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Abstract

In this study, the variables having an impact on students’ motivation have been thematically analysed from a group interview of university students currently studying a degree of their choice. The aim of this study was to explore what factors had an influence on university students’ motivation to apply for, and maintain engagement with, a university degree programme. A total of four participants took part in the study, who were given equal opportunity to discuss in detail what influenced their decision to apply, work towards and achieve grades in university. The findings of this study indicate that family and environmental factors do have an influential impact on decisions made my students.




























Introduction

Motivation is a concept that permeates both our personal and professional lives. We often talk about motivating oneself to get out of bed, write a paper, do housework, answer the phone, and of course, learn (Cook & Artino, 2016). Motivation can also be thought of as a path that leads you to a desired destination. The concept of the journey suggests that people are able to see into the future and visualise it. As early psychologists and philosophers have known, humans are motivated by the results they expect from their activities (Decker’s, 2018). It is no wonder motivation can have a drastic impact on our tasks, routines, and daily life.

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) divides motivation into distinct categories according to the various objectives or causes that lead to an action (Deci & Ryan, 1985). it has been put forward there are two types of motivation which divide as intrinsic and extrinsic, and they are both instrumental in our daily lives. The most all-knowing form of motivation is intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is what propels people to engage in things out of sincere interest and satisfaction (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In contrast to intrinsic motivation, which refers to engaging in an activity for the intrinsic fulfilment of the activity itself, extrinsic motivation emphasises the performance of an activity in order to achieve a distinct outcome (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

According to Brophy (1986), motivation to learn is a skill that can be gained from general experience, but it is most directly driven by other people's modelling, expectations being communicated, and direct instruction or socialisation. Examples of these people include parents and teachers. Thus, the primary mediators who contribute significantly to the growth of pupils' motivation are teachers and parents. However, Lepper (1988) appreciated intrinsic motivation for its own sake, because to the fulfilment it brings, the education it allows, or the sense of achievement it inspires. 

Afzal et al., (2010) conducted a study that analysed the influence of intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors on academic performance and found that four main extrinsic motivators were implicated in university students’ motivation to engage; career and qualifications, social enjoyment, rejection of alternative possibilities, and social pressure. Furthermore, intrinsic motivators were identified, self-exploration and altruism. Afzal et al., (2010) concluded that extrinsic motivated students try to push themselves through academic assignments, feel pressured to learn, and always put in minimal effort to achieve maximum appreciation, whereas intrinsically motivated students are more enthusiastic, self-driven, challenging, and enjoy their studies. Students that are intrinsically motivated often employ tactics that demand greater effort and enable them to absorb knowledge at a deeper level.

Furthermore, Sawalha et al., (2017) found that the most often selected extrinsic factors by students were impending tests, family expectations, and praise, whereas the most frequently selected intrinsic factors were grade expectations, material interest, and living an honourable life. Regardless of their performance, gender, or major, all students shared the same common factors. Therefor the aim of this study is to ask the question, what elements influence and affect motivation in university students?







Method

Participants

Four participants took part who were all university students studying a university degree at different campuses. Participant demographics are displayed below.

Participant one - Female, 32 years of age, studying BSc Psychology.
Participant two - Male, 20 years of age, studying BA Applied Computing.
Participant three – Male, 45 years of age, studying construction and the build environment.
Participant four – Female, 22 years of age, studying BSc Psychology.

A brief summary of the study's objectives was included in an email exchange, and the focus group was scheduled. The four participants listed above were those who could make it to the focus group on the scheduled day, time, and location out of all those who had answered and expressed interest in participating in this study.

Data collection 

The transcription of the interview in this case was provided. Had the interview been conducted by students, a consent and debrief form would have been completed. Consent forms would also be available, to ensure participants know the interview is voluntary, and what their role potentially entails i.e., subject/topic matter. Students would have also been made aware that they can withdraw their participation and information given, at any time without reason and can notify of any given concerns during or after the interview. Participants would be notified their data will be anonymised to protect their identity and they would have been prompted to read and sign all material given check they have understood. 

