their reference lists were checked to identify other studies of relevance. 

Intervention studies were excluded, as the focus was on studies with no intervention. Studies in 

which well-being and academic achievement were either both outcome variables or exposure 

variables, were likewise excluded from the review. 

Types of Participants 

Studies were included in which the primary sample group was school-aged children in 

regular and compulsory education. Thus, studies focusing on specific groups were excluded, e.g., 

children with psychiatric diagnoses, in special need education, from low-income families, homeless 

or those with chronic illnesses. 

Years of Publication 

The search was restricted to studies published within the last ten years, i.e. between 

January the 1st 2007 and June the 1st 2017. This was to ensure a focus on the association between 

well-being and academic achievement in the current school-system.  

Language and Cultural Context 

The articles included were written in English. 

Only studies conducted in Western cultural contexts were included, i.e. Western 

Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand. Research into cultural differences in school-
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systems show that great differences exist between, e.g., Western and Asian schools, and that this 

creates difficulty in comparing cultures (Umino and Author 2017). 

Selection Procedure 

In PubMed a builder search was carried out using the search string in Table 1. The initial search 

resulted in 26,834 hits. Restricting our search to those articles published within the last ten years, 

human studies, and English reduced the results to 8,112 identified articles. In PsycINFO, the builder 

search resulted in a total of 7,898 hits. Restricting the search to articles published within the last ten 

years, human studies, and English, reduced this figure to a total of 2,050 articles.  

Two raters (TTA and JN) independently screened both the 8,112 PubMed articles and the 2,050 

PsycINFO articles’ titles and abstracts, and discrepancies were discussed. Finally, TTA screened all 

articles at full text level, and concerns were discussed with JN.   

The screening at title level resulted in 239 and 131, respectively. The major reason for exclusion 

was a focus on physical health. Another common reason for exclusion was focus on specific target 

groups, i.e. pathological groups. Non-Western studies and those focused on high school or college 

students were also excluded.  

Of the 370 articles where abstracts were screened, 91 fulfilled the inclusion criteria. The main 

reasons for exclusion were qualitative studies, no measure of academic achievement and/or well-

being, focusing primarily on teachers’ well-being, investigating high-school students, and non-

western cultural contexts. A total of 12 duplicate articles were removed when merging articles from 

PubMed and PsycINFO. 

Finally, the full texts of the remaining 91 articles were read, which led to the exclusion of another 

69 articles, leaving 22 for the systematic review. The main reasons for exclusion at this level were 

studies where both academic achievement and well-being were outcome variables and those with 
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only proxy variables for well-being (see Figure 1 for a PRISMA flow chart). No additional articles 

were included from reference lists in the meta-analyses and systematic reviews.  

 

Figure 1 here 

 

Results 

The 22 articles which qualified for the review are presented in Table 2. Among them, 

15 reported an overall association between well-being and academic achievement. Seven reported 

no association, with two of them showing no association at all (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Rüppel 

et al. 2015), another two reported conflicting results, with different analyses pointing in different 

directions (Marques et al. 2011; Porche et al. 2016), and three reported associations with other 

variables, but not between measures of well-being and academic achievement (Holfve-Sabel 2014; 

Romero and Master 2014; Troop-gordon and Kuntz 2013).  

 

Table 2 here 

 

The results will be described and elaborated on in the following sections, following 

the PRISMA guidelines. The PRISMA table for synthesising results has been used and the results 

section will follow the PRISMA table headings (see table 2 for PRISMA table). This provides 

possible explanations for the conflicting results and shows tendencies in the research. Implications 

of results will be discussed, and lastly, directions for future research.  

