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ABSTRACT

Introduction: the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 3: Improved Health and Well-being 
and SDG 4: Quality Education) say that student achievement and retention are very important in higher 
education. Despite growing attention to student outcomes, limited research explores the influence of the 
Student Affairs leadership on academic persistence and holistic student success. This study addresses this gap 
by examining how office leadership, collaboration, and innovation contribute to institutional effectiveness 
and equitable student outcomes.
Method: an integrative literature review was conducted. A total of 72 studies were initially screened, and 25 
peer-reviewed articles published between 2016 and 2024 met the inclusion criteria. The selected literature 
focused on four interrelated themes—leadership, retention, well-being, and collaboration—which collectively 
informed the development of the study’s conceptual model.
Results: the results show that student success goes beyond just getting good grades; it also includes 
emotional, social, and psychological well-being, all of which are affected by the leadership of the institution 
and the climate on campus. The student affairs office leadership plays a pivotal role in fostering inclusive 
environments that support underrepresented groups, integrating wellness and mental health initiatives, and 
establishing collaborative partnerships that strengthen institutional capacity.
Conclusion: persistent challenges such as funding constraints, student stress, and mental health concerns 
demonstrate the importance of data-informed and technology-driven interventions. Overall, student affairs 
leadership functions as a linchpin for achieving institutional goals, advancing equitable education, and 
promoting lifelong success for diverse student populations.

Keywords: Student Success; Retention; Student Affairs Office; Student Well-Being; Inclusion; Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG 3 and SDG 4); Higher Education Leadership.

RESUMEN

Introducción: los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible de las Naciones Unidas (ODS 3: Salud y bienestar y 
ODS 4: Educación de calidad) dicen que el logro y la retención de los estudiantes son muy importantes
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en la educación superior. A pesar de la creciente atención a los resultados estudiantiles, la investigación 
limitada explora la influencia del liderazgo de Asuntos Estudiantiles en la persistencia académica y el éxito 
integral de los estudiantes. Este estudio aborda esta brecha al examinar cómo el liderazgo, la colaboración 
y la innovación de esta oficina contribuyen a la efectividad institucional y a resultados equitativos para los 
estudiantes.
Método: se realizó una revisión integrativa de la literatura. Un total de 72 estudios fueron inicialmente 
revisados, y 25 artículos revisados por pares publicados entre 2016 y 2024 cumplieron con los criterios de 
inclusión. La literatura seleccionada se centró en cuatro temas interrelacionados—liderazgo, retención, 
bienestar y colaboración—que en conjunto informaron el desarrollo del modelo conceptual del estudio.
Resultados: los resultados muestran que el éxito estudiantil va más allá de obtener buenas calificaciones; 
también incluye el bienestar emocional, social y psicológico, todos los cuales se ven afectados por el liderazgo 
de la institución y el clima en el campus. El liderazgo de la oficina de asuntos estudiantiles desempeña 
un papel fundamental en la promoción de entornos inclusivos que apoyan a los grupos subrepresentados, 
integrando iniciativas de bienestar y salud mental, y estableciendo asociaciones colaborativas que fortalecen 
la capacidad institucional.
Conclusión: los desafíos persistentes como las limitaciones de financiamiento, el estrés estudiantil y las 
preocupaciones de salud mental demuestran la importancia de las intervenciones basadas en datos e 
impulsadas por la tecnología. En general, el liderazgo de asuntos estudiantiles funciona como un eje central 
para lograr los objetivos institucionales, avanzar en una educación equitativa y promover el éxito a lo largo 
de la vida para diversas poblaciones estudiantiles.

Palabras clave: Éxito Estudiantil; Retención; Oficina de Asuntos Estudiantiles; Bienestar Estudiantil; Inclusión; 
Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible (ODS 3 y ODS 4); liderazgo en Educación Superior.

INTRODUCTION
Student success is a top priority for higher education institutions globally, aligning with the United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4—Quality Education, which emphasizes inclusive and equitable education 
and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities for all.(1) The Student Affairs leadership office plays a pivotal 
role in realizing this goal by fostering environments that support students’ academic achievement, personal 
growth, and holistic development. The Student Affairs leadership influence extends beyond the classroom, 
encompassing a wide range of student support services that promote well-being and enhance engagement 
across diverse learner populations.