In order to investigate university students' motivation, the researcher developed a semi-structured interview schedule. In order to get participants to provide particular instances, ten open-ended questions were utilised along with a few more open-ended specific questions. The four participants, participated in a single, 60-minute audio-recorded focus group using the interview schedule. The information provided by participants was word for word and transcribed by the researcher for use in data analysis after the focus group had been concluded. In order to ensure participant anonymity in the final report, pseudonyms were used in place of participant names. Additionally, any identifying information found in the transcript was either erased or replaced with another pseudonym to further ensure that no person could be identified from any quotes utilised.

Data Analysis 

To find patterns or themes in the data from the focus groups that were held for this study, thematic analysis was selected as the analysis approach. The data was analysed using the six-phase framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). Initially, to make sure that the information was understood, the transcript was read over several times. Subsequently, the initial codes and comments were made in the margin to break down lengthy data extracts into smaller, more understandable codes. After that, an attempt was made to look for patterns in the codes and notes created to create relevant themes. The significance of individual statements was examined to see whether they represented the opinions of a single participant or the participants as a whole. In order to support the themes being developed, data had been cut, and pasted throughout the fourth stage. The first set of themes were reviewed and modified. At this point, it was determined whether the data actually supported each topic by considering the data that was suggested to be related to it. Defining themes then creating a final list of themes and related sub-themes comprised the fifth and last part of the analysis process.



Results


The aim of this study was to look at what factors have an influence on university students’ motivation to apply for, and maintain engagement with, a university degree programme. The data collected was thematically analysed and coded appropriately to define and name relevant themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Table 1.
Table of Themes, Sub-Themes and Supported Quotes.


	Themes
	Sub-Themes
	Supporting Quotes

	














Influence
1
	














Family
1.1
	“My dad wanted me to do something in uni” – Alex, Page 3, Line 53.

“I want to do something for my girls and show to my girls that, like I can do it” – Sarah, Page 5, Line 107.

“I want to set an example for them and do better for them and their futures” – Sarah, Page 5, Line 118.

“For me, it’s literally just my kids, they’re the reason I applied” – Sarah, Page 18, Line 474.

“And I had my mum just on my case” – Emily, Page 21, Line 555.

“He my dad is definitely my main motivation, I think. I mean, he’s pushed me to do the best that I can do” – Alex, Page 22, Line 571.

“I have to do well if I want to get to the position where I feel comfortable and I can give my girls a comfortable life” – Sarah, Page 23, Line 597.

“I want to do well, because I really want to for my dad to be proud of me” – Alex, Page 30, Line 780.


	
	


Health Reasons
1.2
	“I dunno if my reason for choosing to go to uni is really a reason but I got injured at work” – Mark, Page 4, Line 82.

“it wasn’t my choice to get injured (laughs) But it is what it is. Is that a motivator? Like I physically cant do what I want to do anymore so I’ve sort of been pushed to do something else?” – Mark, Page 21, Line 511.

“I’ve always taken orders and done the duties and that, so I thought it might be interesting to carry on in an area I already know but, like, on the other side, ya know?” – Mark, Page 4, Line 84.

	





Conflicts
2
	





Work Life Balance
2.1

	“I’ve got some decent friends on the course now – not that that’s what I’m there for. But like yeah, I don’t spend a lot.. I mean, I’ve got kids, so I don’t really feel like I have the time to be able to sit around and have fun when I’m studying and I’m mothering all at the same time” – Sarah, Page 11, Line 276.

“Im a year in and this uni stuff still baffles me im managing to keep up with the kids and do the computer stuff now, but like who knows how the next year will go! – Mark, Page 7, Line 164.

“I certainly know that it was quite difficult for me to engage In lots of social activities and then also feel up for going to university three or four times a week. Yeah I find that quite difficult. – Alex, Page 27, Line 715.