Participant characteristics 

This heading summarizes the foci of the different studies with regard to participants, including age, 

number of participants and sampling methods.  
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Age group 

Of the 22 studies, 16 focussed on pupils in 6th to 10th grade (Chau et al. 2016; Diseth 

et al. 2012; Fogarty et al. 2014;  Holfve-Sabel 2014; Høigaard et al. 2015; Lyons and Huebner 

2016; Låftman and Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011; Ming-Te Wang and Peck 2013; Mine-Te 

Wang et al. 2014; Ng et al. 2015; Phan et al. 2016; Rüppel et al. 2015; van Batenburg-Eddes and 

Jolles 2013; Whitley et al. 2012), while five looked at children from 3rd to 6th grade (Kristoffersen 

et al. 2015; Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 2011; Murray-Harvey 2010; Porche et al. 2016; Troop-

gordon and Kuntz 2013). Three studies reported a broad target group, with participants ranging 

from 7-16 years of age (Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 2011; Porche et al. 2016; Strolin-Goltzmanet 

et al. 2014). No studies reported participants younger than 10 years of age. The age group in focus 

is therefore primarily the older school-aged children while much less attention has been paid to the 

youngest children when studying the association between well-being and academic achievement.  

All of the studies focussed on pupils aged 10-14, reported well-being to be associated with 

academic achievement outcomes (Chau et al. 2016; Holfve-Sabel 2014; Murray-Harvey 2010; Ng 

et al. 2015; Phan et al. 2016; van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013). A study focussed on older 

school-aged children, from 9th through 11th grade, showed no association between academic 

achievement and well-being (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014). This could indicate that age is an 

important factor for the association between well-being and academic achievement, in that well-

being is important for the academic achievement of the younger school-aged children, while no 

association was found in the study on older school-aged children.  

Number of Participants 

The number of participants in the studies ranged from 115 (Romero and Master 2014) 

to 65.680 (Porche et al. 2016) pupils. No consistent pattern was identified between the number of 

participants and whether or not an association between well-being and academic achievement was 
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reported. This means that results of studies with a high or with a low number of participants did not 

differ.   

Sampling 

Of the 22 studies, 17 reported sampling bias. Problems reported included the use of a 

convenience sample (Diseth et al. 2012; Høigaard et al. 2015; Rüppel et al. 2015), not having a 

representative sample (Lyons and Huebner 2016; Låftman and Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011), 

homogeneous samples (Ng et al. 2015; Whitley et al. 2012), small sample size (Mavroveli and 

Sánchez-Ruiz 2011; Troop-gordon and Kuntz 2013), socioeconomically skewed sample (Chau et 

al. 2016), skew in level of academic achievement (Romero and Master 2014), and not addressing 

the representativeness of the sample (Fogarty et al. 2014; Murray-Harvey 2010; Phan et al. 2016; 

van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013). Overall, the high number of studies reporting sampling bias 

indicates a need for more studies with higher reliability. No consistent pattern was present regarding 

these sample characteristics and whether or not the studies reported an association between well-

being and academic achievement.  

Study Design 

The 22 studies consisted of 13 cross-sectional and nine longitudinal designs. Of the nine 

longitudinal studies, five reported an association between well-being and academic achievement 

(Lyons and Huebner 2016; Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 2011; Ming-Te Wang and Peck 2013; 

Murray-Harvey 2010; Ng et al. 2015), while four reported either no association or conflicting 

results (Marques et al. 2011; Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Romero and Master 2014; Troop-Gordon 

and Kuntz 2013). All of the studies focused on measuring well-being as the determinant for 

academic achievement and not the other way around.  

Among the 13 cross-sectional studies, 11 reported a positive association between well-being and 

academic achievement (Chau et al. 2016; Diseth et al. 2012; Fogarty et al. 2014; Holfve-Sabel 
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2014; Høigaard et al. 2015; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; Låftman and Modin 2012; Phan et al. 2016; 

Strolin-Goltzman et al. 2014; van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013; Whitley et al. 2012). Two of 

the cross-sectional studies reported partial or inconsistent results (Porche et al. 2016; Rüppel et al. 

2015). Studies focussing on measuring the association between well-being and academic 

achievement using a longitudinal design tend to find an association in only 55% of the cases, which 

indicates no stable association between well-being and academic achievement.  

