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Abstract

University campuses reflect increasingly diverse communities and are considered important environments for
preparing students to function in globalised societies. As such, universities have prioritised the promotion of positive
diversity and inclusion experiences, which are often linked to student engagement in academic and co-curricular
activities. However, the role of diversity-related perceptions, conceptualised as campus diversity climate, in relation
to student engagement and mental well-being remains insufficiently understood, particularly within post-colonial
contexts such as South Africa. This quantitative cross-sectional study examined students’ perceptions of campus
diversity climate, student engagement, burnout, and perceived stress. The findings indicate that student engagement
was positively associated with campus diversity climate and negatively associated with student burnout and perceived
stress. In addition, campus diversity climate was indirectly associated with burnout and stress through student
engagement. The results suggest that while student engagement is an important factor, it may not be sufficient on its
own to account for variations in student well-being. Students’ perceptions of campus diversity climate appear to
represent an additional contextual factor associated with psychological outcomes. These findings highlight the
importance of considering both individual and institutional factors when examining student well-being in diverse
higher education environments.
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Introduction

Diversity and the increasing diversification of student cohorts on university campuses remain important strategic
priorities for globalised higher education institutions (Starck et al., 2021). Within post-colonial university contexts,
diversity is a particularly salient feature of the student experience, reflecting ongoing efforts to address historical
inequalities and broaden access. However, it is not diversity itself that may be associated with negative student
outcomes, but rather how diversity is experienced and perceived within institutional environments. In some cases,
negative perceptions of diversity or experiences of exclusion may be associated with poorer mental well-being among
students (Bantjes et al., 2019, 2021).

Student engagement is commonly defined as the extent to which students are actively involved in both
academic and institutional experiences, including academic participation and broader campus involvement (Kahu,
2013; Strydom et al., 2010). Meaningful engagement, demonstrated through sustained participation in learning
activities and co-curricular opportunities, is associated with stronger connections to the institution and an enhanced
sense of belonging within the university environment (Kahu, 2013; Strydom et al., 2010). These experiences have
been associated with improved psychological well-being and may contribute to reduced symptoms of stress and
burnout (Suldo & Parker, 2022).

Although there are potential benefits, significant challenges persist for diverse university campuses aiming
to improve student mental health through engagement. Students from various cultural, socio-economic, and
international backgrounds may encounter university environments differently, which can affect both their
engagement and mental health requirements. For instance, international students, frequently identified as minority
groups in global literature, may have distinct cultural expectations and mental health needs (Sakiz & Jencius, 2024).
In the South African context, however, the term “minority groups” more accurately refers to historically marginalised
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or previously excluded populations, who may not be numerically smaller but remain underrepresented in terms of
access and institutional inclusion.

Similarly, students from diverse socio-economic backgrounds may have varying levels of awareness and
understanding of mental health challenges, as well as differing levels of access to institutional support services
(Broglia et al., 2021). These differences suggest that a uniform approach to student engagement and support may not
adequately address the needs of all student groups within increasingly diverse campus environments.

Central to understanding these dynamics is the concept of campus diversity climate, which refers to students’
perceptions of diversity-related policies, practices, and institutional behaviours (Campbell-Whatley et al., 2012;
Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Vaccaro, 2014). These perceptions may shape students’ sense of belonging and
psychological safety, which in turn may influence their levels of engagement and overall well-being.

While previous research has suggested an association between student engagement and improved mental
health outcomes, less is known about how campus diversity climate relates to this relationship, particularly within
post-colonial higher education contexts. Students’ perceptions of diversity may influence how they engage with their
academic environment, and these engagement patterns may be associated with psychological outcomes such as stress
and burnout (Kahu, 2013; Lin & Huang, 2013; Maréco et al., 2020).

Accordingly, this study considers campus diversity climate, student engagement, and student mental well-
being as interconnected components of the broader student experience. The primary objective of this study was
therefore to investigate the relationships between student engagement, campus diversity climate, and student mental
well-being among a South African sample.

