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Abstract

Researchers from various theoretical backgrounds agree that high-quality social relationships are an indispensable prerequisite
for high-quality learning motivation, mental health, and psychological well-being [1-5]. At the university, students can socialize
with both faculty and fellow students, but relatedness with faculty (RF) and relatedness with peers (RP) can have different
meanings for learning motivation and well-being. In this study, RF and RP of N = 275 university students were assessed in their
first and third semester and their respective relevance in predicting autonomous motivation, academic procrastination, and
affective well-being (positive and negative affect, and satisfaction with life) was examined. The main finding of this study is the
great importance of RF for the outcomes associated with learning (i.e. autonomous motivation and procrastination), which,
however, seems to change over the course of the study. Student well-being was predicted by RF and RP, with RF being more
important for third semester students compared to first semester students. The findings of this study confirm the usefulness of
considering the contributions of RF and RP to university students' learning and well-being and highlight research desiderata
regarding changes in the importance of relatedness satisfaction for different outcomes that emerge over the course of study.

Keywords: self-determination theory; faculty, peers; social relatedness; well-being; academic procrastination.

Introduction

In their seminal work, Baumeister and Leary (1995) described
the need to belong as a “fundamental human motivation” (p.
497) which affects much of what people do and how they feel.
Since then, a lot of research from different traditions has
confirmed and elaborated their findings (for an overview see 6).
In the framework of Basic Needs Theory (BNT), which is one
of the six mini-theories of Self-Determination Theory (SDT),
social relatedness is considered one of three universal basic
psychological needs, the satisfaction of which is vital for an
individual's well-being and psychological health [5,7]. The
positive effects of relatedness satisfaction as well as the negative
effects of thwarting this basic need are significant. Educational
psychology researchers found, for instance, that high-quality
relationships with parents, teachers and/or peers positively
affect students’ autonomous motivation for learning, which in
turn predicts achievement, persistence, and well-being [8,9].
Since the basic psychological needs are universal, the
satisfaction of relatedness is important for people of all ages and
therefore also for university students. For university students,
lecturers as well as fellow students are essential components of
their social environment. Relatedness satisfaction with members
of the faculty (RF) may, however, have a different impact on
students' motivation and well-being than relatedness satisfaction
with peers (RP). Based on BNT [7], this study investigates
differential associations of RF and RP on university students’
autonomous learning motivation, academic procrastination, and
general well-being.

BNT maintains that the satisfaction of three basic psychological
needs, namely autonomy, competence, and relatedness is
important for the development and maintenance of high-quality

motivation and well-being [10]. The need for autonomy reflects
a longing to perceive oneself as the initiator of one’s actions and
behaviors, which corresponds to having an internal locus of
control. The need for competence is satisfied when a person
feels able to master the challenges ahead and to bring about
desired changes. The need for social relatedness manifests itself
in the longing for warm, trusting and supportive interpersonal
relationships and the desire to belong to relevant social groups.
Satisfaction of the three basic psychological needs fosters a
whole range of adaptive outcomes, such high-quality forms of
motivation in various situations and over the whole lifespan
[11-13]. Within SDT, the Organismic Integration Theory,
another mini-theory, describes different qualities of motivation,
namely intrinsic motivation and various forms of extrinsic
motivations. These motivations differ in the degree of self-
determination, with more self-determined forms of motivation
being seen as advantageous [14]. In this study, we examined two
forms of motivation that are characterized by a high degree of
self-determination: intrinsic  motivation and identified
regulation. Intrinsic motivation is considered to be the most self-
determined form of motivation. It occurs when someone does
what they actually like to do, and it is therefore associated with
pleasant emotions [15]. Identified regulation, a form of extrinsic
motivation that is also high in self-determination, occurs when
a person wants to achieve something that is personally important
to themselves [5]. As both intrinsic motivation and identified
regulation are characterized by a high degree of self-
determination, these two forms are summarized under the term
autonomous motivation. Facilitating autonomous motivation is
important, because highly self-determined forms of motivations
are associated with various adaptive behaviors such as higher
engagement, persistence, and achievement [16]. To the extent

Int J Teach Learn Sci, 2024

Open Access

Page: 1 of 7


mailto:almut.thomas@ph-kaernten.ac.at
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7347-7091

Citation: Thomas AE, Bilalovic M, Herzog M (2024) The Relationship with Faculty is More Important for Students' Learning and
Well-Being Than the Relationship with Peers. Int J Teach Learn Sci: 1JTLS-106.

that behaviors are regulated by more autonomous forms of
motivation, they are associated with more positive experiences
and greater psychological health and well-being [5].
Psychological well-being is a subjective evaluation of the
quality of one's own life. It is present when both cognitive (e.g.
life satisfaction) and emotional (e.g. affect) aspects are
evaluated positively. Subjective well-being is seen as an
indicator for optimal mental health [17-19]. The satisfaction of
the basic psychological needs, and especially high-quality social
relationships, can foster psychological well-being (17,20-22).
For university students, Ledén and Ndfiez [23] showed that
relatedness satisfaction has an effect on their vitality and well-
being.

Basic psychological needs satisfaction can also reduce negative
outcomes, such as procrastination. Procrastination is defined as
irrational postponing, delaying or putting off important learning
tasks [24]. It often is regarded as a stable behavioral disposition
[25]. Recent literature suggests, however, that procrastination is
context- and task-related [24,26], and thus malleable. And
although there is little research on this, evidence suggests that
the more satisfied the three basic psychological needs are, the
less individuals will procrastinate [27,28]. However, existing
research suggests that the effects of relatedness satisfaction on
procrastination may be rather small [27].

