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Abstract 
This paper argues that existential anxiety is negatively affecting the well-being of higher education 
students. Today’s students struggle with a myriad of well-being issues including high levels of anxiety 
and stress. Existential philosophy provides insights into the dilemmas of modern society, especially 
anxiety. From an existential perspective, anxiety is the natural result of the freedom to choose one’s 
life, as we try to make sense of our lives. Since we live in an increasingly complex world, making 
major choices for our lives is a much greater challenge than in the past. Understanding the effect of 
existential anxiety on students can help teachers and administrators develop strategies to address this 
increasing problem. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
One of the greatest challenges facing higher education today is student well-being [1]. According to 
the 2017 National College Health Assessment, ‘in the last 12 months, 20.5% felt very lonely, 60.9% 
felt overwhelming anxiety, 21.6% diagnosed with anxiety, and 17.8% diagnosed with depression’ [2]. 
Student anxiety has become so prevalent in the past two decades that many are saying that we live in 
an ‘age of anxiety’ [3, 4, 5] and student counselling services are struggling to keep up with the demand 
[6, 7]. There are many factors that have been connected to the increase in anxiety levels, but I will 
argue in this paper that one of the most significant causes is the effect of ‘existential anxiety.’  

According to Existentialism, anxiety or angst is a natural reaction to the freedom to choose our lives. 
Today’s higher education students are struggling not only with a myriad of educational and career 
choices, but also choices regarding beliefs, values, and ultimately, the challenges of living a 
meaningful life. Choices around education and careers are much more complex than in the past as the 
world of work and career development is rapidly changing [8, 9]. Understanding how existential 
anxiety is affecting students is essential if we are to address the challenge of student well-being.    

I will first discuss the issue of student well-being in higher education, then explain the problem of 
existential anxiety, and then conclude with implications and recommendations for teachers and 
university administration.     

2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
Anxiety is an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts and physical 
changes like increased blood pressure. People with anxiety disorders usually have 
recurring intrusive thoughts or concerns. They may avoid certain situations out of worry. 
They may also have physical symptoms such as sweating, trembling, dizziness or a rapid 
heartbeat. [10] 

There are many terms used to describe well-being - mental health, subjective well-being, hedonic well-
being, eudemonic well-being, and flourishing, and each has been defined in various ways, so it is 
difficult to come up with a meaningful understanding of the concept. As Jackson [11: p. 23] 
emphasizes, ‘Well-being is an abstract idea that is difficult to grasp.’ The World Health Organization 
[12] views well-being and mental health as interrelated – ‘Mental health is defined as a state of well-
being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of 
life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community.’ 
The Government of Canada [13] defines mental health as, ‘The capacities of each and all of us to feel, 
think, and act in ways that enhance our ability to enjoy life and deal with the challenges we face. It is a 
positive sense of emotional and spiritual well-being that respects the importance of culture, equity, 
social justice, interconnections, and personal dignity.’ Ontario’s Well-being Strategy for Education [14] 
states, ‘Well-being is that positive sense of self, spirit and belonging that we feel when our cognitive, 
emotional, social and physical needs are being met.’ Other definitions of well-being emphasize 
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personal growth, optimal psychological functioning, positive relationships, environmental mastery, and 
self-acceptance [15, 11, 16, 17]. The common denominator in all these definitions is that well-being is 
an important determinant of our ability to function in the world and pursue goals.     

Well-being and especially the problem of anxiety, has become a major issue for not only the general 
population but increasingly for higher education students. The university environment has changed 
significantly over the past two decades resulting in a much more stressful learning situation [18, 5]. 
The transition from high school to higher education can be challenging and many students experience 
high levels of anxiety and stress affecting their overall well-being [6, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 
28, 29]. First-year students are faced with many new challenges including adapting to a new (and 
more stressful) learning environment, trying to make new friends, and getting used to a much greater 
independence than they had in high school [27].  

The results of students’ anxiety are profound and come with huge costs to the students and the 
university itself: an increased demand for counselling services and academic accommodations, as 
universities struggle to deal with the problem [6, 7]. Classes and course curriculums are being 
modified and students are being exempted from activities that cause anxiety, such as writing tests with 
their colleagues and participating in class presentations [30]. Eliminating these course demands have 
consequences for the student’s future work prospects and ability to deal with the inevitable stresses of 
work and life situations.       

Many factors have been found to exacerbate the increase in student anxiety levels including 
smartphone addiction, social media use, changes to the high school education system, over-protective 
parents, the rising cost of education, uncertain job market, alcohol and drug use, inadequate sleep, 
unhealthy eating, and a lack of social support [31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 5, 29]. All of these factors may 
contribute in varying degrees to the rising anxiety levels of students which affects their ability to 
function optimally. As a result, attending university can become a very negative experience instead of 
a positive and meaningful one.  