Literature Review

The following section provides a focused overview of the key study variables, including student engagement and its
relevance within diverse higher education environments.

Student Engagement

Student engagement is typically defined as the degree to which students are actively involved in their academic
experiences, encompassing behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions (Mazer, 2012; Schaufeli et al., 2002).
Behavioural engagement includes observable actions such as attendance and participation. Emotional engagement
refers to students’ affective responses to academic experiences. Cognitive engagement concerns the psychological
investment and effort directed towards learning (Heilporn et al., 2021; Kahu, 2013; Martin & Bolliger, 2018).

Both individual and contextual factors influence student engagement. Individual characteristics, such as self-
efficacy and intrinsic motivation, are significant contributors. Institutional factors, including classroom environment,
university support structures, and social networks, also shape engagement experiences (Luthans et al., 2016; Martin
& Bolliger, 2018). Alignment between institutional values and student expectations can foster a sense of belonging,
which is associated with positive academic experiences (Yue, 2023). Furthermore, teaching practices, collaboration,
and the use of technology support engagement by creating interactive and responsive learning environments
(Heilporn et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2011).

In diverse university contexts, student engagement can influence interactions among different student
groups. Engagement opportunities, especially those involving collaborative or co-curricular activities, facilitate
interaction across varied cultural and social backgrounds (Bowman et al., 2016; Velez & Jessup-Anger, 2022). Such
interactions may enhance cultural awareness and understanding, although the realization of these outcomes depends
on the inclusivity and accessibility of the opportunities provided. Informal engagement platforms, such as recreational
activities, further support cross-cultural interaction by offering less structured environments for engagement
(Bowman et al., 2016; Williams, 2022).

Institutional commitment to diversity and inclusion also influences student engagement. Universities that
provide visible and consistent support for diversity-related initiatives are often perceived as more inclusive,
particularly by students from historically marginalized or underrepresented groups (Velez & Jessup-Anger, 2022).
These perceptions can foster a stronger sense of belonging, which is a key factor associated with student engagement
(Chattopadhyay, 2022). However, the effectiveness of institutional diversity efforts in promoting meaningful
engagement experiences varies according to students’ perceptions of the broader campus climate.

Campus diversity climate

Campus diversity climate refers to students’ collective perceptions of psychological, behavioural, and compositional
aspects of diversity within the university environment (Campbell-Whatley et al., 2012; Hurtado et al., 2012; VVaccaro,
2014). The psychological dimension addresses perceptions of inclusivity and belonging in relation to students’
identities and demographic backgrounds (Hurtado et al., 1998). Positive perceptions of this dimension are associated
with a stronger sense of belonging and can facilitate cross-cultural interaction within the student community (Santos
et al., 2007). These perceptions are influenced by broader institutional and historical contexts, particularly in settings
where exclusion and inequality persist in shaping student experiences (Yaj, 2019).
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The behavioural dimension of campus diversity climate concerns interactions among students from diverse
backgrounds. These interactions shape overall perceptions of inclusivity and influence whether the campus
environment is perceived as cohesive or fragmented (Maramba & Museus, 2011; Pike & Kuh, 2006; Rathod, 2019).
Positive interactions contribute to greater mutual understanding and a stronger sense of community, whereas negative
or exclusionary interactions can foster perceptions of division or isolation, especially among historically marginalised
student groups (Worthington, 2008).

Structural diversity, which refers to the compositional diversity of the student body, represents another
dimension of campus diversity climate. The presence of diverse student populations may influence both
psychological perceptions and behavioural interactions, although these outcomes are not guaranteed (Abrica, 2019).
Studies indicate that higher levels of structural diversity are frequently associated with more positive perceptions of
inclusion; however, such outcomes rely on effective institutional policies and practices that foster inclusion and
meaningful engagement across groups (Griftin et al., 2012; Hurtado et al., 1998). Importantly, students’ experiences
are shaped not only by the presence of diversity, but also by how diversity is structured, supported, and experienced
within the institutional environment. Campuses that are perceived as lacking inclusivity or failing to facilitate
meaningful interaction across diverse groups are frequently associated with less favourable student experiences. In
certain cases, these perceptions are linked to increased psychological strain, particularly among students from
historically marginalised groups (Leath et al., 2023). These dynamics highlight the significance of campus diversity
climate as a contextual factor influencing both student engagement and well-being.