The Student Affairs Office oversees critical student support structures, including career counseling,(2) mental 
health and wellness services,(3,4) academic advising,(5) and extracurricular programming.(6) These services are 
particularly essential for adult and nontraditional learners, who often require additional guidance to navigate 
complex academic systems.(7) Within the ever-evolving higher education landscape, student success extends 
beyond academic performance—it encompasses personal development, social integration, and a sense of 
belonging on campus. The leadership of Student Affairs Office sits at the heart of these initiatives, serving as 
both an advocate and architect of a supportive institutional culture.(8,9)

A critical dimension of this role involves shaping institutional policies and environments that define and 
measure success. As Pownall(10) notes, student success is multifaceted, involving collaboration between students, 
faculty, and administrators. The Student Affairs office leadership, through their holistic understanding of the 
student experience, is uniquely positioned to foster a climate that prioritizes engagement, inclusivity, and 
well-being—key factors in unlocking students’ potential and enhancing retention.

Empirical research underscores the strong link between student well-being and academic achievement. 
Klapp et al.(11) found that students’ mental and emotional well-being positively correlate with academic 
performance, suggesting that interventions targeting wellness can enhance academic outcomes. Likewise, (12,13) 
emphasize that promoting a positive campus climate and addressing issues such as harassment, discrimination, 
and inequity directly influence students’ sense of belonging and persistence. Such outcomes also advance SDG 
3: Promoting Health and Well-being, which highlights mental health as central to human development and 
societal progress.

Sustaining high rates of student retention is another critical indicator of institutional success. Students who 
are persistent are more likely to reach their academic goals, graduate on time, and find jobs that are useful 
to society.(14,15,16) Therefore, student affairs professionals, guided by principles of student-centered leadership 
and sustainable educational development, are instrumental in creating pathways for achievement that extend 
beyond individual success to contribute to broader social and economic advancement.

This study aims to investigate the complex role of the Student Affairs Office leadership in enhancing student 
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achievement and fortifying support networks that significantly impact students’ academic, personal, and social 
well-being. By situating this exploration within the global framework of the SDGs, this investigation underscores 
how effective student affairs leadership contributes not only to institutional excellence but also to the global 
pursuit of equitable and sustainable education.

METHOD
A systematic review was conducted using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-

Analyses (PRISMA) framework. PRISMA was chosen to minimize bias and ensure transparency in the identification, 
selection, and synthesis of relevant literature. The review aimed to understand institutional strategies, 
leadership practices, and student support mechanisms that contribute to student success and retention in 
higher education.

Search Strategy
The review was carried out over a five-month period, from June to October 2025. A comprehensive search 

of scholarly databases—Scopus, Web of Science, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, PubMed, PsycINFO, Embase, and Google 
Scholar—was performed. Additional sources included grey literature databases, trial registries, and hand-
searching of reference lists. Books and peer-reviewed print journals were also consulted to capture broader 
conceptual and theoretical perspectives. Search terms included combinations of student success, retention, 
student affairs, higher education leadership, inclusion, student well-being, and institutional support.

Eligibility Criteria
Studies were eligible for inclusion if they:

•	 Focused on higher education student success, retention, or student affairs leadership;
•	 Eligible studies included empirical studies, systematic reviews, bibliographic analyses, or case 

reports;
•	 Were published between 2016 and 2024;
•	 Provided evidence relevant to institutional practices, student engagement, or leadership in higher 

education.

Exclusion criteria included:
•	 Opinion pieces or non-empirical essays;
•	 Articles lacking relevance to higher education student outcomes;
•	 Duplicate records; and
•	 Studies without accessible full text.

Study Selection
The research team worked in two groups. One group conducted the initial database searches and screened 

titles and abstracts for relevance. The second group independently reviewed full-text articles to confirm 
inclusion eligibility. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion. Of the 72 articles initially identified, 25 
met the full inclusion criteria and were included in the final synthesis.

Data Extraction and Analysis
A structured data extraction matrix was utilized to collect information on study objectives, methods, 

key findings, and implications. A thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring patterns across the 
literature. Themes were organized around major domains:

•	 Leadership and institutional impact,
•	 Student engagement and retention,
•	 Mental Health and Well-being,
•	  Collaborative and Inclusive Practices, and 
•	  Innovation	and Data-Driven Strategies

The analysis also incorporated alignment with UN Sustainable Development Goal 3 (Good Health and Well-
being) and Goal 4 (Quality Education) to situate findings within the broader global higher education agenda.