	









Environmental
3
	









Place of study
3.1
	“I mean, the motivation to get up in the morning is basically to go and sit in a room on my own, not to go and sit with anybody and even if I wanted to do that, I don’t feel like I could not where I am” – Alex, Page 11, Line 267.

“But the lecturer was just… I dunno – Cool? (laughs). Yeah just cool and really… I dunno what the word is but just easy to get on with… - Alex, Page 17, Line 430.

Also “Relatable?” – Emily, Page 17, Line 433.

“Yes! Relatable! It was like I’ve had some lecturers that have been really monotone, you know, and its hard to sit there for 2 or 3 hours and listen to a load of long words, complex things, but he was wicked. He explained things really well and just had a bit of personality about him. And that just made the task much easier. -Alex, Page 17, Line 435.

“In the first year, my interactions didn’t – they had an impact – a negative impact on on my motivation to be there” – Sarah, Page 24, Line 629.

“I think we get on with different lecturers, but they’re all great at what they do and they really do help in that motivations for me to turn up as well” – Sarah, Page 25, Line 656.


	












Opportunities
4


	


Medical 
4.1
	“I worked in construction for a long time but, as you can see, can’ really get up those ladders anymore (laughs – points to wheelchair)” – Mark, Page 1, Line 12.

“I think coming to uni has saved me a little bit – I could have really fallen down and let myself get down with my condition” – Mark, Page 10, Line 249.


	
	

Gender Influences
4.2
	“Unfortunately, though – it’s a male dominated subject” – Alex, Page 25, Line 653.

“It’s quite a male dominated industry overall, it’s a male dominated course, I think there’s only about maybe two females on our course” – Alex, Page 25, Line 657.

	
	





Progression/
Learning 
4.3

	“I like the idea of learning more and learning it properly so that I can hopefully turn, like, the thing I loke to do for fun into a career. – Alex, Page 3, Line 72.

“The psychology degree interested me because, like, I think its fascinating how people think and behave, and I feel like with psychology you can make a difference…I want to make a difference. – Sarah, Page 5, Line 110.

“I think the motivation to carry on just came from me understanding and making peace with the fact that I didn’ know it all at that point” – Mark, Page 13, Line 324.














Theme 1: Influence.

Looking through the data, applying thematic analysis to the data provided, within the transcript, one of the prominent themes is influence. These influential related narratives occur a total of nine times. This prominent theme can be divided into sub-themes as displayed below (1.1 & 1.2). Sub-themes, family and health reason can be viewed as a positive and negative motivational factor in attending, retaining and the self-gratification of the participants.

Sub theme 1.1: Family.

The most prevalent influential factor in motivation for Alex had been family, Alex felt his dad was his main motivation and potentially without this motivational factor Alex now feels he is pushed to do the best he can do.

“He my dad is definitely my main motivation, I think. I mean, he’s pushed me to do the best that I can do” – (Alex, Page 22, Line 571).


Theme 3: Environmental.

The second most prominent theme which had surfaced was environmental, the sub theme developed from this had been the place of study (3.1). Nearly all participants mentioned the place of study and the impact this had on learning, whether that was the lecturer’s impact or learning environment.

Sub theme 3.1: Place of study.

Alex states his motivation for attending university isn’t to go and socialise, Alex clearly likes the time alone even if he wanted to the place of study doesn’t seem suitable.

“I mean, the motivation to get up in the morning is basically to go and sit in a room on my own, not to go and sit with anybody and even if I wanted to do that, I don’t feel like I could not where I am” – Alex, Page 11, Line 267.

Later on, in the group interview he does point out, the lecturer does help and relates to him.

“But the lecturer was just… I dunno – Cool? (laughs). Yeah, just cool, and really… I dunno what the word is but just easy to get on with… - Alex, Page 17, Line 430.

Emily does clarify he relates to the lecturer. 

