

Abstract

Motivation, a driving force behind individuals' actions, is crucial in understanding students' decisions to enrol and persist in university programs. This thematic analysis report explores themes such as Self-Betterment, Influence, and Sense of Belonging. Within Self-Betterment, career pursuits align with autonomy, and deeper learning resonates with competence, emphasising intrinsic motivations. Influence reveals that interest/enjoyment aligns with autonomy and competence, while financial reward is tied to autonomy, supported by Herranz-Zarzoso and Sabater-Grande's (2023) findings. Positive/Negative Environment impacts autonomy and relatedness, aligning with Vansteenkiste et al. (2004) and Black and Deci's (2000) research on the significance of a supportive learning environment. The Sense of Belonging theme underscores the importance of relatedness and autonomy, correlating with Ryan and Deci's (1985) self-determination theory. In summary, this discussion integrates theory and empirical findings to elucidate the multifaceted factors influencing students' motivation in pursuing and sustaining their university degree programs.


Introduction

Motivation is the force behind individuals’ actions, directing and sustaining their efforts towards achieving specific goals. It encompasses numerous biological, emotional, cognitive, and social factors that activate, direct, and sustain a person's behaviour (Deci & Ryan, 1985). It is often linked to one's needs, desires, and rewards, shaping an individual's decisions and actions. There are two primary types of motivation - intrinsic and extrinsic (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Intrinsic motivation pertains to an individual's internal yearning or personal aspirations that inspire them to partake in an activity for its inherent pleasure or gratification. Deci and Ryan (2000) proposed that intrinsic motivation is marked by an authentic interest and innate satisfaction in the subject or task. Conversely, extrinsic motivation refers to the drive to engage in an activity due to external incentives, such as rewards or avoidance of punishment. In other words, it is a type of motivation brought about by external factors rather than internal ones. This can include tangible rewards, like grades, money, or social recognition (Herranz-Zarzoso & Sabater-Grande, 2023). Deci and Ryan's Self-Determination Theory (1985) emphasises the continuum of extrinsic motivation, where motivations can vary in their level of autonomy from more controlled (external regulation) to more self-determined (internalisation).

Self-determination theory, developed by Deci and Ryan (1985), focuses on the psychological needs that drive intrinsic motivation. It proposes that people are seen as inherently proactive (Ryan & Deci, 2017), and it emphasises three basic psychological needs crucial for personal growth and motivation: autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy is the need to feel in control of one's choices and actions, competence is the need to feel capable and effective in one's actions, and relatedness is the need to connect and relate to others. Meeting these needs increases intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

In the context of university students, Self-Determination Theory has been extensively studied. A study by Vansteenkiste et al. (2004) found that when both personally meaningful goals and supportive learning environments were present, students exhibited a marked improvement in both the quality of their learning and their ability to process information with greater depth. Moreover, A study by Black and Deci (2000) showed that students who chose to take a class intrinsically, instead of being pressured into it extrinsically, achieved better results. 

In addition, a literature review by Guay (2021) also confirmed that students who felt that instructors who supported their autonomy performed better. Furthermore, a study by Kotera et al. (2021) found that cultivating intrinsic motivation in students was influential in encouraging them to engage more, have better academic success, have greater retention, and have higher well-being.

This study aimed to investigate the factors influencing a student's motivation to enrol in and remain committed to a university degree program.


Method

Participants

	The four participants were selected for the study based on their expressed interest during their university application process over the previous two years. They were sent an email explaining the purpose of the study, and a focus group was organised. Out of those who responded and showed interest in participating, the four participants mentioned above were the only ones who could attend on the specified date, time, and location. The participant demographics consist of two males, aged 20 and 45, and two females, aged 22 and 32. 

