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Academics' perceptions of students' motivation for learning and their own motivation 

for teaching in a marketized higher education context 

 

Abstract 

Background      

The marketisation of higher education (HE), which positions students as consumers and 

academics as service providers, may adversely affect students’ motivation for learning and 

academics’ motivation for teaching. According to self-determination theory (SDT), high-

quality forms of motivation are achieved when individuals experience fulfilment of three 

psychological needs: competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  

Aims      

This study applied SDT to examine academics’ perceptions of whether the marketized HE 

context in England, UK, supported or undermined these three psychological needs for their 

students and for themselves. It also examined their perceptions of the impact that this context 

had on their teaching. 

Sample      

Participants were 10 academics teaching at five post-1992 higher education institutions in 

England, UK. 

Method      

Semi-structured interviews were conducted and subsequently analyzed using thematic 

analysis. 

Results      

Academics observed that students identifying as consumers seemed to display lower levels of 
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competence, autonomy, and relatedness. This contributed to an HE environment that 

diminished the academics’ own psychological needs. Although some felt able to improve 

student motivation through their teaching, others felt demotivated and disempowered by top-

down pressure from managers and bottom-up pressure from students. 

Conclusions      

The marketized HE context may undermine high-quality motivation for students’ learning 

and academics’ teaching. Academics should be supported to teach in ways that facilitate 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness in their students and themselves. 
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Introduction 

     Students who are intrinsically motivated to learn, or have internalized extrinsic goals such 

as gaining good grades, demonstrate higher levels of satisfaction with their education, better 

psychological wellbeing, and higher academic achievement (Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & 

Ryan, 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). Learning environments play 

a crucial role in influencing students’ experience of motivation (for reviews, see Deci et al., 

1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Educators can promote or inhibit the development of positive 

forms of motivation among their students through the ways in which they structure the 

learning environment, for example by using choice-driven or controlling styles of teaching 

(Deci et al., 1991; Entwistle, McCune, & Walker, 2001; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Recent 

research also suggests that student motivation for learning in higher education (HE) is being 

influenced by broader socio-political contexts that operate beyond the educators’ control: a 

marketized environment in which students have come to be defined as ‘consumers’ by some 

governments, policymakers, higher education institutions (HEIs), and even students 

themselves. Students who identify as consumers appear to be motivated not by an intrinsic 

interest in their subjects, but primarily by the extrinsic goal of gaining a degree which they 

perceive to be necessary for improving their future employment prospects (e.g., Bunce, 

Baird, & Jones, 2017; Bunce & Bennett, 2019; Haywood, Jenkins, & Molesworth, 2011; 

Jabbar, Analoui, Kong, & Mirza, 2018; Nixon, Scullion, & Molesworth, 2011; Rolfe, 2002; 

Tomlinson, 2014, 2017; Wong & Chiu, 2019). This is problematic, because much evidence 

has shown that extrinsically motivated students demonstrate lower satisfaction, psychological 

wellbeing, and academic achievement, as well as a range of diminished transferable skills 

including lower engagement, persistence, creativity, flexible thinking, and personal growth 

(Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). 

     Educators who are intrinsically motivated in their teaching are more likely to facilitate 
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intrinsic motivation in their students (Pelletier, Séguin-Lévesque, & Legault, 2002). 

However, pedagogic relations are bi-directional, and the attitudes and behaviours that 

students bring to the learning environment can promote or inhibit positive forms of 

motivation in their educators, and affect their teaching styles (Deci et al., 1991; Pelletier et 

al., 2002). In addition, educators’ motivation may be affected by factors such as managerial 

pressure to follow imposed curricula and attain performance targets (Deci et al., 1991; 

Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Pelletier et al., 2002). While academics could play a significant role 

in transforming the attitudes and behaviours of student ‘consumers’, no research to date has 

applied a theoretical framework to gain psychological insight into academics’ perceptions of 

the effect of the marketized HE learning environment on students’ motivation, their own 

motivation, and their own teaching styles. The current study addresses this gap by using self-

determination theory (SDT) to analyze interview data collected from academics teaching in 

England, UK.  

     Higher education in England has undergone an ideological shift since tuition fees were 

introduced in 1998, along with other countries around the world including the United States, 

Canada, and Australia. As state funding has been cut and students have become more or 

wholly responsible for their tuition costs, HEIs have adopted policies of marketization and 

operate under stricter business models that tend towards conceptualizing students as 

consumers and academics as service providers (Komljenovik, Ashwin, McArthur, & 

Rosewell, 2018; Naidoo, Shankar, & Veer, 2011; Nixon et al., 2011; Tomlinson, 2014, 2017; 

Wong & Chiu, 2019). Governments and policy advisors believe that this allows HEIs to 

benefit from competitive market pressure, and enables students to receive higher-quality 

teaching and resources (Department for Business, Innovation, and Skills, 2011, 2016; Naidoo 

et al., 2011). Consequently, among HEIs there is an increasing audit culture and a focus on 

achieving high student ‘satisfaction’ scores on performance metrics, such as the National 
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Student Survey (NSS), UK, and the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF), England 

(Komljenovik et al., 2018; Moran & Powell, 2018). Many UK HEIs use intense consumer-

orientated marketing campaigns to recruit and retain students (Chapleo, 2010; Gokcen, 2014; 

Haywood et al., 2011), and often encourage their students to act as consumers by giving 

regular feedback and requesting improvement to services (Williams, 2011). 