Student Stress and Burnout

Student stress is defined as an emotional and physiological response to situations perceived as overwhelming or
beyond an individual’s coping capacity (Robotham & Julian, 2006). In higher education, students encounter stress
from various sources, such as academic demands, financial pressures, social expectations, and institutional support
challenges (Akpinar, 2021; Apare & Enakpoya, 2024; Govender et al., 2015; Hossain et al., 2023). The nature and
intensity of these stressors differ across student populations and contexts. Prolonged exposure to such pressures is
linked to persistent psychological strain, including burnout (Chaabane et al., 2021; Maymon & Hall, 2021).

Although related, stress and burnout are distinct constructs. Stress is generally a short-term response to
specific pressures, while burnout is a chronic psychological condition. Student burnout is characterized by emotional
and physical exhaustion, detachment or cynicism toward academic work, and reduced academic efficacy (Schaufeli
et al., 2002). Additionally, burnout is associated with disengagement from academic activities and decreased
motivation to fulfill academic responsibilities (Maroco & Campos, 2012).

Stress and burnout are commonly used indicators of student mental well-being, as elevated levels are linked
to adverse psychological outcomes. In diverse university settings, students face various academic, social, and
institutional challenges that influence their experiences of stress and burnout. For instance, the transition from
secondary to tertiary education increases academic and social adjustment demands, contributing to greater
psychological strain among first-year students (Akhtar & Akhtar, 2024).

Students also encounter challenges related to academic expectations, administrative procedures, and
accessing institutional support systems (Baik et al., 2019; Bibi et al., 2022; Lister et al., 2023). Social and family
expectations further contribute to perceived pressure, especially when students must balance academic and personal
demands (Islam et al., 2022). Although these challenges are not exclusive to diverse university environments,
students’ perceptions and coping strategies may differ, affecting their overall psychological well-being.

South African Higher Education Context

Despite progress since the end of legally enforced segregation, significant challenges related to diversity and
inclusion persist within South African higher education institutions (Ramaahlo et al., 2018). Structural inequalities
continue to shape access to tertiary education, with evidence suggesting that historical patterns of exclusion still
influence participation (Walton & Engelbrecht, 2024). These issues are evident in various forms of student activism,
including movements such as #FeesMustFall and #RhodesMustFall, as well as protests concerning financial barriers,
accommaodation, and demands for curriculum transformation. Such activism has been interpreted as an expression of
ongoing student concerns about the pace and extent of transformation in the higher education sector (Boboyi &
Kang’ethe, 2024).

Furthermore, students may encounter exclusion due to unequal access to resources essential for academic
engagement. Disparities in access to technology and reliable internet connectivity can affect students’ capacity to
participate fully in academic activities, especially in settings that require digital learning (Isaacs, 2020; Woldegiorgis,
2022). Physical accessibility also remains a critical concern, as students with disabilities may face barriers that restrict
their full participation in academic environments (Chiwandire & Vincent, 2017).

These challenges indicate that students’ experiences of inclusion and support within university environments
are variable, which may influence both their engagement and overall well-being. Although student engagement is
linked to positive academic and psychological outcomes, these associations may not be consistent across all student
groups or institutional contexts. Notably, students’ perceptions of diversity and inclusion, conceptualized as campus
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diversity climate, may significantly influence the nature of engagement and its relationship to psychological
outcomes such as stress and burnout.

Accordingly, rather than assuming a direct or uniform relationship between engagement and well-being, this
study examines how campus diversity climate is related to student engagement and mental well-being within the
context of South African higher education. The study specifically aims to investigate the relationships among student
engagement, campus diversity climate, and student mental well-being in a South African sample.

Research Methods

The following section outlines the research methods applied in the present study.