Data Collection

	The researcher created a semi-structured interview schedule to explore motivation in university students. The schedule consisted of ten open-ended questions (Appendix A) with additional prompts to elicit specific examples from participants. Upon arrival, participants were given verbal information about the focus group, were given a consent form (Appendix B), which was read and signed and were also reminded of their right to withdraw at any point. A 60-minute focus group was conducted with four participants. At the end, participants were provided with a debrief form (Appendix C). The focus group was audio recorded, and the researcher transcribed the information provided by participants verbatim for data analysis. To ensure confidentiality, pseudonyms - Emily, Sarah, Mark, and Alex - were employed. All identifying information within the final transcript was removed or replaced with another pseudonym. The final transcript (Appendix D) was given to students to analyse for their second-year research report.

Data Analysis

	Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns/themes in the data from the focus group conducted for this study. Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-phase framework was followed. Initially, the transcript was read multiple times to ensure familiarity with the data. Comments and codes were placed into margins to reduce the excerpts of data. Next, patterns were deciphered from the codes and comments to develop themes. As part of the assessment process, individual statements provided by the participants were carefully reviewed to determine whether they represented a personal opinion or a commonly held view.

During the fourth stage, initial themes were carefully examined and revised as needed. Data was analysed, edited, and incorporated to strengthen the emerging themes. This phase involved thoroughly evaluating the data to ensure it aligned with the proposed themes. The final phase involved defining themes and constructing a list of themes and associated sub-themes.

Results

After conducting a focus group, a thematic analysis was performed on the transcript. The analysis aimed to interpret codes, themes, and subthemes related to students' motivation for attending and maintaining their commitment to their degrees. Due to word count limitations, the report covers two main themes and two subthemes for each theme and includes quotes as supporting evidence. A more comprehensive table of themes and subthemes can be found in the appendices (Appendix E).

Table 1

Table of Themes, Subthemes and Supporting Quotes

	Themes
	Subthemes
	Supporting quotes

	Self-Betterment
	Career
	“Long-term my literal dream would be to have my own game development studio or company or something.” 178-180 (Alex)

	
	Deeper Learning
	“be interesting to carry on in an area I already know but, like, on the other side” 85-86 (Mark)

	
	Family
	“I just want a better life for me and for the girls, you know? I want to set an example for them and do better for them and their futures” 118-119 (Sarah)

	Influence
	Interest/Enjoyment
	“I’ve always been into, like, gaming, playing video games and stuff and I’m alright with computers. I did ICT at a-level and I enjoyed that - I find it interesting the things we can do with computers and what we can make them do” 53-56 (Alex)

	
	Financial Reward
	“what else I can do to enhance my CV a bit more so that I can get a decent job and earn a decent amount of money.” 410-411 (Sarah)

	
	Positive/Negative Environment
	“the campus I'm at is really new and it's all modern. And there’s loads of places you can go to and hang out if you want to. And there's like a bar and you've got the cafe of course and it's just nice – really nice” 258-261 (Mark)

	Sense of Belonging
	Relatedness
	“And the lecturer was, just, really .. he loved it, you know? He just loved talking about personality and it made it so, so interesting. That probably sounds naff [laugh], but his passion for it made me really excited to go in each week and learn about more stuff” 340-343 (Emily)

	
	Negative Socialising
	“I ended up in a friend group, I suppose you’d called it, with a bunch of women who weren’t really that great to be friends with. So, first year I didn’t have a lot of motivation for much.” 382-384 (Sarah)

	
	Positive Socialising
	“I've made a really good group of friends on the Applied Computing course though. And I feel like they are pretty much on par with me in terms of my personality in terms of my values in terms of how I, how I am.” 654-657 (Alex)



Theme 1: Self-Betterment.

	Applying thematic analysis to the transcript data, self-betterment was a prominent theme and was inferred throughout the focus group by all of the participants. Three subthemes for self-betterment include career, deeper learning, and family.

Subtheme 1.1: Career.