     Empirical research, however, has found the marketization of HE to have detrimental 

effects on both students and academics. Students who see themselves as consumers tend to 

hold a sense of academic entitlement, adopt a surface approach rather than a deep approach to 

learning, and regard education as a commodity (e.g., Bunce et al., 2017; Bunce & Bennett, 

2019; Haywood et al., 2011; Jabbar et al., 2018; Nixon et al., 2011; Rolfe, 2002; Tomlinson, 

2014, 2017; Wong & Chiu, 2019). These attitudes and behaviours appear to be linked to 

extrinsic motivation for learning, with the end goal of getting a degree prioritized over 

ongoing self-development and a genuine learning experience. Interviews and focus groups 

with 68 undergraduate students studying at seven HEIs in the United Kingdom revealed that 

those who identified strongly as consumers often adopted instrumentalist approaches to 

learning, and tried to calculate the ‘value’ of their HE experiences in financial terms 

(Tomlinson, 2014, 2017). They saw themselves as paying for good ‘service’ that would lead 

to a good degree and graduate employment, and appeared to view lectures as a passive form 

of entertainment (Tomlinson, 2014). Students who did not identify as consumers reported that 

many of their peers seemed passive and apathetic towards their learning, while still expecting 

to get good grades that would be seen favourably by employers (Tomlinson, 2014, 2017). 

     Similar findings were reported by Haywood and colleagues (2011), who interviewed 60 

students from one HEI in England and focused on the stories they told about their learning 

experiences and dreams for the future. Many appeared to embrace a consumer ethic, 

describing how they avoided ‘boring’ and challenging parts of their courses that they 
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considered irrelevant to their careers, and took little responsibility for their own learning 

(Haywood et al., 2011, p. 190). Another study based on interviews with 60 students from one 

HEI in England found that many tended to opt for the easiest and most ‘fun’ routes to ‘get a 

2:1 […] without sort of having to really work as hard’ (Nixon et al., 2011, pp. 204, 202). 

They often spoke about extrinsic goals and appeared to engage in consumerist thinking, 

summed up in one student’s statement that his aim was ‘partly learning, but mostly to get a 

job […] that gets you money, and then a wife, and house and children…’ (Nixon et al., 2011, 

p. 201).  

     The relation between a student ‘consumer’ identity and quality of motivation, as assessed 

by approaches to learning, was quantified in a survey of 587 students in England (Bunce & 

Bennett, 2019). A surface approach to learning involves using passive or rote-learning 

techniques with the extrinsic goal of receiving a pass with minimal effort, whereas a deep 

approach involves synthesizing, evaluating, and making meaning, with the intrinsic goal of 

achieving understanding (Marton & Säljö, 1976). Bunce and Bennett (2019) found that 

students who identified more strongly as consumers were less likely to take a deep approach 

and more likely to take a surface approach to learning, which consequently had a negative 

impact on their academic performance. 

     A small body of work has begun to explore the perspectives of academics in England on 

the marketization of HE, and revealed how they also perceived student ‘consumers’ to have 

extrinsic motivation for learning. This had negative effects on the academics’ own motivation 

for teaching, and on their teaching styles. In a study examining the views of 70 academics at 

four HEIs on the impact of introducing tuition fees, some reported how they were ‘expected 

to deliver a different style of teaching, geared to “training” students to achieve the highest 

possible marks’ (Rolfe, 2002, p. 173). Many expressed disappointment about their students’ 

low interest and engagement, which in turn made them feel devalued and less satisfied with 
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their teaching. Similarly, Wong and Chiu (2019) described how some academics from a 

sample of 30 at two HEIs felt that they needed to ‘keep students entertained’ in lectures, 

which sometimes caused internal conflict; as observed by one academic, ‘Students want to 

learn less, therefore we teach them less? Is that how it works?’ (Wong & Chiu, 2019, p. 10). 

Such views were reflected again in a study of 22 business school academics at three HEIs, 

some of whom reported how they struggled to engage students who did not see the value of 

learning for its own sake (Jabbar et al., 2018). Many also spoke about top-down management 

pressure in the form of ‘unmanageable workloads and time pressures’ and the need to gain 

high student satisfaction scores on the NSS (Jabbar et al., 2018, p. 95). This contributed to ‘a 

culture of academic stress’, which left them feeling ‘pressured, demoralised and demotivated’ 

(Jabbar et al., 2018, p. 95). Increasingly stressful conditions for academics were highlighted 

in a report by the UK’s Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI), which described an 

escalation of poor mental health among academics due to factors including excessive 

workloads, metrics-driven performance management policies, and a culture of workplace 

surveillance (Morrish, 2019). 

     Together, this research suggests that the marketized HE context undermines intrinsic 

motivation for both students and academics. If students identify as consumers, they appear to 

experience extrinsic motivation for learning and a range of negative outcomes that will not 

serve them well in employment (e.g., lower academic achievement, lack of transferable 

skills). If academics encounter pressure from students and managers to ‘satisfy’ their students 

in superficial ways, they appear to experience a range of negative outcomes that inhibit their 

intrinsic motivation for teaching (e.g., anxiety, frustration, disillusionment with their work). 

This means that academics may be less likely to foster students’ intrinsic motivation through 

their teaching styles, and students may be less likely to foster academics’ intrinsic motivation 

through displaying enthusiasm for their subjects. 
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     While existing research has identified the problematic nature of extrinsic motivation in the 

marketized HE environment, no studies have yet focused on the specific socio-contextual 

factors that could facilitate or impede intrinsic motivation in students and academics. The 

current study addresses this gap using SDT. This well-established theory defines a continuum 

of different types of motivation that vary in the extent to which individuals internalize their 

goals (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). It would place the form of motivation 

exhibited by student ‘consumers’ on the lower-quality side of extrinsic motivation. Such 

motivation occurs when an individual feels controlled by external contingencies and performs 

activities for instrumental reasons, for example to attain a reward or avoid punishment 

(‘external regulation’) or to prevent guilt and anxiety or enhance self-esteem (‘introjected 

regulation’). Higher-quality extrinsic motivation ensues when an individual accepts and 

values their instrumental goal (‘identification’) or assimilates it with their sense of self 

(‘integrated regulation’). This motivation might be experienced by students if they see their 

course as relevant to a personal life goal, or by academics if they think that a new compulsory 

curriculum will actually help them to teach in better ways. These extrinsic forms of 

motivation differ from ‘intrinsic motivation’, which occurs when an individual engages with 

an activity for its own sake with a full sense of independence and volition (Deci et al., 1991; 

Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). 