Measurement 

Measurement of Well-being 

The questionnaires used to assess well-being, focussed on individual, relational and/or 

contextual aspects of well-being. Though all of these articles claimed to measure aspects of well-

being, no commonly used instruments were identified. The measures of well-being used were, e.g., 

Student Life Satisfaction Scale, World Health Organisation Quality of Life, Strength and 

Difficulties Questionnaire and a broad range of non-standardised questionnaires (see table 2 for 

more details). This lack of common methods could further compromise validity and the ability to 

determine an association with academic achievement, as well as compare study results between 

different studies.  

Of the 22 articles, 14 focused on individual characteristics of the child, such as 

personal goals, engagement, and self-efficacy (Diseth et al. 2012; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; Lyons 

and Huebner 2016; Låftman and Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011; Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 

2011; Ming-Te Wang and Peck 2013; Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Ng et al. 2015; Porche et al. 

2016; Romero and Master 2014; Rüppel et al. 2015; Strolin-Goltzman et al. 2014; van Batenburg-

Eddes and Jolles 2013). Five of the studies focused on social relationships with peers, teachers and 

parents (Chau et al. 2016; Holfve-Sabel 2014; Murray-Harvey 2010; Troop-gordon and Kuntz 

2013; Whitley et al. 2012),  three on school environment (Fogarty et al. 2014; Høigaard et al. 2015; 
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Phan et al. 2016), and one on home environment (Chau et al. 2016). All of the studies that looked at 

the relational and contextual aspects of well-being, reported an association with academic 

achievement. Of the 14 studies focusing on the individual characteristics of the child, five reported 

no clear association (Marques et al. 2011; Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Porche et al. 2016; Romero 

and Master 2014; Rüppel et al. 2015). This could indicate that well-being cannot be seen as one 

single construct and that relational and contextual aspects of well-being might play a greater role in 

enhancing academic achievement than individual well-being factors do.  

Measurement of Academic Achievement 

Methods used to measure academic achievement included self-reported grades, school 

record grades (either specific subject grade or grade point average), test results, and teacher-rated 

academic achievement. Another method used to measure academic achievement, was self-made 

measurements such as academic quizzes (Phan et al. 2016). The variance of methods for measuring 

academic achievement further adds to the poor validity of the research in this area of research.  

The most common measure of academic achievement was grade point average, 

reported in 14 of the 22 articles (Diseth et al. 2012; Fogarty et al. 2014; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; 

Lyons and Huebner 2016; Låftman and Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011; Mavroveli and Sánchez-

Ruiz 2011; Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Ng et al. 2015; Phan et al. 2016; Romero and Master 2014; 

Rüppel et al. 2015; Strolin-Goltzman et al. 2014; Whitley et al. 2012). No pattern was observed 

between method of measurement and whether or not an association was reported.  

Rater 

All of the articles used self-report measures, whereas eight of the 22 studies added either teacher, 

parent or peer-ratings, as an additional source of information (Fogarty et al. 2014; Holfve-Sabel 

2014; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 2011; Murray-Harvey 2010; Rüppel 

et al. 2015; Troop-gordon and Kuntz 2013; van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013). A study using 



Psychological well-being and Academic Achievement among School-aged Children: A Systematic 
Review  

 13 

other-ratings in additional to self-reporting, reported no clear association between well-being and 

academic achievement (Rüppel et al. 2015), while the remaining seven articles reported well-being 

to be associated with academic achievement. In comparison, three of the studies using only self-

report measures, reported no association or inconsistent results (Marques et al. 2011; Mine-Te 

Wang et al. 2014; Porche et al. 2016), while the remaining 11 reported a positive association. This 

could indicate a discrepancy between scores from self-report compared with scores from other-

report. Critique of self-report as the only data source, and urges researchers to include other 

measures to supplement self-report data (Short et al. 2009).  