	In this excerpt, the theme of career was interpreted as a prominent motivator among participants in the focus group. The participants believe excelling in university would create enhanced opportunities, particularly in securing better employment. Alex stated: “I feel like studying computing can help me get a better job” (page 3, lines 56-57). 

This was also backed up by Emily, who said, “So the main thing that makes me get up to go to university is the understanding that there are going to be more paths that I can go down with the degree that I don't currently have” (page 29, lines 771-774).

These comments show that the participants perceive their academic success as a direct gateway to improved career prospects and a broader array of professional opportunities.

Subtheme 1.2: Deeper Learning.

	This passage interpreted the theme of deeper learning as a motivator for the focus group participants. The desire to delve into subjects of personal interest is evident, with Emily stating, “I’m not into parties and socialising with people I have nothing in common with, and I thought pursuing a psychology degree would allow me to understand what I’m ‘like’ maybe?” (Page 6, lines 132-134).

	Alex, having been interested in computers most of his life, echoes this sentiment, stating, “I like the idea of learning more and learning it properly” (Page 3, line 72).  

	Alex and Emily's comments reveal an intrinsic motivation rooted in genuine curiosity and enjoyment, which motivates them to gain a deeper understanding of themselves and, by proxy, the course subject matter.

Theme 2: Influence

	The theme of influence, within the context of student motivations to attend university, aligns with the theoretical framework of motivation, particularly the Self-Determination Theory. Two subthemes of influence are Financial reward and Positive/Negative environment.

Subtheme 2.1: Financial Reward

	The subtheme of financial rewards centres on the influence of economic considerations on students’ decision to attend university. Sarah, expressing her aspirations for her children, articulates, “I don't want them to have a childhood that that I had, or I didn't really have a lot growing up. I would love to be able to be, you know, the provider for them.” (Page 30, lines 786-788).

	Furthermore, Sarah emphasises her practical approach by saying, “And I want to make some money” (page 7, line 158). Sarah also underscores the perspective of enhancing her CV, stating, “what else I can do to enhance my CV a bit more so that I can get a decent job and earn a decent amount of money.” (page 16, lines 410-411).

	This subtheme recognises the pragmatic aspect of choosing to go to university. Some individuals see their academic pursuits as a means to enhance their financial well-being and economic goals.

Subtheme 2.2: Positive/Negative Environment

	The subtheme of positive/negative environment explores the impact of surrounding conditions and atmospheres on students’ choices and experiences in university. When asked what they find most enjoyable about their course, Sarah said:

“I feel like the modules that I've had that have, like, meant I've needed to interact with people more have made me want to go more, if that makes sense. I don't know, it's just, it's like yeah, so the modules I've enjoyed the most are the bits that I've had to interact with people basically” (page 9, lines 229-232).

By contrast, Alex expressed a more negative view of the course environment, saying:

“I find that my campus is a bit drab. I tend to just go there and leave, so I'll go in for class, and then I'll leave. I don't really feel like it's the type of place you can sit around and just kick back to chill. It's quite difficult to do that where I am, I think, and I do struggle with that, actually.” (page 11, lines 264-267).

	This subtheme recognises that the surrounding environment, whether encouraging and supportive or discouraging and challenging, significantly shapes students’ feelings and motivation to attend university.

Discussion

	During the thematic analysis of the transcript, numerous themes were interpreted. Grounded in self-determination theory by Deci and Ryan (1985), the themes and subthemes clarify the fundamental psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

	Aligning with the findings of Ryan and Deci (2000) and Guay (2021), within the theme of Self-Betterment, pursuing a Career aligns with autonomy as individuals look to intertwine their academic choices alongside their professional desires. Deeper Learning resonates with the competence aspect of self-determination theory, reflecting the intrinsic motivation to perfect skills and engage in intellectually stimulating material. The subtheme of Change of Circumstances emphasises control and adaptability over the education path, which intersects with autonomy and relatedness. The subtheme Family satisfied the need for relatedness, showcasing the interpersonal aspect of academic motivation. 