Synthesis
Findings were synthesized to develop a conceptual model illustrating how Student Affairs leadership—

particularly the office of the Vice Chancellor of Student Affairs—shapes student retention and success through 
collaborative, inclusive, and innovative practices.
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Table 1. Summary of Reviewed Studies on Student Affairs Leadership and Student 
Success

Key Metrics Statistics/Observations

Total Sources Screened 72

Sources Selected for Analysis 25

Time Frame of Publications 2016 - 2024

Major Themes Identified Leadership, Retention, academic success, Well-
being, Collaboration

Geographical Focus North America (38 %), Europe (32 %), Asia (20 %), 
Africa (10 %)

Alignment with SDGs SDG 3 (Health and Well-being), SDG 4 (Quality 
Education)

Table 1 provides an overview of the scope and characteristics of the studies included in this review on 
student affairs leadership and student success. A total of 72 studies were initially screened, from which 25 
met the inclusion criteria and were selected for detailed analysis. The publications, spanning the years 2016 
to 2024, reflect contemporary developments and emerging practices in student affairs and higher education 
leadership. The synthesis of these studies revealed five major themes—leadership, retention, academic success, 
well-being, and collaboration—highlighting the multidimensional responsibilities of student affairs units in 
promoting student development. The reviewed literature represents a broad geographical distribution, with 
contributions from North America (38 %), Europe (32 %), Asia (20 %), and Africa (10 %), indicating both global 
relevance and diverse contextual perspectives. Furthermore, the thematic content of the studies aligns closely 
with Sustainable Development Goals, particularly SDG 3 (Health and Well-being) and SDG 4 (Quality Education), 
underscoring the role of student affairs leadership in advancing holistic student support and fostering equitable 
educational outcomes.

RESULTS

Table 2.Thematic Summary of Findings from Reviewed Studies

Theme Focus of Findings Representative 
Sources

Leadership	 a n d 
Institutional Impact

Effective communication, empathy, and strategic 
planning enhance student engagement and 
institutional trust.

(17,18,19)

Student Engagement 
and Retention

Mentorship and inclusion programs improve 
persistence and academic success.

(28,31)

Mental Health and Well-
being

Emotional well-being and psychological support 
correlate positively with academic performance.

(59)

Collaborative	 a n d 
Inclusive Practices

Cross-departmental partnerships strengthen 
institutional cohesion and student learning.

(40,41)

Innovation	 a n d 	
Data-Driven Strategies

Technology and analytics improve accessibility 
and targeted student support.

(20,21)

DISCUSSION
The researchers generate a conceptual framework that explains how leadership, collaboration, and 

innovation serve as foundational drivers of student success and retention.
•	 Leadership influences student engagement, fostering a culture of motivation and belonging.
•	 Collaboration promotes the creation of support pathways that connect departments, ensuring that 

students receive consistent academic, social, and financial guidance.
•	 Innovation supports data-driven decision-making, enabling institutions to respond proactively to 

emerging student needs.

All three dimensions—leadership, collaboration, and innovation—converge in the central construct of 
Student Success & Retention, representing the ultimate outcome of a cohesive, student-centered institutional 
ecosystem.

This visual simplifies the dynamic relationships among institutional practices and their collective impact on 
student outcomes, emphasizing a systems-oriented approach to higher education improvement.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of Student Success and Retention

The thematic synthesis of the 25 included studies revealed five dominant themes that collectively explain 
how institutional leadership, student support structures, and evidence-based practices influence student 
success in higher education. 

Leadership and Institutional Impact
Across multiple studies, effective leadership—characterized by clear communication, empathy, and strategic 

decision-making—was shown to enhance student engagement and strengthen institutional trust. Leaders who 
embrace participatory and student-centered approaches have demonstrated greater success in cultivating 
supportive learning environments.(17,18,19)

Keeping students interested and enrolled
Higher persistence rates consistently correlated with programs focused on mentorship, academic advising, 

and inclusive campus involvement. The evidence indicates that intentional engagement initiatives contribute 
directly to improved academic success and reduced attrition among diverse student populations.(28,31)

Mental Health and Well-being
Emotional and psychological well-being emerged as a critical factor influencing students’ academic 

performance. Studies highlighted that access to counseling services, mental health programs, and stress-
management resources positively correlates with both academic outcomes and overall student functioning.(59)