Analysis Method 

The most popular method of analysis was regression modelling, used in 10 of the 22 studies (Chau 

et al. 2016; Fogarty et al. 2014; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; Lyons and Huebner 2016; Låftman and 

Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011;  Ng et al. 2015; Rüppel et al. 2015; van Batenburg-Eddes and 

Jolles 2013; Whitley et al. 2012). Other applied methods were structural equation modelling (Diseth 

et al. 2012; Phan et al. 2016; Strolin-Goltzman et al. 2014), path models (Holfve-Sabel 2014; 

Murray-Harvey 2010; Porche et al. 2016), latent growth curves (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Troop-

gordon and Kuntz 2013) and correlational analysis (Mavroveli and Sánchez-Ruiz 2011). No clear 

pattern was observed between the choice of analysis method and whether or not an association was 

reported.  

Other 

The results of the review show a consistent pattern of gender differences throughout the articles. 

Generally, higher scores of well-being were reported for boys whereas higher academic 

achievement was reported for girls (Låftman and Modin 2012; Marques et al. 2011; van Batenburg-

Eddes and Jolles 2013). In addition, girls reported experiencing more demands than boys (Låftman 

and Modin 2012). With teacher support, girls experienced more emotional support, while boys 
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experienced more appraisal from teachers (Låftman and Modin 2012; Murray-Harvey 2010). One 

study that focussed on gender differences, reported that the gender gap seemed to be larger in 

families of low socioeconomic status (Kristoffersen et al. 2015). 

 

Discussion 

This study confirmed inconsistency in research results regarding the association 

between well-being and academic achievement. Some studies have reported a positive association, 

while others have showed no association or contradictory results. Though no clear overall result 

was found, the findings of this systematic review showed tendencies for some positive associations. 

Studies focusing on younger children (aged 10-14 years), studies that were cross-sectional in 

design, and studies focusing on relational and contextual aspects of well-being seemed to report 

positive association between well-being and academic achievement. Studies using additional 

information to supplement self-reports, such as parent or teacher ratings, also reported a positive 

association. No such association was reported in the majority of longitudinal studies and those 

focusing on older pupils. In summary, these mixed results indicate a need for further research 

investigating possible moderating effects of specific factors such as age, study design, and rater.  

A possible explanation for the conflicting results may be that the concept of well-being covers a 

number of aspects, including well-being at home, friendships, and relation to teachers. These might 

be associated with and influence academic achievement differently. Specifically, the results seem to 

suggest that a positive association between well-being and academic achievement can be reported 

when aspects of well-being relating to friendships, social relations and context are in focus (Holfve-

Sabel 2014; Kristoffersen et al. 2015; Murray-Harvey 2010; van Batenburg-Eddes and Jolles 2013; 

Whitley et al. 2012). That a focus on relations is important is supported by studies showing a 

positive association between the quality of children’s social relations and their well-being (Deci et 
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al. 1999; Deci and Ryan 2012). For that reason, social relations are considered to be an important 

aspect of well-being (Eid and Larsen 2008; Le et al. 2018).  

In Social Determination Theory (SDT) an individual’s experience of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness to others foster the most motivation and engagement in activities (Ryan and Deci 2017). 

This indicates that contextual factors are crucial for the well-being of a child. Children who report 

positive scores on social well-being measures, may have the required social support to provide the 

three basic psychological needs which SDT prescribes, thus creating persistent motivation for 

academic work (Deci and Ryan 2012). Empirical evidence has also been reported on the transfer of 

emotions between classmates, pointing to the importance of contextual influences for the well-being 

of the child (Zeidner 1998). Furthermore, studies have shown that classroom teachers contribute to 

creating the interpersonal climate that affects children daily (Deci et al. 1982). The extent to which 

teachers are able to create a positive and thriving environment is crucial for the academic success of 

pupils (Deci et al. 1999; Deci and Ryan 2012). Additionally, teachers’ enjoyment has been reported 

to correlate positively with pupils’ enjoyment, suggesting a transfer of emotions between teachers 

and pupils (Olafson and Ferraro 2001). This would indicate that a child’s relationships with teachers 

and with peers might be crucial for the learning environment.  