	Within the theme of Influence, Interest/Enjoyment aligns with competence and autonomy. As seen in research by Kotera et al. (2021), individuals make self-directed choices by pursuing subjects they find intrinsically fascinating. Financial reward is closely tied to autonomy as individuals seek financial stability, reflecting that choices align with life goals. This was supported by the findings of Herranz-Zarzoso and Sabater-Grande (2023), where students given monetary incentives had improved test scores. Positive/Negative Environment impacts autonomy and relatedness, as a positive environment supports autonomy, and a negative environment potentially undermines both autonomy and relatedness. This theme correlates with the findings of Vansteenkiste et al. (2004) and Black and Deci (2000), which expressed the significance of a supportive learning environment for students’ motivation.

	The Sense of Belonging theme explores the concept of relatedness, which is a key aspect of Self-Determination Theory. Feeling connected to a community helps to fulfil our basic need for social interaction and relationships, which positively impacts our motivation and well-being. However, Negative Socialising can be detrimental to relatedness and autonomy, as unsupportive interactions can undermine our sense of belonging. In contrast, positive socialising helps enhance relatedness and autonomy by fostering supportive connections that encourage individuals in their university journey. This ties in with Ryan and Deci’s (2017) self-determination theory that people need to feel a sense of belonging or attachment to be motivated to achieve psychological growth.

In conclusion, the thematic analysis reveals nuanced motivations for university students. Aligned with autonomy, competence, and relatedness, the Self-Betterment theme illuminates pursuits like Career, Deeper Learning, and Family, showcasing the intricate interplay between personal aspirations and psychological fulfilment. The Influence theme echoes the works of Ryan & Deci (1985) and Guay (2021), emphasising how Interest/Enjoyment and Financial Reward align with autonomy and competence. Positive/Negative Environment mirrors findings by Herranz-Zarzoso, Sabater-Grande (2023), Vansteenkiste et al. (2004), and Black and Deci (2000), showcasing the external impact on motivation. The Sense of Belonging theme resonates with Self-Determination Theory, highlighting the pivotal role of relatedness. This analysis offers critical insights for educators, recognising the delicate balance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in fostering student motivation.
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Appendices

Appendix A
Focus Group Questions
Focus group: Exploring factors affecting motivation in undergraduate students.

Interview Schedule:
1. As a starting point, could you please tell me what you think is meant by the term ‘motivation’?

2. What motivated you to apply for the course you are currently studying?

3. What are either your short- or long term goals related to your education?

4. What parts of your studies do you find most enjoyable? why is this?

5. Can you share an example of a time when you felt genuinely excited and motivated to work on a particular assignment or project?

Prompt: what contributed to that feeling?

6. Can you explain whether there are any external factors - outside of your enjoyment in the subject - that influence your motivation to perform well at university?

7. How do you manage your motivation when subjects or modules don't fully align with the things you're interested in?

8. Can you explain how you think interactions with other people on your course can impact your motivation to learn and success?

Prompt: for example, interactions with lecturers, or other people on the course

9. Is there anything about the university you are studying at itself that contributes to your overall motivation to attend?

10. One of the main things reported by university students all across the UK is balance between academic commitments and personal life - or work-life balance. how do you maintain a positive work-life balance and how does this affect your motivation?

11. Finally, if you had to choose just one thing that you would say has been the most influential in making you motivated to carry on with your course, what would it be?


