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Why should public health invest in higher education? 

“This place is the Devil, or at least his principal residence, 
they call it the University, but any other appellation would 
have suited it much better, for study is the last pursuit of the 
society; the Master eats, drinks, and sleeps, the Fellows 
drink, dispute and pun, the employments of the 
undergraduates you will probably conjecture without my 
description.”  

Lord Byron, 1788-1824  

“Health is created and lived by people within the settings of 
their everyday life; where they learn, work, play and love.”  

WHO (1986) Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion 
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In the UK, there are: 
169 HEIs with 2.4million students  and 
370,000 staff  

Universities UK, 2008; HESA, 2009 

Investing in health and wellbeing is a 
win-win situation: 

Healthy learners and healthy staff 
will increase levels of achievement, 
performance and productivity. 
Universities have potential to make 
significant contribution to long-term 
health improvement of the 
population. 
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However, universities are large and complex systems that 
do not have health as their main aim or ‘raison d’être’. 
It can therefore be enormously challenging to introduce 
and integrate health and wellbeing – and in ‘making the 
case’, it is essential to argue in terms of impact on ‘core 
business’. 
Whilst there is a relative paucity of research on Healthy 
Universities, it is possible to draw on learning and 
evidence from healthy schools and other settings, which 
suggests that most effective programmes adopt a 
sustained ‘whole system’ approach addressing a range of 
factors and involving activity across domains. 

• Stewart-Brown, 2006 
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‘Healthy Universities’ is one application of the healthy 
settings approach, which is well-established in other settings 
e.g. Healthy Schools; Healthy Further Education 
The approach reflects:  

Ecological Model: health and well-being determined through 
interplay of environmental, organisational and behavioural 
factors; human and ecosystem health (‘people’ and ‘planet’ ) 
essentially interlinked. 

Systems Perspective: interconnected inputs, processes, 
outputs and impacts within, outside and beyond the university. 

Whole System Thinking: emphasis on introducing and 
managing change across whole institution – multi-factorial, 
multi-stakeholder, multi-domain. 
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In applying the settings approach to higher education, we 
must recognise that a university is a complex system… 

a centre of learning and development 
a focus for cross-disciplinary creativity and innovation 
a business, concerned with performance and productivity  
a partner and player within local/national/global 
communities  
a setting in which students undergo transition – facing 
challenges; and exploring, experimenting and developing 
independence and lifeskills 
a context that ‘future shapes’ students. 
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“A Healthy University aspires to 
create a learning environment 
and organisational culture that 
enhances the health, wellbeing 
and sustainability of its 
community and enables people 
to achieve their full potential.”  
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U
nderpinning Values 
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students 

lecturers 

caterers & venue 
operators 

wider 
community 

families 

support services 

…connecting between people 
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formal 
curriculum 

inter-personal 
relationships 

student finance  

transport 
infrastructure 

students’ 
union 

campus design 

…connecting between components of the system 
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sexual health 

alcohol & substance 
use/misuse 

physical activity 

advertising & 
sponsorship 

mental 
wellbeing 

food and diet 

…connecting between issues 
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Aims 
strengthen the English National Healthy Universities 
Network 
generate and disseminate web-based guidance tools and 
case studies 
support further national developments 

Governance 
Project Board comprising representatives from partner 
HEIs (UCLan, MMU, NTU, UWE, Teesside, LTUC) 
Leadership Advisory Group chaired by Prof. Richard 
Parish (CE, RSPH) & Ewart Wooldridge CBE (CE, LFHE) 
& comprising senior-level representatives from partner 
HEIs and national stakeholder bodies 
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The English National Healthy Universities Network has 
grown from its humble beginnings in 2005, when there 
were just eight universities involved – and it has expanded 
by around 50% since this project started in 2009. 
It now has representation from: 
 69 HEIs 
 27 other stakeholder organisations 
 Welsh Assembly 
 Scottish, Welsh and Irish HEIs. 



Website and Toolkit 

www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk  

 

 

http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/
http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/


Website and Toolkit 

www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit  

 

 

http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit


Website and Toolkit 

www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit  

 

 

http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit
http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit


Website and Toolkit 

www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit  

 

 

http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit


Website and Toolkit 

www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit  

 

 

http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit
http://www.healthyuniversities.ac.uk/toolkit


National Developments 
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Commissioned by RSPH to develop a Healthy 
Universities Model and Framework with recommendations 
– presented to Department of Health in 2010 (and Healthy 
Universities included within Public Health Strategy). 

Supporting parallel developments in Wales and Scotland. 

Secured commitment from UCLan to continue to lead the 
National Network 
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“A Healthy University aspires to 
create a learning environment 
and organisational culture that 
enhances the health, wellbeing 
and sustainability of its 
community and enables people 
to achieve their full potential.”  
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Thank you! 
 
 
 
 

Dr Mark Dooris, 
University of Central Lancashire 

mtdooris@uclan.ac.uk 
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