     Self-determination theory proposes that humans are innately predisposed towards intrinsic 

motivation and personal growth through fulfilment of three basic psychological needs: 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). 

Satisfaction of these needs is dependent on social contexts, which can be either supportive or 

inhibitive. Competence is defined as understanding how to attain a desired outcome, and 

being efficacious in performing the required actions. Autonomy involves self-initiating and 

self-regulating one’s own behaviour; it does not mean self-sufficiency or individualism, but 
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that the locus of control is felt to be within the self. Relatedness involves developing secure 

and satisfying connections with supportive others (Deci et al., 1991; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 

2002). The extent to which a person feels that their three psychological needs are met affects 

the quality of their motivation. 

     Although an extensive amount of research has applied SDT to analyze students’ 

motivation in general, especially in school environments, this theory has not been used to 

analyze students’ motivation for learning or academics’ motivation for teaching in a 

marketized HE context. The first aim of the current study was to examine academics’ 

perceptions of the extent to which this HE context appeared to support or undermine their 

students’ three basic psychological needs. The second aim was to examine academics’ 

perceptions of the extent to which it supported or undermined their own psychological needs, 

and the impact that it had on their endeavours to teach in ways that cultivated high-quality 

motivation in their students. Interviews with 10 academics at five post-1992 HEIs in England 

were conducted to explore these issues, and the data were analyzed using a hybrid (inductive 

and deductive) form of thematic analysis. 

 

Method   

Participants 

     A purposive sample of 10 academics (four female and six male) was recruited from five 

post-1992 universities in England. Eight academics were senior lecturers, one was a principal 

lecturer, and one was a teaching fellow. They had an average of 12.9 years of HE teaching 

experience (SD = 10.17, range 3–35 years), and taught in one or more of the following 

disciplines: analytics, biosciences, biomedical sciences, business, computing, economics, 

education, estate management, health studies, planning, psychology, sport and exercise 

science, and urban design. For further participant details, see Table 1. To maintain 
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anonymity, the institutional membership and subjects taught by individual participants are not 

disclosed. All names have been replaced by participant numbers. 

Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Participant number Gender Age (years) Higher education 

teaching experience 

(years) 

1 Male 60–69 35–39 

2 Male 50–59 5–9 

3 Female 50–59 5–9 

4 Male 40–49 5–9 

5 Female 30–39 5–9 

6 Male 50–59 20–24 

7 Male 30–39 5–9 

8 Female 40–49 <5 

9 Female 40–49 20–24 

10 Male 60–69 10–14 

 

Procedure 

     Participants responded to email invitations sent to departments of post-1992 universities 

across England. These invited academics to take part in a study about teaching and learning 

in the current HE context in which students are responsible for their tuition fees. Individual, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face or over the telephone by the first 

author. Interviews lasted approximately 30–60 min. Participants were asked a series of 



MOTIVATION IN STUDENT ‘CONSUMERS’ 12 
 

questions, created collaboratively by both authors in accordance with Wengraf’s (2001) 

criteria for openness and non-leading neutrality. The questions were designed to encourage 

participants to talk at length and in depth about their experiences (Galletta, 2013). They 

ranged from relatively broad (e.g., ‘Could you tell me about today’s students’ attitudes and 

behaviours towards their learning?’) to more specific and grounded in elements of SDT (e.g., 

‘What do you think motivates today’s students to come to university?’). 

     In line with Wengraf’s (2001) and Galletta’s (2013) suggestions for optimal semi-

structured interviewing, the interviewer used a number of follow-up questions and prompts to 

encourage participants to elaborate on their initial responses. Participants were also asked to 

give concrete examples to support their statements, ensuring that their perceptions and 

interpretations of students’ experiences were based on real-world evidence (e.g., interactions 

with and observations of their students). In addition, participants were asked to indicate the 

approximate proportions of students to which their statements applied if they did not mention 

this of their own accord. Interviews were transcribed verbatim. 

Analysis 

     Transcripts were analyzed using thematic analysis (TA), a well-established method for 

identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 

2012). Unlike other methods which are bound to particular theories and epistemological 

positions, TA is theoretically flexible and can be used in an inductive (data-driven) or 

deductive (theory-driven) way. The current study used a hybrid approach (Fereday & Muir-

Cochrane, 2006; see also Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012; Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 

2017), whereby the initial codes were drawn primarily from the raw data but a framework 

based on SDT was used for the integration of codes and development of themes. 

     TA involves a six-phase process, which the authors followed rigorously to ensure that the 

analysis was conducted in a consistent manner and the findings could be judged as credible. 
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An audit trail was kept in the form of all raw data, annotated transcripts, tables, diagrams, 

memos, and an extensive body of notes which documented comprehensively how the analysis 

evolved (Nowell et al., 2017; Wolf, 2003). In line with guidelines for maintaining 

trustworthiness in TA (Nowell et al., 2017), the authors routinely conducted segments of 

independent analysis before reviewing and discussing the outcomes. All decisions were 

recorded, and the authors engaged in ongoing, reflexive dialogue throughout the analytic 

procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). 

     The initial familiarization phase involved listening to each of the audio-recordings while 

making notes, then proceeding with reading, re-reading, and annotating all of the transcripts. 