Appendix B
Consent Form
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Participant Consent Form 


Title of the Study: Exploring motivation in university students
Research Team:  Stacey Coleman
Date: 06/09/23


Please review the statements below and indicate your response by circling either 'Yes' or 'No':

	1. I confirm that I have read and understand the Information Sheet for the above study.
	Yes
	No

	2. I had an opportunity to ask questions and have them answered satisfactorily.
	Yes
	No

	3. I understand that I may ask further questions at any time.  
	Yes
	No

	4. I understand that my participation is voluntary, and I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty or giving any reason.
	Yes
	No

	5. I understand that my fully anonymized data will be utilized for a second year research methods project whereby students will be provided with the focus group transcript to analyse.
	Yes
	No

	6. I understand that I may decline to answer any particular questions.
	Yes
	No

	7. I agree to the interview being recorded for transcription purposes. 
	Yes
	No

	8. I understand that I have the right to ask for the recording to be turned off at any time during the interview.  
	Yes
	No

	9. I understand that any data collected will remain confidential and that any identifiable information provided by me will be removed or replaced with a pseudonym.
	Yes
	No

	10. I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time during the focus group and up to one week later (up until 13/09/23). After this point, my data will be stored anonymously and confidentially.
	Yes
	No

	11. I understand that the anonymised data provided will be securely stored and accessible only to the members of the research team directly involved in the study, and that confidentiality will be maintained.
	Yes
	No

	12. I give my permission for the anonymised transcript of the focus group to be used for learning activities by students. 
	Yes
	No

	13. I agree to maintain the confidentiality of all members involved in the focus group and will not discuss any of the conversations had during this focus group with anyone outside of the focus group.
	Yes
	No

	14. I confirm that I am over 18 years old.                                                                                     
	Yes
	No

	15. I agree to take part in the above study.
	Yes
	No


Participant Name 	Date 	Participant Signature
________________________	__________	________________________

Researcher Name	Date	Researcher Signature
________________________	__________	________________________



Appendix C
Debrief Form
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Participant Debrief Sheet

Title of the Study: Exploring motivation in university students
Research Team (include contact details): Stacey Coleman – stacey.coleman@uwtsd.ac.uk
Date: 06/09/23

Thank you for taking part in this study. The aim of the study is to explore the motivations of university to attend university, and to maintain their engagement on their chosen university programmes. We hope that you have found the focus group today interesting and if you would like to speak to the researcher about any of the topics discussed today, please feel free to contact them at any time on the email address noted above.

I would like to remind you that you have provided consent to maintain confidentiality of the information disclosed here today, so please ensure you do not discuss anything that has been shared today with anyone outside of the focus group.

Your data will be stored confidentially in accordance with the Data Protection At (2018). If you wish to withdraw your data from the study at this point, please tell the researcher now. If you wish to withdraw your data at a later stage, please note that you will be required to contact the researcher to make this known by no later than 31st September 2023, as after this point the data will be transcribed ready to provide to undergraduate students for use for their assessments.


Once again, thank you for taking the time to participate in this study.

Stacey Coleman CPsychol
University of Wales Trinity Saint David








Appendix D
Transcript
Please refer to physical copy.


Appendix E
Complete Table of Themes, Subthemes and Supporting Quotes

	Themes
	Sub-themes
	Supporting Quotes

	Self-betterment
	Career
	“I feel like studying computing can help me get a better job” 56-57 (Alex)

“And the point of me being at university is to you know, it is that stepping stone to get into a career that I feel that I would really enjoy” 790-792 (Sarah)

“So the main thing that makes me get up to go to university is the understanding that there are going to be more paths that I can go down with the degree that I don't currently have” 771-774 (Emily)

“Long-term my literal dream would be to have my own game development studio or company or something.” 178-180 (Alex)

	
	Deeper learning
	“be interesting to carry on in an area I already know but, like, on the other side” 85-86 (Mark)

“I’m not into parties and socialising with people I have nothing in common with, and I thought pursuing a psychology degree would allow me to understand what I’m ‘like’ maybe?” 132-134 (Emily)

“I think the way the world is going you can’t go far wrong with knowing how computers work!” 69-70 (Sarah)

“I like the idea of learning more and learning it properly” 72 (Alex)

	
	Change of circumstance
	“I fell off a ladder I did, a few years ago. Damaged some part of my back that’s basically left me unable to walk” 90-91 (Mark)