As important as the above factors are in the rise of student anxiety, I believe that one of the most 
significant and overlooked factors affecting student well-being today is the problem of “existential 
anxiety” in an increasingly uncertain and turbulent world. As Marino [36: p. 47] notes, ‘Anxiety is about 
the future, and, because of this, it impedes our ability to live in the moment.’  

3 METHODOLOGY 
People do die, people do struggle all their lives between the demands of real and 
counterfeit selves, and we do live in an age in which neurotic anxiety has mounted out of 
all proportion so that even minds inclined to believe that all human problems can be 
solved by physical techniques begin to label “mental health” as the first of our public 
problems [37: p. 9]. 

Existentialism has been described as a way to interpret the predicament or dilemma of people in 
modern society and the resulting anxiety and anguish [38, 39]. Golomb [40: p. 200] notes, ‘the 
existential question today is not whether to be or not to be, but how one can become what one truly is.’ 
Existentialism focuses on creation of the self, argues that human meaning is subjective to the 
individual, and emphasizes that the goal of human existence is the meaningful or authentic life.  

Existential philosophy focuses on the nature of individual human existence, as it ‘attempts to 
understand how events in life fit into a larger context…involves the process of creating and 
discovering meaning, which is facilitated by a sense of coherence (order, reason for existence) and a 
sense of purpose (mission in life, direction)’ [41: p. 1]. It is not a uniform philosophy but consists of a 
number of themes such as freedom, choice, authenticity, bad faith, and death which help us 
understand the human experience. One theme in particular, Anxiety or existential angst, can provide 
insights into today’s student experience, especially the problem of student well-being.   

From an existential perspective, anxiety is a natural state of the human condition, which arises from 
our freedom to make choices and to project our lives into a future state. ‘A person’s awareness of his 
unlimited or nearly unlimited freedom can be a source of anxiety or anguish’ [42: p. 54]. Anxiety and 
anguish are not just occasional states, but an on-going condition of day-to-day human existence. 
Individual existence is subject to continual turmoil and questioning, as people move forward in their 
lives to what they perceive to be the ‘right” life, i.e., authentic life.  
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None of us are fixed entities like tables or stones, but indeterminate, ambiguous beings in 
constant process of becoming and change. We are all free and can’t stop being free. We 
are all responsible for our actions and our lives are burdened with desire, guilt and 
anxiety, especially anxiety about what other people think of us. [43: location 132-135]. 

Today’s higher education students are struggling with a myriad of educational and career choices, but 
these choices are more problematic than in the past as the world is more complex and the nature of 
work and jobs has dramatically shifted and continues to do so. This ongoing turbulent environment 
significantly adds to the problem of existential anxiety. Students are trying to choose a life path that is 
meaningful and makes sense to them but meaning in work and life can be elusive to identify for 
today’s students. Viktor Frankl noted the challenge of finding meaning more than forty years ago – 
‘For too long we have been dreaming a dream from which we are now waking up: the dream that if we 
just improve the socioeconomic situation of people, everything will be okay, people will become 
happy…the truth is that as the struggle for survival has subsided, the question has emerged: survival 
for what…ever more people today have the means to live, but no meaning to live for’ [44: p. 21]. 

Students today are also growing up in an era that emphasizes ‘winning in life’ which is overwhelmingly 
equated to career success. ‘We are searching for meaning but meaning for many young people these 
days is synonymous with fame and fortune, and they view life as a choice between winning and losing’ 
[43: location 441]. This emphasis on ’winning versus losing’ places great pressure on their educational 
and career choices as young people feel that these choices will determine the rest of their lives. 
However, the pursuit of success is a no-win, as even if a person achieves her goals there is always 
more that can be accomplished in life, and this can lead to a sense of futility. Despite efforts to pursue 
our dreams, there will always be more to do. ‘We are always in constant process of becoming that we 
will never be completely fulfilled – not even if we win the lottery, swim with dolphins and drive a tank 
over a bus. There will always be something more we want, something we feel is missing, because to 
hanker after something, to believe the grass is greener on the other side, is fundamental to a creature 
that lacks itself in the present and continually strives to be at one with itself in the future’ [42: p. 113]. 

Additionally, students are heavily influenced by parents, friends, teachers and others, which makes 
them vulnerable to making choices that are not necessarily their own; the very definition, for an 
existentialist, of the inauthentic life. ‘Rather than submit to the norms of what has been called ‘the 
mass,’ ‘the herd,’ and ‘the crowd,’ the Existentialists encourage people to develop their uniqueness, 
their own special qualities’ [45: p. 32]. For young people today, the tremendous pressure to conform 
and the debilitating effects of social media, make their education and career choices more difficult than 
in the past.  