The data were then coded inductively with a mixture of ‘semantic codes’, which summarized 

surface meanings grounded in the data (e.g., ‘Many students are seen as demanding excessive 

support’), and ‘latent codes’, which drew out the deeper and more conceptual meanings (e.g., 

‘Some students appear to need “spoon-feeding” – a detrimental image of infantilization and 

literal consumption of education’) (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). Following discussion 

between both authors to determine the accuracy of all codes, these were collated into an 

expansive list alongside relevant data extracts. 

     The analysis then shifted to a broader focus, constructing coherent and meaningful 

patterns (themes and subthemes) from the codes. The authors switched to a primarily 

deductive approach for this phase, reiteratively examining all coded data through the lens of 

SDT. Consistent application of this approach across the whole dataset (Nowell et al., 2017) 

generated three themes: ‘competence’, ‘autonomy’, and ‘relatedness’. Within each of these 

themes, two contrasting subthemes emerged: ‘fulfilment’ and ‘lack of fulfilment’ of each of 

the three basic psychological needs. Each theme and subtheme provided a strong organizing 

concept for distinct clusters of codes, and together they fitted ‘like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle’ 

to offer a ‘meaningful and lucid picture’ of the overall dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 65). 
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The themes and subthemes were carefully reviewed and revised, and checked to ensure that 

they had ‘internal homogeneity’ (meaningful data cohesion within the themes) and ‘external 

heterogeneity’ (clear differences between the themes) (Patton, 1990). Lastly, the authors 

conducted a reread of the entire dataset to ensure that the selected themes and subthemes 

captured the most important and relevant elements of the data in relation to the research 

question (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2012). 

 

Results and Discussion  

     In this section, we first present academics’ views on the extent to which their students 

appeared to experience fulfilment of their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. 

Within each theme, we also present academics’ own experiences of fulfilment of their basic 

psychological needs, and the ways in which this was felt to influence their teaching.   

Competence 

     Fulfilment of the need for competence 

Three academics (P8–P10) regarded the majority of their students as experiencing high levels 

of competence. Competence in this sense was perceived to be something that could be 

achieved by all students willing to put the necessary energy into learning, as opposed to an 

individual trait (e.g., intelligence quotient):  

I view all learners […] as competent. […] They are making the learning, I’m not 

making the learning for them. […] It’s inviting them out on the dance floor. [Laugh] 

Because we can’t dance the dance of making meaning unless you come on the dance 

floor. (P8) 
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The academics attributed high competence partly to their students’ desire to gain mastery of 

their subjects, but also to their own teaching styles that inspired students to participate, 

stimulated high levels of engagement, and empowered them to exceed their own 

expectations: 

What I’ve done [with my innovative teaching style], or […] we’re trying to do a lot 

here […] is […] you can do stunningly well if you try, if you engage with what we’re 

doing. […] The students are surprising themselves, and demonstrating amazing levels 

of achievement. (P10) 

Two of these academics explained how they played a central role in making students realize 

their own innate desire to engage in high-quality learning. They saw their main educator 

responsibility as ‘teaching them how to learn to learn’ (P10) and enabling them to make ‘the 

overriding transition [to] being […] in charge of their own learning’ (P8). Participant 10 also 

described how he often needed to overcome students’ initial preconceptions of HE learning, 

which were linked to consumer attitudes:  

Their story was very much along the lines, “Well when we first started, you know, 

well we were thinking about value for money”. […] They now see that university’s 

not something you buy. […] They’re learning how to be… “We’ve discovered that 

we’re much better than we thought we were”, because we are encouraging them to 

develop their sort of self-confidence. […] It clearly has changed the way that some of 

them actually look at… what university’s all about. (P10) 

All three academics spoke about how they helped students to acquire a range of valuable 

transferable skills such as effective communication and critical thinking, as well as high 

achievement in terms of grades. Two described how their students seemed to undergo 

significant transformations in competence over the course of their degrees: 
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I think, especially if you look at how they started and at the end, how the skills and 

the knowledge… […] I think they get more and more competent. […] You see a 

transformation in them from second to third year. […] They do have the opportunity 

to […] become much more critical in the way they think about the world. (P9) 

We are concentrating very, very strongly on developing their soft skills of things like 

creativity, curiosity, communication, problem solving, and […] storytelling. […] 

They’re learning how to communicate, […] to develop their sort of self-confidence. 

[…] [Our recent graduates have] almost all 2:1s and firsts. (P10) 

Seeing their students thrive in this way enhanced these three academics’ own experiences of 

competence, enabling them to feel invigorated and confident in their teaching. They believed 

this to be a two-way process, in which both students and academics contributed to a vibrant 

learning environment that had reciprocal benefits. 

     Lack of fulfilment of the need for competence 

Six academics (P1–P6) felt that the majority of their students experienced low levels of 

competence, which had decreased in recent years. This manifested in students showing a lack 

of confidence and perseverance, and poor understanding of how to achieve the grades and 

skills they desired. One further academic (P7) reported that his students appeared ‘very 

variable’ in their sense of competence, but that many struggled with their degrees. These 

academics described how such students seemed unable or unwilling to engage with their 

studies and produce work of a satisfying standard: 

They struggle with the content, or they struggle to engage in the […] subject matter. 