“I had my kids quite young so, like, I didn’t have the option really to do anything” 104-105 (Sarah)

	
	Family
	“my dad wanted me to do something in uni” - 53 (Alex)

“I just want a better life for me and for the girls, you know? I want to set an example for them and do better for them and their futures” 118-119 (Sarah)

“I want to do well, because I really want to for my dad to be proud of me. I really want to prove to him that you know, this course wasn't just for nothing and doing well will hopefully get me to a place that I want to be” 779-782 (Alex)

	Influence
	Interest/Enjoyment
	“I’ve always been into, like, gaming, playing video games and stuff and I’m alright with computers. I did ICT at a-level and I enjoyed that - I find it interesting the things we can do with computers and what we can make them do” 53-56 (Alex)

“I worked in construction for a long time” 12-13 (Mark)

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]“The psychology degree interested me because, like, I think it’s fascinating how people think and behave” 109-111 (Sarah)

“I'm hoping that once I start doing some of the modules in forensics in level six, that that will either sway my decision one way or the other that I'm really interested in that or not” 773-776 (Emily)

	
	Financial Reward
	“And I want to make some money” 158 (Sarah)

“what else I can do to enhance my CV a bit more so that I can get a decent job and earn a decent amount of money.” 410-411 (Sarah)

	
	Positive/Negative Environment
	“I quite like my campus. it is a bit old and some parts are well overdue a bit of attention, but I like to think of it as rustic. And it’s very green – like there’s grass and trees and plants absolutely everywhere. Outside every building there are trees and there’s a huge farm behind one of the teaching buildings and it’s really nice to see the cows over there on a clear day” 284-288 (Emily)

“the campus I'm at is really new and it's all modern. And there’s loads of places you can go to and hang out if you want to. And there's like a bar and you've got the cafe of course and it's just nice – really nice” 258-261 (Mark)

I find that my campus is a bit drab. I tend to just go there and leave so I'll go in for class and then I'll leave I don't really feel like it's the type of place you can sit around and just kick back to chill. It's quite difficult to do that where I am, I think, and I do struggle with that, actually.” 264-267 (Alex)

	



















Sense of Belonging
	Relatedness
	“And the lecturer was, just, really .. he loved it, you know? He just loved talking about personality and it made it so so interesting. That probably sounds naff [laugh], but his passion for it made me really excited to go in each week and learn about more stuff” 340-343 (Emily)

“I feel like the modules that I've had that have like, meant I've needed to interact with people more have made me want to go more if that makes sense. I don't know it's just, it's like yeah, so the modules I've enjoyed the most are the bits that I've had to interact with people basically.” 229-232 (Sarah)


	
	






Negative Socialising
	“The parts of my studies I enjoy the most are when I get to sit in a room for hours on end just me and my computer and I get to sit there and just be my own and not have to answer to anybody or have to deal with anybody. Do you know what I mean?” 236-239 (Alex)

“I prefer quiet places and I’m a bit awkward in social situations and that” 128 (Emily)

“The pressure of social interactions sometimes just feels too much” 130-131 (Emily)

“I really don’t like the interaction at all”

“I ended up in a friend group, I suppose you’d called it, with a bunch of women who weren’t really that great to be friends with. So first year I didn’t have a lot of motivation for much.” 382-384 (Sarah)

	
	Positive Socialising
	“And I think some, or almost all of my degree, I should say, has like made me get involved with a lot more people than I thought I would have. I mean, you think doing a psychology degree you’d be learning about people, but you wouldn't necessarily be interacting with people a lot and I really have enjoyed that” 225-228 (Sarah)

“you've said interacting with people in the class, but it's nice to just – just be around other people” 257-258 (Mark)

“I've made a really good group of friends on the Applied Computing course though. And I feel like they are pretty much on par with me in terms of my personality in terms of my values in terms of how I, how I am.” 654-657 (Alex)
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