Research Design and Approach
This study adopted a quantitative, cross-sectional research design. Numerical data were collected at a single point in
time to capture students’ perceptions of engagement, campus diversity climate, and psychological well-being,
operationalised through measures of stress and burnout (Spector, 2019; Weyant, 2022). Cross-sectional designs are
useful for examining relationships between variables within a specific context, although they do not permit
conclusions regarding causality.

Participants and Sampling

Data were collected using an electronic survey instrument, which was selected as a practical and cost-effective
method for reaching a geographically dispersed student population (Taherdoost, 2021). A non-probability sampling
approach was employed, combining convenience and snowball sampling techniques. Participants were recruited
through social media platforms, where they were invited to voluntarily participate in the study.

A total of 181 responses were obtained. Data were captured, organised, and cleaned using the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (IBM Corp., 2022) and R (R Core Team, 2025). All participants confirmed that they
were currently registered full-time students at a South African university and that their participation was voluntary.

The sample characteristics are summarised in Table 1 (N = 181). The average age of participants was 22.71
years. The sample was predominantly female (61.30%) and largely identified as Black African (87.30%). Most
participants were enrolled in a Bachelor’s degree programme (93.40%), and just over half reported living in non-
university accommodation (51.40%).

Demographical variable Result
Average Age 22.71 Years old
Gender
Male 38.10%
Female 61.30%
Prefer not to say 0.60%
Race
Black African 87.30%
White 8.30%
Coloured 3.90%
Indian 0.60
Study program
Bachelor’s degree 93.40%
Postgraduate degree 6.60%
Accommodation
University residence 38.70%
Non-University accommodation 51.40%
Living with parents 9.90%
Measures

Campus Diversity Climate

Campus diversity climate was measured using the Campus Climate Diversity Survey for Students (CCDS)
(Campbell-Whatley et al., 2012). The 16-item scale assesses students’ perceptions of diversity-related policies and
practices using a five-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree). A sample item includes:
“Diversity among faculty is important for my educational growth” (Campbell-Whatley et al., 2012, p. 10). The CCDS
has previously demonstrated acceptable levels of internal consistency, exceeding conventional Cronbach’s alpha
thresholds (Campbell-Whatley et al., 2012; Cohen, 1988; Field, 2013).
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Student Engagement

Student engagement was measured using the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale — Student Form (UWES-SF) (Gusy et
al., 2019). This nine-item scale assesses engagement across vigour, dedication, and absorption using a seven-point
Likert scale (1 = Never to 7 = Always). A sample item includes: “I am enthusiastic about my studies” (Gusy et al.,
2019, p. 37). The UWES-SF has demonstrated acceptable reliability in previous research (vigour a = 0.86, dedication
o = 0.83, and absorption o = 0.70) (Gusy et al., 2019; Taber, 2018).

Student Burnout

Student burnout was measured using the exhaustion and cynicism subscales of the Maslach Burnout Inventory —
Student Survey (MBI-SS) (Schaufeli et al., 2002). A total of nine items were included, measured on a seven-point
Likert scale (1 = Never to 7 = Always). A sample item includes: “I feel tired when I get up in the morning and I have
to face another day at the university” (Schaufeli et al., 2002, p. 477). The MBI-SS has demonstrated acceptable levels
of internal consistency and reliability in prior studies (Field, 2013; Schaufeli et al., 2002).

Perceived Student Stress

Perceived stress was measured using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10), developed by Cohen et al. (1983). The 10-
item scale assesses the extent to which individuals perceive situations in their lives as stressful, using a five-point
Likert scale (1 = Never to 5= Very often). A sample item includes: “Felt that you were unable to control the important
things in your life” (Cohen et al., 1983, p. 394). The PSS-10 has demonstrated acceptable reliability across multiple
studies and is widely used as a measure of perceived stress (Busa et al., 2024; Pallant, 2020; Siqueira Reis et al.,
2010).