[…] It probably potentially challenges them, more than they would like it to. […] Our 

students sometimes struggle with the theoretical side of things. (P7) 
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These students were often perceived as reluctant to do preparatory work, take part in 

activities, or even attend lectures and seminars. According to the academics, they did not 

seem to fully grasp what HE learning involved: 

I have a number of students that are very resistant to taking part. […] Definitely any 

preparatory stuff, or if we have activities in classes, [low effort] manifests itself. […] 

We are having problems with attendance. […] I think some of our students […] just 

don’t understand what they don’t know. So, they have no concept of where they are 

[…] or where they need to be. […] The students that aren’t putting the effort in […] 

struggle to progress. (P5)  

Such students appeared to want ‘an easy ride’ and expected academics to deliver ‘not 

learning, not opportunities to learn, but […] simply what is required for passing’ (P2). The 

academics’ felt that these students did not want to gain ‘knowledge’, but thought that they 

should be given ‘information […] something that doesn’t really need to be extended upon, or 

digested’ (P6). Instead of becoming critical thinkers and engaging in ‘deep learning’ (P6), the 

students seemed to rely largely on superficial learning techniques that focused primarily on 

memorization and regurgitation of teaching materials in assessments. This involved a passive, 

disengaged stance and poor comprehension of complex and challenging ideas (Entwistle et 

al., 2001; Marton & Säljö, 1976). The students subsequently achieved lower grades, a pattern 

previously shown to be linked to a surface approach and consumer identity (Bunce & 

Bennett, 2019). 

     Several academics associated these attitudes and behaviours explicitly with a consumer 

identity, reporting how students often expressed a sense of entitlement to good grades due to 

the fact that they were paying high tuition fees: 
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I seem to get more comments about, “I pay your wages”, “I’m paying for my degree”, 

and we get a lot more disputes now, about what their grades are. […] They don’t see 

that it’s actually down to what they have to contribute. […] It’s, “I’ve paid for it, I 

want what I’ve paid for”. […] They see it as, they’re buying a product. (P3) 

They did not blame the students for this approach, but believed that they had been 

encouraged to adopt these views by a discourse often promoted by politicians and 

policymakers, and sometimes by HEI marketing teams who displayed materials like ‘posters 

all over the place saying, “Your fees equate to this”’ (P5). 

     The academics perceived students with low competence as falling into two distinct 

categories. On one hand, they regarded some students as taking a hedonistic approach, 

treating university like a ‘gap year’ (P2), an ‘amusement park’ (P2), or an ‘18–30 holiday’ 

(P4). In other words, having paid their fees, the academics observed these students as feeling 

that they deserved ‘a VIP experience, a bit like a fast track to degrees’ for very little effort 

(P2). On the other hand, another set of students appeared to experience greater stress and 

anxiety from paying high fees. They seemed to focus primarily on the extrinsic goal of 

getting a 2:1 or first class degree, which was linked to a fear of failure and unwillingness to 

take on academic challenges: 

Part of it is a lack of willingness to take risk. [...] Intellectual discovery doesn’t 

necessarily feature. […] I think there’s an anxiety to make mistakes. […] [They’ve 

lost] the whole notion that it is actually ok to a degree to learn from your mistakes 

[…] so everything needs to be prescribed. (P6) 

They just sort of retreat away from the activity, […] I think they’re, you know, they’re 

quite scared of these activities where they have to sort of look at the literature 

themselves. (P4) 
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These two clusters of attitudes and behaviours reflect the student ‘consumer’ approaches 

reported in other UK studies, in which some students spoke about how they saw HE as 

something that should be easy, entertaining, and fun (Haywood et al., 2011; Nixon et al., 

2011; Tomlinson, 2014, 2017), while others described experiencing a fear of failure and 

opting for the easiest routes of study (Nixon et al., 2011). Both of these outlooks revolved 

around low cognitive effort, and placed the extrinsic goal of acquiring a degree above that of 

in-depth learning and personal growth. 

     All academics in this subtheme explained in detail how they made substantial efforts to 

improve the experience of competence in their students. Most, however, thought that their 

own competence was hindered by limited control over their teaching. They felt that they 

could not challenge the students sufficiently for fear of recrimination, or because of 

objectives and restraints imposed by managers and government agency initiatives: 

I do not think [students] are improving because there are so many controls that stop us 

from improving them. I would push my students far more if I didn’t have the cost of 

the National Student Survey behind me the whole time. […] But if the minute you 

start doing it, there’s going to be complaints going in and you’re going to be hauled 

before the head of department […] you’re not going to do that, you’re not going to 

step out of line, so in the sense, we are encouraging mediocrity. (P1) 

This reduced the academics’ motivation and job satisfaction, an issue exacerbated for some 

by what they considered to be disproportionate workloads that led to potential or actual 

failure in meeting targets: 

If you do everything that the university asks you to do on the teaching side […] you’ll 

fail as a researcher, you just won’t have time. […] In terms of workload plan, teaching 
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is massively underrepresented. […] There’s an awful lot of [administrative] stuff, […] 

all these additional activities that the university generates. (P4) 

In some ways it’s very stressful. […] We are increasingly being given targets that I 

think are unrealistic […] and more often than not, we are not meeting. […] We, 

colleagues, you know, shrug and say, “Well… virus, you know. Doing our best”. (P2) 

Autonomy 

     Fulfilment of the need for autonomy 

Three academics (P8–P10) thought that the majority of their students experienced high levels 

of autonomy, becoming creative and flexible thinkers who acted of their own volition. They 

attributed this partly to the students’ interest in their subjects, but also felt their teaching 

styles to be a significant factor. They gave students freedom and responsibility to pursue their 

own areas of interest, set their own goals, and use their initiative to tackle complex tasks: 

I do teach questions, I do not teach answers. I teach the students how to research, how 

to do critical thinking and analysis, […] so all of my assignments, from first year 

through to third year, are all based around broad topics, that they research to identify 

their [own] narrow topic. (P10) 

These academics reported that they felt highly autonomous with their own teaching, and had 

strong support from their managers to implement and disseminate creative teaching styles: 

I’ve always written my own modules, so […] it’s mine, I mean it’s what I’ve created, 

and then I would change it according to how it plays out with that cohort of students. 