The findings of this study indicate that an association between well-being and academic 

achievement might change as the child ages. Only one study investigating older school-aged 

children was found, and this study reported no association. Results from longitudinal studies 

suggest that the association between well-being and academic achievement changes over time 

(Marques et al. 2011; Ming-Te Wang and Peck 2013; Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014; Romero and 

Master 2014). Previous studies focusing on children during the transition to high school, show a 

general decrease in well-being, while the focus on academic achievement and grades increase 

(Salmela-Aro and Tynkkynen, 2012). When children increase their focus on the outcomes of their 
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education, more time is spend on homework and on trying to improve their chances of entering high 

school, and this increases the competition between classmates (Salmela-Aro and Tynkkynen 2012). 

The internal competition might result in well-being and academic achievement taking different 

developmental pathways (Mine-Te Wang et al. 2014). Pupils’ positive emotions, such as 

enjoyment, is highest when starting school, and decreases as the child grows older (Pekrun 2006). 

In contrast, anxiety is lowest during early school years and increases over time (Schultz and Pekrum 

2007). This change of emotions could suggest that well-being and academic achievement take 

different developmental trajectories when the children grow older.  

Incorporating ratings from others, such as parents or teachers, might contribute with additional 

information, rather than relying solely on self-rate measures. Seven out of eight articles included 

parent or teacher ratings, and reported a positive association between well-being and academic 

achievement. Studies of developmental differences in children’s use of rating scales indicate that 

younger children tend to respond by using the extremes of the scales, which creates an almost 

binary response scale (Chambers and Johnston 2002). This raises doubts on whether young children 

are able to reliably respond to well-being questionnaires, which use complex response scales. Parent 

or teacher ratings could improve the validity of the studies (Chambers and Johnston 2002). Studies 

which assigned questionnaires about physical and mental health to both children and parents, 

reported that mental health questionnaires were more difficult for children to answer (Galloway and 

Newman 2017). Discrepancies between the answers from children and parents were reported on the 

mental health scales, while conformity was reported with regard to the physical health scales 

(Galloway and Newman 2017). This indicates that questionnaires addressing mental aspects of 

health are more difficult for children to answer. However, the limited number of articles using 

parent or teacher ratings included in this review means that we currently lack information to draw 
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any clear conclusions. Further research should be carried out into whether self-rate and parent/ 

teacher ratings yield different results. 

Directions for Future Research 

Though suggestions can be made about how to understand the contradictory findings, 

research on the association between well-being and academic achievement faces some major 

challenges. Shortcomings in the current literature were reported in the systematic review, including: 

1) sample representativeness, 2) lack of longitudinal studies, 3) little focus on relationships and 

environment, 4) lack of additional sources of information, and 5) no common measures used. These 

shortcomings became evident when conducting the moderator analyses as many analyses failed due 

to the small number of studies included in each category. The five shortcomings will now be 

elaborated on and discussed separately to point towards possible future directions for research.  

Sample Representativeness  

Most studies showed bias regarding the samples used. Reported bias included representativeness 

and sample size. Assessing the representativeness of the sample is crucial for the conclusions of the 

paper (Ramsey and Hewitt 2005; Olsen et al. 1994). If the sampling method is not randomized, 

selection of study subjects might be systematically distorted (Sitthi-amorn and Poshyachinda 1993). 

The studies included here mainly used volunteer participants, which can distort the 

representativeness, as volunteers are usually better educated, healthier and have better lifestyles 

(Sitthi-amorn and Poshyachinda 1993). Selection bias can therefore occur, if representativeness of 

the sample is not addressed thoroughly, and the study can suffer from problems with external 

validity (Ramsey and Hewitt 2005). Therefore, future studies on the subject must work to overcome 

sample bias and report representative samples.   



