


The focus here today is to present my empirical project, ‘Exploring the Development and Maintenance of Student Identities: Qualitative Research with Both Younger and Older Undergraduate Students.’

BACKGROUND 

Student identity appears to be shaped by two key factors: A strong sense of belonging and connectedness, both of which are closely linked to academic success and well-being. 

Humans have an evolutionary need for connection and belonging, the need to be accepted, and for students, that often comes from peers, groups, and institutional ties.  

But this is not a one-size-fits-all experience. Research indicates that individual differences, including age, experience, and personal circumstances, can all impact how students see themselves within the academic community. 

The complexity of student identity is further layered as universities today are more diverse than ever, with 37% of UK students in 2019/20 comprising older students, often returning for personal growth or career development. 

This growing diversity often sees older students negotiating multiple roles and identities, such as work and family, alongside their academics.  Hayman et al. (2024) found that older students faced social challenges due to conflicting demands, limiting meaningful connections and weakening their sense of belonging.

Increasingly, younger students are juggling multiple roles due to financial pressures, alongside newfound independence and shifting social networks, which challenge the traditional smooth transition to university. 

Therefore, student identity is not fixed but shaped by evolving experiences, personal contexts, and the extent to which students form meaningful connections and a sense of belonging. 

THEORY

To understand the complexity of student identity, the research drew upon three psychological theories. 

· Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) explains how people derive a sense of self from group membership. 

Example: A student who feels accepted by their peer group may begin to see themselves more confidently as a genuine university student, thereby reinforcing their sense of identity and a stronger sense of belonging.

· Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner et al., 1987) builds on SIT by focusing on how individuals classify themselves and others into social groups (e.g., ingroup vs outgroup), influencing behaviour and identity.

Example: A mature student might perceive themselves as part of the older student group and feel distinct from their younger peers, influencing how they interact and engage in class.

· Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) focuses on human motivation and well-being, emphasising the importance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in encouraging internal motivation and personal growth.

Example: A student who chooses a course they’re passionate about, feel capable in their work, and builds friendships in class is more likely to feel motivated and satisfied at university.

Together, these frameworks helped examine how younger and older students perceive themselves, their peers, and their roles within the university community.

LITERATURE

Research, including Maunder (2018) and Ang et al. (2019), consistently showed that belonging and connection are not only vital for student well-being, success, and motivation but also play a central role in student identity. 
 
McCune et al. (2010) found that younger students were motivated by self-discovery and older students were more goal-oriented. This reflects SDT’s concept of motivation, with different needs emerging at various stages of life. Ang et al. (2019) found that motivation, particularly career goals and enjoyment, is closely linked to feelings of belonging and engagement. Reinforcing how psychological needs of SDT shape the overall student experience. So, when students pursue meaningful goals and feel supported, they’re more likely to enjoy university, feel they belong, and develop a strong student identity.

Maunder (2018) found that peer attachment was the strongest predictor of university adjustment, where students formed a collective identity that provides essential support. However, other studies like Jayadeva et al. (2022) and Mallman & Lee (2016) found that stereotypes and group norms can alienate students who don’t conform, particularly younger students, who are often stereotyped as socially focused, and older students, who may be viewed as overly academic, illustrating how students may classify themselves and others into groups (e.g., by age), which can influence their connections. 

Role conflict was found in research of both older and younger students, reflecting identity salience, where another dominant role reduces connections to university life.  

There was also a note from several studies recommending institutions to prioritise relational support, peer connection, and inclusive practices to meet students’ diverse needs.

RATIONALE 
Much of the existing research on student identity focuses on general student populations or looks at younger and older students separately. What was missing was a direct, qualitative comparison to explore how students interpret connection and belonging and how these experiences shape their identity in different, yet comparable, ways.
Although I initially wanted to explore student well-being, after working with my supervisor, we decided to investigate identity as a means to understand the student experience. And when thinking about it, I found it resonated personally as I truly appreciate how profoundly my peers and lecturers have influenced my development. 
And so, my research question became:

How do younger and older undergraduate students develop and maintain a sense of student identity within the university setting? 
AIMS OF THE STUDY
· Explore how students across the ages develop and maintain their student identity
· Further investigate the importance of belonging and connectedness 
· Compare the influences shaping student identity across these groups 
· Attempt to provide additional educational insights to encourage a supportive environment.