(P8) 
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I definitely influence the teaching in the department. […] We all have a little bit 

more… opportunities, and perhaps a new environment where we can learn from each 

other. (P9) 

They acknowledged, however, that such ‘freedom’ (P10) was not universal across their HEIs, 

and described how some colleagues had to follow very specific module specification 

documents and pre-set teaching patterns.  

     Lack of fulfilment of the need for autonomy 

Seven academics (P1–P7) felt that the majority of their students did not experience 

autonomy, and that this was something that had been lost over recent years. They explained 

how this manifested in students’ reluctance to study of their own volition and go beyond 

attempting to follow direct instructions. These academics perceived many students as failing 

to realize that it was necessary to take the initiative, make their own decisions, and look for 

areas of personal interest to study: 

I’d say, the majority of students now, don’t see that they have to read, they don’t see 

they have to learn. […] I think they’ve lost […] the fact that they should be studying 

themselves, and developing themselves, and reading around subjects. […] A number 

of times I get a student write to me and say, “Can you not just give me the answers?” 

(P3) 

They often linked this directly to a consumer approach: 

They see themselves as paying for a degree. […] They don’t see the independent 

study side of things. […] Quite a lot of students [are] not willing to do independent 

study, and not realizing that they need to study independently. (P5) 
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These students were seen as demanding extensive and unreasonable support. Four academics 

used the metaphor of students wanting to be ‘fed’, evoking the image of them literally 

‘consuming’ their education: 

[They’re] kind of very much, “Tell me the book I will use to pass my…”, “Tell me 

how to write my answer…”, “Tell me…”, “Feed me…”, very much, very demanding. 

(P2) 

[It’s] a bit […] like coming to a restaurant, you don’t expect that you’re going to have 

help the chef out with preparing the course, I mean, it’s all going to be delivered, 

ready, to your table, the only thing you have to do is fork it in your mouth. (P6) 

This echoes the observations of Molesworth, Nixon, and Scullion (2009) that the 

marketization of HE encourages students to see their degrees as something that they are 

entitled to ‘have’, handed to them on a plate, rather than something that they need to gain 

through ‘being’ a learner. While this sense of consumer entitlement appeared to make 

students feel empowered in the short-term, it was regarded unanimously by the academics in 

this study as detrimental to long-term intellectual development and personal growth:  

It’s a strange irony really, by them paying more […] we give them more, but actually 

[…] the outcome for them is less. (P4) 

It also projected an infantilized image for the students (Williams, 2011), as the need for 

‘spoon-feeding’ (P1, P5) and ‘handholding’ (P5, P7) suggested that they were unable to cope 

with adult responsibilities. 

     All of the academics in this subtheme explained how they tried to improve the autonomy 

of their students through a wide range of teaching methods that encouraged self-directed 

thinking, creativity, and choice. As in the ‘competence’ theme, however, most stated that they 
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felt they had limited control over their teaching, and that their own autonomy had been 

diminished in recent years: 

I don’t feel I’ve got that much control in how I can… introduce new ideas to my 

learners. I feel I’m being […] steered, forced, coerced […] into designing my 

activities, my learning modules. […] I don’t feel I have the control of how I plan and 

design [compared to] […] four, five years ago. (P2) 

One of the implications of this model, the student-as-consumer, is […] trust no longer 

seems to play a major role in the system. […] [It] feels that we need to be directed in 

everything, […] behaviour becomes kind of nearly algorithmic. That undermines […] 

the sense of spontaneity and initiative. (P6) 

They reported encountering pressure from managers, and experiencing various levels of 

frustration and stress over the ways in which their HEIs had become more focused on 

instrumentalist, corporate-like approaches that did not value academic freedom: 

We obviously are target-driven. […] We have inquests and enquiries into why x, y, 

and z module didn’t go well. […] It is very stressful. […] We don’t make any 

decisions without consulting with the […] academic advice manager. […] That is 

chipping away at my professionalism. (P2) 

I think it’s becoming increasingly mechanistic, and more and more time is actually 

being spent on checking what you’re doing. […] We’ve got to be checked on 

everything we do. […] I feel the academic contribution is not […] valued as it used to 

be. (P1) 

Although the HEI management teams appeared to assume that such a ‘business model’ (P6) 

would increase efficiency and raise student satisfaction, the academics disagreed, arguing that 
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the imposition of rigid assessment and accountability structures undermined their freedom to 

tailor their teaching for students in optimal ways. Such target-driven management, along with 

increasing levels of time-consuming bureaucracy and monitoring, was a key concern raised 

by the HEPI report (Morrish, 2019) and by many academics who participated in the UK’s 

Times Higher Education Teaching Survey 2017 (Grove, 2017). 

Relatedness 

     Fulfilment of the need for relatedness 

Four academics (P7–P10) discussed how the majority of their students seemed to experience 

high levels of relatedness. In the learning context, this manifested in ‘good rapport’ (P7) and 

positive communication between students and academics, which appeared to give students a 

sense of support, encouragement, and inspiration. It also increased the academics’ own 

experience of relatedness, as they felt valued and appreciated. In addition, two of these 

academics mentioned relatedness between students, which enabled them to learn from each 

other and work in collaborative ways all round: 

They do learn from each other and they say, “Wow, have you seen that?’ […] so 

there’s lots of that, so sometimes I [say], “Where did you get that from, can you teach 

me that?” […] So they teach me as well, which is great. (P9) 

The academics attributed this relatedness partly to the students’ willingness to empathize and 

communicate, but also to their own interactive teaching styles which shifted away from what 

they perceived to be a more traditional didactic approach: 

We try and promote a very much, an active learning environment. […] One such thing 

would be that we try and get groups of students to discuss ideas in small groups, 
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before maybe having it as an open forum. […] I think that […] [puts] more onus on 

the group to try and come up with ideas. (P7)  

I think the way we can encourage that is being more flexible, talking to them, having 

a dialogue, […] empowering them a little bit more. And you see that, their confidence 

just goes pffoosh. (P9) 

All four of these academics emphasized the importance of being approachable and treating 

students as individuals in order to develop a sense of mutual affinity and personal connection. 