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics, such as means and standard deviations, were computed to evaluate the central tendencies of
the variables examined. Data distribution was assessed using skewness and kurtosis, with skewness values < 2.00
and kurtosis values < 7.00 indicating acceptable normality (West et al., 1995).

Internal consistency reliability was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha (o) and mean inter-item correlations
(r), with a values > 0.70 and r values between 0.15 and 0.50 deemed acceptable (Clark & Watson, 1995; Field, 2013;
Pallant, 2020; Taber, 2018). Harman’s single-factor test was applied to detect potential common method bias.
Common method bias was considered unlikely if a single factor accounted for less than 50% of the total variance
(Eichhorn, 2014).

Construct validity was assessed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) implemented in the Lavaan
package in R (R Core Team, 2025; Rosseel, 2021), following the procedures described by Sun (2005). Model fit was
evaluated using several indices. Absolute fit indices included the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA
<0.06) and the standardised root mean square residual (SRMR < 0.08) (DiStefano & Hess, 2005; van de Schoot et
al., 2012). Incremental fit indices included the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI > 0.90) and the comparative fit index (CFI
> 0.90) (Wang & Wang, 2019). The chi-square statistic was interpreted cautiously due to its sensitivity to sample
size; therefore, the relative chi-square (}?/df <2.00) was also considered (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). Factor loadings
> 0.40 were considered acceptable (Pallant, 2020).

Pearson correlation analysis was performed to investigate relationships among variables. Correlation
coefficients (r) were evaluated for statistical and practical significance, with effect sizes classified as small (r = 0.10),
medium (r = 0.30), and large (r = 0.50) (Ellis & Steyn, 2003).

Mediation analysis was conducted using Model 4 of the PROCESS macro to estimate standardised
regression coefficients (direct effects) and indirect effects (Hayes, 2017). Indirect effects were assessed using
bootstrapped confidence intervals based on 10,000 samples. An indirect effect was deemed statistically significant if
the lower-level confidence interval (LLCI) and upper-level confidence interval (ULCI) did not include zero (Shrout
& Bolger, 2002; Zhao et al., 2010).

Results

The results are organized into three sections. The first section reports descriptive statistics, including means, standard
deviations, reliability coefficients, and indicators of normality. The second section presents the outcomes of
Harman’s single-factor test and confirmatory factor analysis to evaluate common method bias and construct validity.
The third section details the findings from the correlation analysis and simple mediation models, which examine the
relationships among the study variables.

Descriptive Statistics and Reliability

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, alongside reliability coefficients
and assessments of normality for the study variables.
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Table 2: Descriptive, reliability and normality results

Standard Cronbach’s Inter-item
Variable Mean (M)  deviation Kurtosis Skewness Ipha (0) correlation
(SD) apna (r)
Campus diversity climate 3.78 0.54 4.92 -0.75 0.87 0.30
Student engagement 5.06 0.83 0.57 -0.23 0.82 0.35
Student burnout 3.21 1.12 2.07 0.93 0.86 0.39
Perceived student stress 3.09 0.72 4.54 1.37 0.78 0.27

The results presented in Table 2 indicate that participants reported moderately positive perceptions of the
campus diversity climate (M = 3.78; SD = 0.54) and relatively high levels of student engagement (M = 5.06; SD =
0.83). Student burnout scores were within the lower-to-moderate range of the scale (M = 3.21; SD = 1.12), while
perceived student stress was reported at a moderate level (M = 3.09; SD = 0.72).

Skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable thresholds, indicating no substantial deviations from
normality, although some variables demonstrated mild kurtosis (West et al., 1995). Internal consistency reliability
was satisfactory across all variables, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients exceeding the recommended threshold of
0.70. The reliability coefficients were as follows: campus diversity climate (a = 0.87; r = 0.30), student engagement
(00.=10.82; r=0.35), student burnout (o = 0.86; r = 0.39), and perceived student stress (a = 0.78; r = 0.27), indicating
acceptable to strong internal consistency (Cohen, 1988; Field, 2013; Pallant, 2020; Taber, 2018).