METHOD

OVERVIEW

To achieve my aims, I employed a qualitative research design utilising two separately aged focus groups group one (18-24) and group two (25 and over). 

PILOT GROUPS 

A pilot session was conducted with three of my university peers, who varied in age. This helped test the structure and clarity of the proposed focus group and my interview questions, which received positive feedback confirming the design’s suitability. 

PARTICIPANTS

Eight undergraduate students enrolled in psychology-related courses were recruited through the university's experimental management system, and each received five course credits for their participation. Other than age, there were no exclusions.

[bookmark: OLE_LINK23]The younger students in Group One consisted of two males and three females, whose ages ranged from 18 to 24. And group two, which included three females with ages ranging from 27 to 30. 

As you can see in the bar chat here, although ages were separated, the range was still rather close and did not exceed the age of 30. 

During the focus group, each participant was assigned a number to read aloud before speaking, which was used to differentiate between analysis and maintain anonymity.  

DATA COLLECTION

Two focus groups were conducted to collect data, utilising age ranges identified in the literature. 

I chose to use focus groups as they can enable in-depth discussions, providing valuable insights into participants’ experiences, perspectives, and shared meanings. Such studies, as Munday (2006) has shown, this method offers a vigorous and flexible tool for exploring how identities are developed and maintained, making it particularly suitable for my data collection. 

Each focus group followed a semi-structured interview format, consisting of seven open-ended questions and prompts, grounded in evidence from the literature and tailored to elicit in-depth responses. This approach offered a flexible yet focused exploration. 

On arrival, participants were welcomed, given an information sheet and asked to sign a consent form after confirming their understanding of the study and their wish to participate. They also completed a brief demographic and were informed when the recording began. Following the discussion, participants were debriefed and provided with a resource sheet for student support services. They were all thanked for their participation. 

DATA ANALYSIS
Thematic analysis was used to interpret findings, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, one of the most widely used methods for its flexibility and depth in exploring qualitative data. Research like Kiger and Varpio’s (2020) shows it effectively captures both explicit and subtle patterns, making it well-suited for understanding the complexities of student identity. Its inclusive nature also ensures diverse perspectives are fully represented. 
Both focus groups were recorded, transcribed, and anonymised using pseudonyms, and analysis began by reading through the transcripts several times to familiarise myself with the content. 
I then created initial codes and noted key points in the margins. Multiple highlighters were an essential tool. 
From there, I sought patterns across the data to identify preliminary themes.
These were then reviewed, refined, and checked against the original transcripts to ensure they accurately represented the participants’ experiences.
Each focus group was analysed separately, and then I compared the final themes and subthemes from both, compiling them into a single table with supporting quotes, giving a clear representation of my interpreted findings.
ETHICS

The study received full ethical approval from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethics committee. 

Participants were fully informed about the study's purpose and their right to withdraw, and how their data would be managed. 

Participants signed a consent form, and their data was anonymised using pseudonyms, with all data stored securely. 

Participants were treated with care throughout the process, and additional resources were offered at the debrief stage. 

RESULTS

The thematic analysis interpreted four main themes, each with several subthemes, from both focus groups. 

Theme 1 – EXTERNAL INFLUENCES 

The subthemes, like family, highlighted how factors can both support and hinder students’ ability to form connections and feel a sense of belonging, which were interpreted in both groups. 

THEME 2 – A SENSE OF BELONGING

This theme was quite substantial for both age groups.

Peer connections, for example, varied, with the younger Group generally sharing more positive experiences than the older group. Sarah, for instance, found it particularly challenging to make connections due to her religious background and family responsibilities, which influenced social opportunities to connect with her peers. This also highlighted how group dynamics and the social norms within them can influence feelings of belonging. 

THEME 3 – SELF DETERMINATION

The theme of self-determination was interpreted across both groups, highlighting how students navigated university life with some shared and differing experiences.

Intrinsic interest, for example, saw Stacey pursue university not out of obligation, but from a genuine desire to learn, reflecting a deeper commitment, connection and engagement with university.