Also contributing to anxiety is a feeling of alienation students are experiencing in an increasingly 
impersonal world. Hari [46: p. 80] notes, ‘We do things together less than any humans who came 
before us. Long before the economic crash of 2008, there was a social crash, in which we found 
ourselves alone and lonely far more of the time.’ Society now moves at a faster and more impersonal 
rate and a sense of community is harder to find. ‘Man’s [sic] feeling of homelessness, of alienation has 
been intensified in the midst of a bureaucratized, impersonal mass society. He has come to feel 
himself an outsider even within his own human society’ [37: p. 35]. And Munn [7: para 11] notes, 
‘Loneliness and perfectionism lurk around every corner on campus and in society, despite or related to 
our virtual connectivity.’ 

Lastly, it is being suggested now that students are also suffering from ‘imposter-syndrome,’ and the 
feeling they do not belong at university [47]. The feeling of being an ‘imposter’ in life is a good 
descriptor for people who are living inauthentically [48]. ‘The performer inevitably performs not only for 
others, but also for himself; he is therefore acting rather than being what he is’ [49: p. 42]. 

4 RESULTS 
The problem of existential anxiety calls for new strategies in addition to the current methods being 
attempted to deal with student well-being. While we cannot eliminate all existential anxiety, we can 
substantially address the problem through four strategies.  

Firstly, we need to help our students understand that existential anxiety is part of the human condition 
and that there is no ‘anxiety free’ life. ‘However advanced technology becomes, however many useful 
little apps we have on our idiotic i-phones, i-pads and i-pods, it will never enable us to overcome our 
vulnerability, anxiety or mortality; our confusion about who we are and what we want’ [43: locations 
207-209]. We currently view student anxiety as a problem to eliminate but a better strategy would be 
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to help students understand that anxiety is natural, even if sometimes uncomfortable. Wartenberg [45:  
p. 157] notes that anxiety ‘allows humans to correctly understand the nature of the being that they are, 
but only if they have a full and complete experience of this emotion. For many people, anxiety is an 
emotion from which they flee, seeking in various ways to anesthetize themselves to its 
unpleasantness.’ This recognition of the naturalness of anxiety is the basis of existential counselling 
programs – ‘Existential counselling works with the assumption that people would spare themselves a 
great deal of further misery if they only realized this fact instead of thinking that there is something 
seriously wrong with them because they don’t feel extremely happy and satisfied all of the time’ [42: p. 
113]. 

Secondly, we need to develop students ‘self-management skills’ - emotional intelligence, cultural 
intelligence, interpersonal skills, problem-solving skills, critical thinking, self-efficacy, time 
management, stress management, and resilience [50, 51]. Additionally, mindfulness practices that 
emphasize meditation may be especially beneficial for students. The University of California Los 
Angeles, for example, has an on-campus Mindful Research Awareness Center which offers a variety 
of courses and retreats which are made available to students at no charge [52].  

Thirdly, we need to ensure that students have a support system of friends and university faculty and 
staff who pay attention to them on campus. The campus environment must be one where students are 
encouraged and supported in making friends and help them feel that they are part of a community. 
Anxiety cannot be eliminated but the more support students have from peers, teachers, and others, 
the better they will be able to deal with their anxiety. ‘Lonely people are scanning for threats because 
they unconsciously know that nobody is looking out for them, so no one will help them if they are 
hurt… many depressed and anxious people receive less love, as they become harder to be around. 
Indeed, they receive judgment, and criticism, and this accelerates their retreat from the world’ [46: p. 
82]. There are indications that even very general interaction in a classroom with others can have a 
positive impact on well-being [53].  

Lastly, we need to foster a university environment that encourages students to address the major 
existential issues of finding purpose and meaning in life. Ultimately, the greatest purpose of higher 
education should be as a time and place for students to ponder the major existential questions of life - 
Who am I? What do I want? How should I live? These are the existential questions all humans face 
throughout our lives but we are even more aware of them when we are at a crossroads and trying to 
decide which path to choose; as students most definitely are.   

5 CONCLUSION 
Frustration, insecurity, and painful striving are the inescapable lot of humankind, and the 
only life worth living is one in which this fact is squarely faced; for, if the existentialists are 
right, a life of frustration, insecurity, and painful striving itself generates values, and the 
values so generated are the only ones actually realizable and genuinely worthy of human 
pursuit. [54: p. 14] 

In this paper I have argued that existential anxiety is negatively affecting student well-being in higher 
education and outlined four strategies to address this problem. Universities need to understand that 
existential anxiety and other related existential dilemmas are increasingly affecting today’s students. 
They need to help students deal with their anxiety and enhance their well-being so that they can have 
a positive experience and make the most of their university education. This will not only help students 
be successful in higher education, but also help them deal with the challenges of life they will face 
upon graduation.   
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