Common method bias and validity

The results of Harman’s single-factor test indicated that a single factor accounted for 24.06% of the total variance
when all items were loaded onto an exploratory factor. As this value is below the 50% threshold, common method
bias is unlikely to be a significant concern in the present study (Eichhorn, 2014).

Construct validity was assessed using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with a maximum likelihood
estimator (Kyriazos, 2018; Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). The model demonstrated acceptable fit to the data based
on established criteria. The fit indices were as follows: ¥> = 708.01; df = 438; y¥/df = 1.62; CF1=0.91; TLI = 0.90;
RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.07 (Sun, 2005).

Correlation analysis
Table 3 illustrates the results obtained from the correlation computations.

Table 3: Correlation analysis

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Campus diversity climate 1
2 Student engagement 0.36%* 1
3 Student burnout -0.42* -0.65* 1
4 Perceived student stress -0.26* -0.39* 0.47* 1

Notes: *p < .01. Practical significance thresholds: 0.10 = small effect; 0.30 = medium effect; and 0.50 =
large effect (Cohen, 1988; Ellis & Steyn, 2003).

The results indicate that campus diversity climate was positively associated with student engagement (r =
0.36, p < .01), reflecting a medium effect size. Campus diversity climate was negatively associated with student
burnout (r = -0.42, p < .01), indicating a medium effect, and with perceived student stress (r = -0.26, p < .01),
reflecting a small effect. Student engagement was negatively associated with student burnout (r = -0.65, p < .01),
representing a large effect, and with perceived student stress (r = -0.39, p < .01), indicating a medium effect. Finally,
student burnout and perceived student stress were positively associated (r = 0.47, p <.01), reflecting a medium effect
size.

Standardized regression coefficients
Table 4 below depicts the standardized regression coefficient results obtained from the simple mediation modelling
in PROCESS (Hayes, 2017).

29 | www.ijahss.net


file:///D:/Papers/IJAHSS/www.ijahss.net

International Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences ISSN 2693-2547 (Print), 2693-2555 (Online)

Table 4: Standardized regression coefficients, student engagement, campus diversity climate, student burnout
and perceived student stress.

Bootstrapping BC 95% CI

Variable Estimate SE Lower Upper
Student engagement — Campus diversity climate 0.24* 0.05 0.15 0.33
Student engagement — Student burnout -0.78* 0.08 -0.94 -0.62
Student engagement — Perceived student stress -0.29* 0.10 -0.42 -0.17
Campus diversity climate — Student burnout -0.43* 0.12 -0.67 -0.19
Campus diversity climate — Perceived student stress -0.18 0.06 -0.42 -0.17
Student engagement — Campus diversity climate — -0.10 0.03 -0.18 -0.04
Student burnout**

Student engagement — Campus diversity climate — -0.04 0.02 -0.08 -0.01

Perceived student stress**
Notes: * The standardised regression coefficient was significant at the p < 0.05 level.
**Indirect effects were significant when zero was not included between LLIC and ULCI (Zhao et al., 2010).

The results of the mediation analysis indicated that student engagement was positively associated with
campus diversity climate (8 = 0.24). In addition, student engagement was negatively associated with student burnout
(8 = -0.78) and perceived student stress (5 = -0.29). Campus diversity climate was also negatively associated with
student burnout (8 = -0.43) and perceived student stress (5 = -0.18).

The indirect effect of student engagement on student burnout via campus diversity climate was statistically
significant (B = -0.10, SE = 0.03, 95% CI [-0.18, -0.04]). Similarly, the indirect effect of student engagement on
perceived student stress via campus diversity climate was statistically significant (B = -0.04, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [-
0.08, -0.01]). As the bootstrapped confidence intervals for both indirect effects did not include zero, these indirect
effects were considered statistically significant (Zhao et al., 2010).

Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the role of campus diversity climate in the relationship between
student engagement and student mental well-being within the context of a South African university.