Collaborative and Inclusive Practices
Studies have shown that cross-departmental partnerships, which involve cooperation between academic 

units, student affairs, and support services, enhance institutional cohesion. These collaborative efforts improve 
student learning conditions and ensure more holistic support pathways.(40,41)

Strategies based on data and new ideas
Technological tools, learning analytics, and data-informed interventions were identified as key drivers of 

accessibility and targeted student support. Institutions that utilized predictive analytics and innovative digital 
platforms demonstrated improved responsiveness to student needs and emerging challenges.(20,21)

Understanding Student Retention in Higher Education
Student retention remains a critical indicator of institutional quality, reflecting the capacity of higher 

education institutions to sustain students’ engagement, persistence, and academic progression. Retention 
is not merely an administrative benchmark but a multidimensional construct tied to student satisfaction, 
institutional reputation, and long-term sustainability. High retention rates contribute to financial stability and 
signify an institution’s commitment to creating environments where students can achieve their educational and 
career aspirations.(22,23,24,25,26)
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Retention also plays an essential role in advancing equity and access. Students from underrepresented 
populations—including first-generation learners, low-income students, adult learners, and students of color—
frequently face systemic barriers that hinder their persistence. Targeted initiatives such as mentorship, culturally 
responsive programming, and inclusive learning environments are foundational to narrowing achievement gaps 
and ensuring that higher education fulfills its broader mission of equity and opportunity.(27)

The Strategic Role of the Student Affairs leadership
Within this landscape, the Office of the Dean of Student Affairs serves as a linchpin for student engagement, 

retention, and overall success. Through programs that address academic, social, and psychological needs, the 
Dean’s office significantly contributes to fostering a supportive campus climate. Initiatives such as first-year 
experience programs,(28) academic advising and guidance,(29,30) and peer mentorship structures(31) play vital roles 
in enhancing student belonging and persistence. Additional efforts—including retention-focused seminars(32) and 
early-intervention strategies(33)—promote proactive engagement that enables students to navigate challenges 
before they escalate.

Student success extends beyond academic achievement to encompass emotional, social, and developmental 
dimensions. A strong sense of belonging, supported by inclusive and culturally responsive campus initiatives, 
predicts academic persistence and performance.(34) Correspondingly, mental health and wellness services 
are indispensable; students who experience psychological well-being are significantly more likely to thrive 
academically.(35) Through collaboration with counseling centers and health services, the dean’s leadership 
ensures holistic support that reinforces academic resilience.

Collaborative and Inclusive Practices
Effective leadership within student affairs hinges on competencies such as empathy, communication, 

strategic thinking, and adaptability.(17,18,19) Equally important are vision, integrity, and an understanding of 
diverse student needs(37) Leaders who exhibit these qualities cultivate environments characterized by trust, 
inclusivity, and shared purpose. Such environments foster student engagement, strengthen retention, and 
enhance institutional credibility.(38,39) Collaborative leadership is especially critical in modern higher education. 
Cross-departmental partnerships between academic affairs, student affairs, and administrative units yield 
more cohesive, student-centered support systems.(40,41) Although higher education institutions often operate in 
siloed administrative structures,(42) evidence indicates that collaborative strategies produce more sustainable, 
scalable, and impactful student-support initiatives. Joint programs such as first-year courses(43) and leadership 
development initiatives(44) enrich learning experiences and strengthen academic persistence. Moreover, 
collaboration mitigates challenges related to limited resources, insufficient diversity programming, and 
fluctuating student engagement.(45)

A positive campus climate is central to student retention. Through student organizations, advocacy groups, 
and peer communities, the Dean’s office fosters environments where students connect around shared interests 
and identities.(46) These experiences deepen social integration, which is a core predictor of student satisfaction 
and persistence.(47,48) Furthermore, ensuring meaningful student representation in institutional decision-making 
enhances agency, strengthens belonging, and enriches campus culture.(49)

At a systemic level, the vice chancellor for student affairs holds strategic responsibility for embedding 
diversity, inclusion, and equity within the institution. This leadership role involves not only administrative 
oversight but also moral stewardship in promoting fair and inclusive practices across academic and student-
support structures.(50, 51) Effective vice chancellors build partnerships across institutional units to align objectives 
with student-centered outcomes,(52) thereby translating diversity and inclusion principles into tangible 
improvements in retention and academic performance, particularly among marginalized groups.(53)