They acknowledged that this could require innovative thinking due to time and resource 

constraints, plus the approval of their managers:  

We don’t always have the capacity to [provide regular face-to-face guidance] for 

every single student. So it’s finding the other ways to […] give that personal element 

to the sharing and understanding. (P8) 

I’ve the […] normal schedule contact time [but] it’s the freedom that I’ve been 

allowed by my bosses, to not spend all the time transferring knowledge but to be the 

mentor. (P10) 

     Lack of fulfilment of the need for relatedness 

Six academics (P1–P6) felt that the majority of their students experienced a lack of 

relatedness. They made reference to low levels of rapport and meaningful communication, 

believing that this was largely because students tended to see academics not as mentors or co-

constructors of learning but primarily as service providers who were obliged to comply with 

their consumer-like demands. These students appeared to engage with academics in a 

superficial and perfunctory way, and as such, did not internalize the values they were being 

taught or share the academics’ enthusiasm for their subjects:  
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There has been a general cultural change, perhaps a general shift in the way that 

academics are perceived. […] We’re sort of seen as people who can be the process 

rather than people who are experts. […] I mean they’ve paid fees [and] […] the way 

that I’ve seen it expressed is that, that students somehow feel that they have 

ownership over you in the way that you do something. (P4) 

[As academics] we’ve always prided […] ourselves […] to try and be as approachable 

as possible. But I think unfortunately, what has superseded that is this new model, the 

student-as-consumer, […] “I’m demanding that you help me”. (P6) 

The academics felt that this outlook had been fostered by HEI managers and marketing 

teams: 

I think […] as a university system, […] we are sort of encouraging them really, to 

adopt this consumerist approach, rather like, […] “Was the waiter in the restaurant 

nice to you, did they smile, did you have a good day?” (P1) 

In addition, many students appeared unwilling to engage with each other on a scholarly level 

and the academics reported a general lack of intellectual discussion and ‘academic buzz’ 

(P4): 

I think they get […] lured into a false sense of security that [studying] can be done in 

isolation, and we try to explain to them that […] collegiate working and things like 

that is important, and sharing of ideas. […] But encouraging that, that’s quite difficult 

sometimes. (P5) 

The importance of relatedness among peers was highlighted in a study by Bunce, Bennett, 

and Jones (2019), which showed that the more that students identified with other students on 

their course, the more likely they were to take a deep as opposed to surface approach to 
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learning. 

     All academics in this subtheme made reference to extensive numbers of ways in which 

they had tried to improve relatedness. Teaching methods included open-door policies, group 

activities, peer support systems, interactive online resources, and online discussion boards. 

They reported that students were often reluctant to make use of these opportunities, however. 

These academics also felt that their efforts were hindered by time and resource constraints, 

and by the way in which they were being ‘micromanaged to a much greater degree’ (P6) by 

their managers. They felt the lack of genuine, positive, reciprocal interaction to be 

detrimental on all sides, as it diminished the levels of empathy and trust necessary for proper 

collaborative or mentoring relationships. The academics were left feeling distanced and 

devalued, aware of undercurrents of tension between themselves, their students, and their 

managers:  

I think it’s moved much more… […] there’s a sort of element, […] [as a student] you 

go in there and […] instead of sort of trying to be with the lecturer you’re against 

them. […] [As a lecturer] you just think… Oh God, this is going to be quite difficult 

really. (P1) 

I know staff that are concerned, about… to make mistakes, or to […] be able to tell 

students off for being late, or […] for talking in a class, because they’re concerned 

that that’s going to create complaint, or affect the NSS. (P5) 

General Discussion 

     This research examined academics’ perceptions of the extent to which their students 

appeared to experience fulfilment of their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness 

in a marketized HE context. It also examined academics’ perceptions of whether their own 

psychological needs were fulfilled, and the ways in which this influenced their teaching. The 
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analysis revealed that six out of 10 academics (P1–P6) regarded the majority of their students 

as having relatively low competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which resulted in low-

quality extrinsic motivation (external or introjected regulation). Many of these students 

seemed to adopt consumer-like attitudes and behaviours, focusing primarily on the extrinsic 

goal of gaining a degree in order to get graduate employment. These academics also felt that 

their own psychological needs were being undermined, which inhibited their endeavours to 

teach in ways that enhanced student motivation. In contrast, three academics (P8–P10) 

regarded the majority of their students as experiencing relatively high fulfilment of their three 

psychological needs, which resulted in intrinsic or high-quality extrinsic motivation 

(identification or integrated regulation). These students did not seem to identify as 

consumers, or had overcome their initial consumer orientations and developed strong 

enthusiasm for their subjects. This supported the academics’ own feelings of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness, and enabled them to use teaching styles that seemed to motivate 

both their students and themselves. One academic (P7) regarded the majority of his students 

as experiencing high levels of relatedness but relatively low levels of competence and 

autonomy. These students appeared to have ‘a real mix’ of motivations, and although only ‘a 

handful’ displayed explicit consumer-like attitudes and behaviours, many seemed to expect 

more ‘value for money’ due to high tuition fees (P7). 