THEME 4 – IDENTITY NAVIGATION/NEGOTIATION

This interpreted how students perceive and balance their roles and form their identity in the university environment.   

Both groups shared a relatedness for balancing roles, often negotiating other responsibilities. Sammy from younger group noted how difficult it was to manage both work and academic commitments. This often reflected identity salience for students.

Together, these themes highlighted the complex, individual, and often competing factors that shape students’ university experiences, offering valuable insights into how connections, motivation, and belonging intersect across diverse student groups that accumulate their identity.

DISCUSSION

Three main key findings that aligned with both theory and literature. 

Belonging and connectedness are indeed integral to the development and maintenance of student identity, as shown in both groups. 

EXAMPLE - Younger students found it easier to make connections and felt part of a community in small classes, aligning with Maunder (2018), where peer connections help integration. 

THEORY - SIT explains that we build our identity through the groups we belong to. In these small classes, students formed close peer groups that helped build a collective identity. 

Although not cited in the literature a new finding by Finn (2019) found that small classes boost students’ sense of community. 

HOWEVER - Older students had fewer opportunities for meaningful connections due to age differences or responsibilities, as outlined by Hayman (2024). These barriers limited their engagement, making it more challenging to align themselves with the social groups that could shape collective identity. 

The second key finding was that belonging and connectedness are highly individual, shaped by factors such as family, social dynamics, and external pressures. 

EXAMPLE - Both groups experienced role conflict in varying ways, either work, finance or family, that influenced their connections. Aligning with Ajjawi et al. (2023) and Dost and Mazzoli Smith (2023).

THEORY - SIT suggests that when other roles take priority, student identity becomes less salient, making it more challenging to engage and feel connected to university life. 

The third key finding revealed that group dynamics had a significant influence on student belonging that affects identity.

Age, behaviours, and social norms interpreted divisions, with Perceptions being a notable cause in this instance. 

EXAMPLE - Younger students felt intimidated by older peers’ experiences, while also rejecting stereotypes that labelled them as socially focused, aligning closely with Mallman and Lee (2016) and Jayadeva et al. (2022) research. 
 
OLDER - Acknowledged younger stereotypes, and felt a sense of disconnection due to generational differences. 

These groups and perceptions reflect ingroup–outgroup dynamics. When group divisions form, it affects how students see themselves in relation to others, and that shapes how secure or connected they feel in their student role as outlined by SCT. However, shared interests, values, and motivations revealed cross-age connections that are promising for encouraging inclusive belonging, potentially bridging the gap. 

EVALUATION

STENGTHS

Use of focus groups created a collaborative space for rich, dynamic discussion.

Open-ended questions encouraged in-depth responses.

Dividing participants by age revealed both shared and contrasting experiences, with prospects for opportunities to build connections across age groups.

Helped address the gap in research.


However, the study had several LIMITATIONS. 

A small sample size of eight students, the majority being female across both groups, limits the study’s generalisability. 

BIAS. Thematic analysis was subject to my interpretation, focused more on the barriers, my way of thinking.

Age of older students, as the ages ranged from 27 to 30 and may not fully represent significantly older students whose insights may differ. 

Did not focus on year groups that could have provided further understanding of how student identity may change throughout the course. 

Lastly, the study did not thoroughly explore how institutional structures can positively influence identity based on student opinion.

CONCLUSION
Despite its limitations, this study makes a meaningful contribution to the literature on student identity.
The study has shown that student identity is not a one-size-fits-all concept. A range of individual and contextual factors shapes it.
It also shows that while age-based divides exist, they are not fixed. There is clear potential to encourage connection and belonging that can help develop and maintain a strong identity for students throughout their academic journey, enhancing their overall success.
Universities should recognise and support the diverse needs of students across age groups by implementing strategies that strengthen peer connections and encourage a stronger sense of belonging. 
FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS
[bookmark: OLE_LINK27]To gain further insight, future research could look at 
Wider and diverse demographics 
Investigations into different year groups could help gain insight into how student identity changes through their journey. 
Examine participants from a broader range of universities to gain a more comprehensive understanding across different institutions, especially in terms of differing support.