However, vice chancellors face persistent challenges, including budget limitations, rising mental health 
concerns, and growing academic pressure.(54) Financial strain is a leading cause of attrition, especially for 
low-income students, requiring innovative financial aid strategies and targeted support programs.(55) Mental 
health challenges—including anxiety, depression, and stress—further threaten persistence, illustrating the 
importance of expanded counseling and peer-support services.(56) Social integration challenges, especially 
for underrepresented groups, highlight the continued importance of mentorship and community-building 
initiatives.(57,58,60)

Innovation, Data Analytics, and Future Directions in Student Affairs
Emerging literature emphasizes the importance of leveraging data analytics and predictive modeling to 

identify risk factors affecting student persistence.(61) Data-informed decision-making enhances the precision 
of interventions and allows institutions to tailor support strategies to students’ evolving needs. Similarly, 
technological integration—including virtual advising, online counseling, and digital career planning tools—
expands accessibility and streamlines support processes.(62,63)
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A holistic approach to well-being strengthens students’ academic persistence. Mindfulness, stress 
management, and physical wellness programs help students stay emotionally stable and do well in school.(64) 
Partnerships between academic departments, student affairs, and external stakeholders expand opportunities 
for experiential learning, research engagement, and internships—all of which positively influence persistence.
(12) Continuous assessment ensures that programs remain evidence-based and responsive to shifting student 
demographics and needs.

CONCLUSION
Overall, student retention and success in higher education are significantly influenced by institutional 

commitment, effective leadership, and robust student-support structures. Leadership in student affairs, 
particularly from the Dean of Student Affairs and the Vice Chancellor as the case may be in various institutions, 
is crucial in fostering environments conducive to academic, social, and personal flourishing. Through inclusive 
leadership, innovation, and evidence-based practices, universities can create sustainable systems that 
support and empower students. The Vice Chancellor acts as a catalyst for student potential by promoting a 
supportive campus environment, personalized guidance, and strategic collaborations, aligning with Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) 3 and 4, which focus on health, well-being, and quality education. The leadership 
commitment to these principles reflects the institution’s mission to nurture holistic student success, preparing 
graduates for resilient and socially responsible futures.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings and synthesis of current research, several key recommendations are proposed to 

strengthen the role of the Student Affairs leadership and Services in enhancing student success and retention:
1.	 Prioritize Leadership Development and Emotional Intelligence: Leadership initiatives should 

emphasize empathy, integrity, and data-driven decision-making, as these traits directly influence student 
motivation, engagement, and institutional trust.

2.	 Foster Cross-Departmental Collaboration: Universities should strengthen collaboration between 
academic and student services through shared governance structures, integrated retention dashboards, 
and co-curricular programs to create cohesive support systems.

3.	 Implement Data-Driven Early Intervention Systems: Institutions are encouraged to adopt predictive 
analytics to identify at-risk students early and develop targeted mentoring and counseling strategies that 
minimize attrition rates.

4.	 Expand Mental Health and Wellness Services: Broader access to psychological support, stress 
management programs, and mental health education in orientation and advising should be prioritized to 
enhance student well-being and persistence.

5.	 Promote Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI): Universities must establish mentorship programs, 
inclusive curricula, and culturally responsive initiatives to support underrepresented and marginalized 
student populations.

6.	 Strengthen Financial Resilience Programs: Institutions should reduce financial barriers by offering 
emergency grants, flexible tuition payment options, and financial literacy education to improve retention 
among economically disadvantaged students.

7.	 Integrate Technology into Student Support Services. The use of digital counseling, AI-assisted 
advising, and learning analytics tools can personalize support, improve accessibility, and enhance 
institutional responsiveness to student needs.

8.	 Encourage Global and Comparative Research: Future studies should validate student retention and 
success models across diverse cultural and institutional contexts to inform globally applicable higher 
education reforms.

9.	 Align Leadership Strategies with Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs 3 and 4): Institutional 
leadership should align strategies with the UN’s goals of promoting health, well-being, and quality 
education, reflecting higher education’s moral and global responsibility.

10.	 Institutionalize Continuous Program Assessment: Regular monitoring and mixed-method 
evaluation should be conducted to ensure leadership, innovation, and student support initiatives remain 
effective, equitable, and responsive to changing needs.
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