Psychological well-being and Academic Achievement among School-aged Children: A Systematic 
Review  

 18 

Lack of Longitudinal Studies 

Fewer studies were of longitudinal design. Cross-sectional studies only show a fixed picture of the 

association between academic well-being and achievement, and do not report on how this 

association develops over time, thereby eliminating the possibility of understanding the causal 

pathways between the variables (Judd et al. 1991). Research on the difference between cross-

sectional and longitudinal study designs concluded that longitudinal knowledge is of crucial 

importance (Kraemer et al. 2000). When wishing to contribute to the understanding of associations 

between variables that are not consistent over time, longitudinal studies have major advantages and 

should not be replaced with cross-sectional studies (Kraemer et al. 2000). This supports using a 

longitudinal design when investigating the association between well-being and academic 

achievement.  

Focus on Relationship and Environment 

While the research divided into foci on individual, relational, and contextual aspects of well-being, 

the was a marked tendency to focus on individual characteristics. Interestingly, among studies 

focusing on relational and environmental aspects of well-being, all but one reported a positive 

association between academic achievement and well-being, while studies focusing on individual 

characteristics were divided between those reporting a positive association and those reporting no 

association. Studies investigating the importance of good relationships and a positive environment, 

found these to be crucial in building positive well-being (Deci et al. 1999; Eid and Larsen 2008; Le 

et al. 2018), although answers on how this specifically affects well-being and academic 

achievement, are still unclear. Results here suggest that well-being consists of different aspects, 

which may be diversely related to academic achievement. Future research could benefit from 

developing a common and more complex definition of well-being to be used as a framework for 

future research in this area.   



Psychological well-being and Academic Achievement among School-aged Children: A Systematic 
Review  

 19 

Use of Other Raters 

As already mentioned, self-reporting was found to provide the primary information in all studies 

(Fogarty et al. 2014). Studies of self-report reliability show that they can provide important 

information, but that participants are easily disturbed by context and current mood (Short et al. 

2009). Self-reporting could be supplemented with information from parents, teachers and peers, to 

ensure better measuring. Future research should aim at understanding the specific contribution of 

additional information to self-reports. 

No Common Measures 

No commonly used measurement tools for well-being were found. The use of different measures 

might be due to the many definitions of well-being, as well as the difficulties in operationalizing the 

construct. The use of various different measures makes it difficult to assess and compare studies 

(Gregory 2011). Future research might need a common standard of measuring well-being to help in 

comparing and combining information on the association between well-being and academic 

achievement.  

Conclusion 

To sum up, this systematic review has investigated current research on the association 

between well-being and academic achievement. Policy makers and independent organizations such 

as WHO have raised awareness of the of how children’s well-being and effects academic 

achievement. Despite this increased attention, this review shows that research into this association 

is sparse and shows inconsistent and contradictory results. Few studies have been conducted on 

school-aged children below 10 years of age, and few longitudinal studies. Factors that might 

influence results include moderating effects of child age, study design, rater, and differing 

definitions of well-being. In order to fully understand the causal pathways between the variables, 

more studies are needed. The importance of well-being for academic achievement might therefore 
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be less evidentially supported than policy makers so far have thought. To fully understand how 

well-being influences the academic achievement of school-aged children, more research would 

need to be conducted.  

Implications 

Findings have implications regarding future research and political decisions in the 

school context. Results indicate the need for thorough research into the above-mentioned 

methodological issues. Future research could benefit from longitudinal studies aimed at 

understanding how well-being and academic achievement are associated over time. Another 

consideration is developing a common conceptual framework, used to understand underlying 

aspects of well-being, and the effect of specific variables, such as relationships with peers or 

teachers. This may lead to a more complex understanding of the association between well-being and 

academic achievement, such as whether general well-being is associated with academic 

achievement, or whether specific aspects of well-being, e.g. individual or contextual aspects, relate 

to academic achievement independently. This could provide important knowledge when political 

decisions are made about schooling. A more complex understanding of this association could 

contribute to increasing intervention effectiveness and to more evidence-based decisions on well-

being measures. This knowledge may enable teachers to better differentiate between pupils, thereby 

enhancing their learning. In this way, these research results are relevant from a scientific 

perspective and from a broader public perspective, where it contributes to individual schools and 

teachers’ working to strengthen the academic competencies of their pupils. 
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