Firstly, the results demonstrate that student engagement is significantly associated with indicators of student
mental well-being, specifically lower levels of perceived stress and burnout. This observation is consistent with
previous research indicating that students who are actively engaged in academic and co-curricular activities tend to
report more favourable psychological outcomes (Campbell et al., 2022). Engaged students are more likely to
participate in social and academic interactions, which can contribute to the development of support networks (Maréco
et al., 2020). These networks may, in turn, facilitate greater awareness of available support services and coping
strategies (Suldo & Parker, 2022). It is important to interpret these findings as associative rather than causal due to
the cross-sectional design of the study.

Secondly, student engagement was negatively associated with both student burnout and perceived stress.
This finding aligns with prior research demonstrating that higher levels of engagement are linked to lower
psychological strain among students (Kadiyono & Liyani, 2019; Olson et al., 2023). Engagement has also been
associated with increased motivation, academic resilience, and a stronger sense of belonging (Cazan, 2015; Romeo
et al., 2024; Sun & Liu, 2023). These factors may contribute to more positive academic experiences, which are
associated with lower levels of stress and burnout. However, these relationships do not indicate that engagement
directly reduces stress or burnout; rather, these constructs co-occur in meaningful ways.

Thirdly, campus diversity climate was associated with both student burnout and perceived stress.
Specifically, more positive perceptions of the campus diversity climate were associated with lower levels of burnout
and stress. This result is consistent with previous studies indicating that inclusive and supportive campus
environments are linked to improved student well-being, particularly among students from historically
underrepresented groups (Hardeman et al., 2016; Koo, 2021; Williams-York et al., 2024). In contrast, students who
perceive the campus climate as exclusionary or unsupportive may experience increased psychological strain when
managing academic demands (Cecil et al., 2014). These findings indicate that the broader institutional environment
is an important contextual factor in student well-being. Campus diversity climate was indirectly associated with
student burnout and perceived stress through student engagement. This suggests that the relationship between
diversity climate and student well-being may operate, in part, through levels of student engagement. In other words,
a more positive diversity climate may be associated with higher engagement, which, in turn, is associated with lower
stress and burnout. These findings provide a potential explanation for how these constructs are related, although
causal inferences cannot be made.

From a practical perspective, these findings underscore the importance of fostering both student engagement
and a supportive campus diversity climate. Previous research has demonstrated that students’ experiences of inclusion

30 | Student Engagement and Mental Health Amongst South African Students: Sean Mccallaghan et al.



Vol. 07 - Issue: 05/May_2026 Olnstitute for Promoting Research & Policy Development DOI: 10.56734/ijahss.v7n5a4

and belonging influence psychological well-being and academic functioning (Woodford et al., 2015). Universities
that implement inclusive policies and practices may create environments that facilitate engagement and access to
social and academic support systems (Seo et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2020). Such support structures may help mitigate
stress and burnout, particularly among students who experience marginalisation.

At the same time, it is important to note that engagement alone may not be sufficient to support student well-
being without a supportive institutional climate. Students who are engaged but operate in environments perceived as
exclusionary may still experience elevated stress and burnout (Aljadani et al., 2021; Seo et al., 2015). This
underscores the need for universities to adopt a holistic approach that addresses both individual engagement and
institutional climate factors. The value of assessing campus diversity climate as part of institutional strategy.
Understanding how different student groups perceive diversity-related policies and practices can help develop
targeted interventions. For example, previous research suggests that certain student groups, such as first-year students
and female students, may be more vulnerable to burnout and could benefit from tailored support initiatives (Altannir
et al., 2019; Qashqary et al., 2022). Interventions aimed at strengthening resilience and improving access to support
services may help students better manage academic demands and reduce psychological strain (Gong et al., 2023; Lin
& Huang, 2013).

Promoting mental health awareness and ensuring accessible support structures remain critical. Initiatives
that integrate co-curricular engagement with mental health support may enhance both student engagement and well-
being outcomes (Palos et al., 2019; Zhang, 2023; Zhang et al., 2020). A comprehensive institutional approach that
supports diverse student identities and promotes engagement is likely to be most effective in fostering positive student
experiences and well-being.
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