“Relatable?” – Emily, Page 17, Line 433.

Alex confirms that he relates to the lecturer. Alex feels his lecturer explains things well and a strong personality which helps learning and tasks feel easier.

“Yes! Relatable! It was like I’ve had some lecturers that have been really monotone, you know, and it’s hard to sit there for 2 or 3 hours and listen to a load of long words, complex things, but he was wicked. He explained things really well and just had a bit of personality about him. And that just made the task much easier. -Alex, Page 17, Line 435.







































Discussion

As outlined above, there are many themes that were interpreted during the thematic analysis relating to what factors had an influence on university students’ motivation to apply for, and maintain engagement with, a university degree programme. The analysis of the focus group transcript led to the identification of four themes and seven sub themes. It was clear during the analysis that family and environmental factors had been a huge motivational influence for students as to why they applied for university and the want to succeed. 

The analysis identified that family had an impact on students’ motivation to apply and achieve grades. Pomerantz et al., (2005) found that, parents play a crucial role as the child's primary socialisation facilitators and have a substantial impact on pupils' self-motivation and psychological needs. There was also previous research conducted supporting the impact a care giver or family member specifically a mother can have on their children’s education. Leal-Soto et al., (2013) also found adolescents with parents who exercise authority, for instance, have higher levels of self-efficacy expectations, better academic performance, and a stronger interest in education. it is valuable to note Sarah was at university for reasons relating solely to her family, and the impressions she wanted to make for her children. Sarah was both intrinsically motived as well as extrinsically, this suggests both can have an impact which drives one other.

Furthermore, the thematic process also developed another key theme. Environmental, which then led to the place of study in particular having effect on motivation of the students. Wang et al. (1990) implies one of the key elements of learning is the learning environment, which influences learning objectives and motivation for learning. This data supports that the environment is a key element in achievement and motivation at university. In addition to support environmental impact of motivation, Radovan & Makovec, (2015) found that according to their theory and empirical data that the views of the learning environment have a favourable impact on motivation and course satisfaction. The analysis identifies that environment can play a pivotal role in student engagement as-well as retention of the students. The majority of the participants in this study, mention that lecturers have had an impact on turning up, engaging, and achieving goals. In higher education, interactions between students and teachers are crucial (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). Additionally, Komarraju et al., (2010) states the growth and improvement of students' motivation depend heavily on these relationships. 

The study conducted by Afzal et al., (2010) found that there were four main extrinsic motivators were implicated in university students’ motivation to engage; career and qualifications, social enjoyment, rejection of alternative possibilities, and social pressure. However, whilst this study was successful at investigating the influence of intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors on academic performance it was halted by the lack of gender balance of participants. However, this being said, Sawalha et al., (2017) found the most often selected extrinsic factors by students were impending tests, family expectations, and praise, whereas the most frequently selected internal factors were grade expectations, material interest, and living an honourable life. Regardless of their performance, gender, or major, all students shared the same common factors.

To conclude, the themes developed in this study suggest there were many factors which affect motivation of students participating, engaging, and applying for university. Key themes developed were of a generic nature, and to no surprise the most impactful such as family and learning environment which included the lecturer having a beneficial effect in this instance. 
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Appendices

Table 1.
Table of Themes, Sub-Themes and Supported Quotes.



	Themes
	Sub-Themes
	Supporting Quotes

	














Influence
1
	














Family
1.1
	“My dad wanted me to do something in uni” – Alex, Page 3, Line 53.

“I want to do something for my girls and show to my girls that, like I can do it” – Sarah, Page 5, Line 107.

“I want to set an example for them and do better for them and their futures” – Sarah, Page 5, Line 118.

“For me, it’s literally just my kids, they’re the reason I applied” – Sarah, Page 18, Line 474.

“And I had my mum just on my case” – Emily, Page 21, Line 555.

“He my dad is definitely my main motivation, I think. I mean, he’s pushed me to do the best that I can do” – Alex, Page 22, Line 571.