     On a descriptive level, these findings support and extend previous research by showing 

with greater depth and consistency how defining students as consumers of HE also appears to 

diminish their quality of motivation. When students were seen by academics to identify as 

consumers, their attitudes and behaviours towards learning (e.g., passivity, disengagement, 

low effort, surface level approaches, focus on instrumental end goals) reflected those reported 

in other studies (e.g., Bunce et al., 2017; Bunce & Bennett, 2019; Haywood et al., 2011; 

Jabbar et al., 2018; Nixon et al., 2011; Rolfe, 2002; Tomlinson, 2014, 2017; Wong & Chiu, 
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2019). On an interpretative level, analyzing the data using SDT gave a potential explanation 

for why this apparent decline in student motivation occurs: when students are educated in a 

marketized HE context, their consumer-like attitudes and behaviours contribute to a climate 

that impedes fulfilment of both their own and their academics’ basic psychological needs. In 

turn, this inhibits students’ intrinsic motivation for learning and academics’ motivation for 

teaching. 

     These findings are novel because they highlight the importance of taking into account the 

influence of external contexts that operate beyond the classroom when applying SDT to 

education. Although a number of publications have acknowledged that educators’ teaching 

styles may be affected by social and institutional pressures (e.g., Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & 

Ryan, 2009; Martinek, 2019; Pelletier et al., 2002), these factors have been largely 

overlooked in empirical studies. The current study revealed that, although all academics 

interviewed reported how they had tried to teach in ways that fostered students’ intrinsic 

motivation, six felt that they were being restrained by a pervasive consumerist discourse that 

had determined both their students’ and their managers’ expectations of how their teaching 

should be conducted. This indicates that the effects of external contexts on the motivation of 

educators, as well as students, is a pertinent area for further exploration. Such contexts could 

operate on a system level (e.g., curricula demands, educational policy reforms), an 

institutional level (e.g., structural and material resources, leadership styles), and an individual 

level (e.g., personal time constraints, students’ behaviour) (Martinek, 2019).  

    The findings also provide novel insight into the detrimental impact of defining students as 

consumers. By applying SDT, this study drew on over three decades’ worth of empirical 

evidence showing that a lack of competence, autonomy, and relatedness leads to extrinsic 

motivation and low achievement, satisfaction, engagement, persistence, creativity, wellbeing, 

and personal growth (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2002). In addition, SDT allows researchers to 
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‘specify the contextual conditions that will facilitate motivation, performance, and 

development’ (Deci et al., 1991, p. 327). Whereas previous research on the marketized HE 

context has highlighted a broad range of complex and sometimes conflicting attitudes and 

behaviours held by student ‘consumers’, the current study presents a clearer, more well-

defined model for potential interventions: HEIs could place greater emphasis on creating an 

environment that supports the basic psychological needs of both students and academics to 

facilitate intrinsic motivation for learning and teaching respectively. 

     In terms of policy and practical implications, this study suggests that policymakers should 

avoid defining students as consumers, and instead endorse student identities that encourage 

them to value learning for its own sake and make important contributions to the knowledge 

economy as opposed to the financial one. For example, redefining students as co-producers or 

‘partners’ (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 8) would emphasize the complex and experiential nature of 

learning at HEIs, as opposed to the service provider model that positions students as fee-

paying customers. HEIs would have a critical role to play in promoting and sustaining such 

identities, which would require collaboration between staff at all levels. A unanimous 

approach from senior management, middle management, academics, and professional service 

staff could ensure consistency in shaping potential and current students’ expectations of their 

HEI experience, and specifically the nature of learning. Emphasis on partnership and learning 

rigour, alongside minimization of consumer discourse, should be applied at all stages of 

student recruitment, induction, teaching, and assessment processes, and communicated 

clearly in official documents including student charters, student contracts, learning 

agreements, and degree course guides. It could also be reinforced during teaching courses for 

academics, especially those in early career positions. Marketing materials aimed at 

demonstrating the quality of facilities and resources of HEIs, such as state-of-the-art lecture 

theatres and innovative libraries, should be balanced with content that describes the nature of 
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student engagement required to gain the full value of the educational experience. The current 

study also demonstrates that it is essential for HEIs to support academics in creating and 

maintaining high-quality learning environments, and developing and implementing optimal 

teaching styles that place student learning above more superficial forms of student 

satisfaction. 

Limitations 

     This was an interview study providing qualitative analysis of 10 academics’ experiences 

of teaching students at five post-1992 HEIs, so the sample was not intended to represent the 

full variety of different HEIs and degree subjects in England. Further research could extend 

these findings, for example by using surveys to examine the views of a more representative 

sample of academics on the impact of a marketized HE context on their students’ and their 

own motivation for learning and teaching, using SDT. 

 

Conclusions 

     According to SDT, students who experience fulfilment of their needs for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness have higher-quality motivation and are likely to be more active 

and engaged, put more effort into learning, use better learning approaches, and achieve higher 

levels of academic performance (Deci et al., 1991; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 

2000, 2002). However, the marketization of HE in England, and in other countries where 

students are defined as consumers of their education, is potentially undermining both 

students’ and academics’ motivation by pushing them to focus on target-driven extrinsic 

goals. Academics can play a pivotal role in shaping students’ HE experiences, but in the 

current study, the majority of participants felt demotivated and disempowered by an ongoing 

ideological transformation. They felt that this change was inhibiting inventive teaching styles 

and genuine student-educator interaction, both through top-down pressure from managers and 
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bottom-up pressure from student ‘consumers’. Three academics were more optimistic and 

noted that, when they were given sufficient control over teaching by their managers, they 

were able to foster students’ intrinsic motivation for learning. It is clear, however, that this is 

being seen as increasingly difficult in the contemporary climate in which students are 

encouraged to seek value for money above other forms of educational value.  
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