“I have to do well if I want to get to the position where I feel comfortable and I can give my girls a comfortable life” – Sarah, Page 23, Line 597.

“I want to do well, because I really want to for my dad to be proud of me” – Alex, Page 30, Line 780.


	
	


Health Reasons
1.2
	“I dunno if my reason for choosing to go to uni is really a reason but I got injured at work” – Mark, Page 4, Line 82.

“it wasn’t my choice to get injured (laughs) But it is what it is. Is that a motivator? Like I physically cant do what I want to do anymore so I’ve sort of been pushed to do something else?” – Mark, Page 21, Line 511.

“I’ve always taken orders and done the duties and that, so I thought it might be interesting to carry on in an area I already know but, like, on the other side, ya know?” – Mark, Page 4, Line 84.

	





Conflicts
2
	





Work Life Balance
2.1

	“I’ve got some decent friends on the course now – not that that’s what I’m there for. But like yeah, I don’t spend a lot.. I mean, I’ve got kids, so I don’t really feel like I have the time to be able to sit around and have fun when I’m studying and I’m mothering all at the same time” – Sarah, Page 11, Line 276.

“Im a year in and this uni stuff still baffles me im managing to keep up with the kids and do the computer stuff now, but like who knows how the next year will go! – Mark, Page 7, Line 164.

“I certainly know that it was quite difficult for me to engage In lots of social activities and then also feel up for going to university three or four times a week. Yeah I find that quite difficult. – Alex, Page 27, Line 715.


	









Environmental
3
	









Place of study
3.1
	“I mean, the motivation to get up in the morning is basically to go and sit in a room on my own, not to go and sit with anybody and even if I wanted to do that, I don’t feel like I could not where I am” – Alex, Page 11, Line 267.

“But the lecturer was just… I dunno – Cool? (laughs). Yeah just cool and really… I dunno what the word is but just easy to get on with… - Alex, Page 17, Line 430.

Also “Relatable?” – Emily, Page 17, Line 433.

“Yes! Relatable! It was like I’ve had some lecturers that have been really monotone, you know, and its hard to sit there for 2 or 3 hours and listen to a load of long words, complex things, but he was wicked. He explained things really well and just had a bit of personality about him. And that just made the task much easier. -Alex, Page 17, Line 435.

“In the first year, my interactions didn’t – they had an impact – a negative impact on on my motivation to be there” – Sarah, Page 24, Line 629.

“I think we get on with different lecturers, but they’re all great at what they do and they really do help in that motivations for me to turn up as well” – Sarah, Page 25, Line 656.


	












Opportunities
4


	


Medical 
4.1
	“I worked in construction for a long time but, as you can see, can’ really get up those ladders anymore (laughs – points to wheelchair)” – Mark, Page 1, Line 12.

“I think coming to uni has saved me a little bit – I could have really fallen down and let myself get down with my condition” – Mark, Page 10, Line 249.


	
	

Gender Influences
4.2
	“Unfortunately, though – it’s a male dominated subject” – Alex, Page 25, Line 653.

“It’s quite a male dominated industry overall, it’s a male dominated course, I think there’s only about maybe two females on our course” – Alex, Page 25, Line 657.

	
	





Progression/
Learning 
4.3

	“I like the idea of learning more and learning it properly so that I can hopefully turn, like, the thing I loke to do for fun into a career. – Alex, Page 3, Line 72.

“The psychology degree interested me because, like, I think its fascinating how people think and behave, and I feel like with psychology you can make a difference…I want to make a difference. – Sarah, Page 5, Line 110.

“I think the motivation to carry on just came from me understanding and making peace with the fact that I didn’ know it all at that point” – Mark, Page 13, Line 324.























Participant Debrief Sheet:
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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









Participant Consent Form:

[image: A white background with black text

Description automatically generated][image: A close-up of a sign

Description automatically generated]

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
________________________	__________	________________________






































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?
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