Like all basic psychological needs, relatedness is universal and
there is no doubt that all people on earth, young and old, need
valuable social relationships in order to thrive — and so do
university students. In educational settings, students have social
relationships not only with their teachers but also with their
peers. For middle-school students, research shows that both,
relatedness with their teachers and RP, have positive effects on
their motivation, well-being, and academic outcomes
[22,29,30]. Research also suggests that relatedness with teachers
decreases with age and therefore may also be a better predictor
of adaptive outcomes in younger students [31]. While several
studies suggest that the positive effects of relatedness are larger
for older students than for younger ones [8,32,33], a recent meta-
analysis did not report changes in the strength of associations
depending on the participants age [12]. That is, although
relatedness with teachers may decrease with students’ age, this
does not necessarily reduce its importance [33]. Indeed, even for
doctorate students, RF is meaningful and predicts adaptive
behaviors, such as degree completion and short duration of
studies [34,35]. Still, knowledge about the significance of RF
for the development and maintenance of various adaptive and
maladaptive outcomes in tertiary education is limited and little
is known about the relative importance of RF and RP for
university students’ learning-related outcomes (autonomous
motivations and procrastination) and subjective well-being.
Since we are not aware of any research that investigates the
predictive power of RP and RF together in university students,
we designed the study to be exploratory. Although according to
BNT, both RP and RF should predict autonomous motivation,

procrastination, and subjective well-being, their relative

importance still needs to be analyzed. Furthermore, it is unclear

whether the strength of the associations between basic needs
satisfaction and autonomous motivations may change over time.

Some research suggests that intrinsic motivation (as well as

situational interest) is more vulnerable in unfamiliar situations

than in familiar ones [36]. A development that is similar to how
situational interest can develop into stable interest over time

[37]. This would mean that in familiar situations intrinsic

motivation is less strongly influenced by factors from the

environment than in unfamiliar situations. In line with these
research desiderata, our study aimed to answer the following
research questions:

(1) What is the relative explanatory power of RF and RP on
indicators of university students’ autonomous motivation,
well-being, and procrastination?

(2) Are there systematic changes in strength of association
between relatedness satisfaction and university students’
autonomous motivation, well-being, and procrastination?

Materials and Methods

Sample and Procedure

The sample consists of 275 university students (242 female)
from the social sciences inscribed in a university college for
teacher education in Austria. Students completed the
questionnaire in their first and then again in their third semester.
Students’ mean age at the first assessment was M = 20.94 (SD =
3.53). The survey was conducted by the first author and took
place as part of a course that was not led by the authors of the
study. Students were informed about the aims of the study and
participation was voluntary. No credits were given for
participation.

Measures

RF and RP. These scales were designed to measure the extent to
which students feel accepted favorably by the faculty (e.g., “I
have good contact with the lecturers”) and their favorable
acceptance from and mutual support between students (e. g., “I
feel accepted and valued by my fellow students”), respectively.
RF was measured with four items and RP with three items. Both
scales have successfully been used in other research projects
[38,39].

Intrinsic motivation and identified regulation. Two subscales
from the Scales for the Measurement of Motivational Regulation
for Learning in University Students - SMR-L [40] were used for
the assessment of intrinsic motivation and identified regulation.
Intrinsic motivation and identified regulation were measured
with three items each.

All items assessing RF, RP, intrinsic motivation, and identified
regulation were to be answered on a 7-point rating-scale from
not at all (1) to very much (7). Internal consistencies for these
scales in the present study were between Q = .65 and Q = .82
(see Table 1).
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Table 1: Descriptive variables, reliabilities, and latent correlations.

Mtl | SD Qtl | Mt2 | SD Q2 |1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
t1 t2

1RF | 536 | 088 | 0.65 |5.03 |1.00 | 0.68 S1F* | 54%* A1%* | 30%*% | 54**F | - 410 -11
2RP 1630 | 083 | 081 |6.12 | 090 |0.81 | .73** 24** 29%* | 28**F | 22%*% | -20** -.07
3IM | 548 | 095 | 077 | 473 | 119 | 0.82 | .59** | 29** J9F* | 27FF | T4%*F | -S54 -.16*
4ID | 6.08 | 089 | 073 | 566 | 101 |0.72 | .53** | .34** | 74** 32%* | 57 | - 28%* =27
5SL | 573 |1.03 | 089 | 566 | 103 |0.87 | .18* 38** | 21** 31+ 27 | -46%* -.28*%*
6PA | 291 | 066 | 075 | 233 | 0.76 | 0.76 | .43** | .29** | .66** S9F* | 25%* -.38** -.05
7NA | 087 | 054 073 1098 | 072 | 0.83 | -.29** | -39** | -30** | -15 -33** | -.30** 19**
8PC | 274 | 0.67 | 091 | 284 |0.76 | 0.94 | -46** | -29** | -38** | -43** | -31** | -24** | .28**

Note: RF = relatedness with faculty; RP = relatedness with peers; IM = intrinsic motivation; ID = identified regulation; SL =
satisfaction with life; PA = positive affect; NA = negative affect; PC = procrastination; correlations at t1 are below the diagonal; * p

<.05,** p < .0L.

Satisfaction with life. Satisfaction with life was assessed with
the German version of Dieners’ satisfaction with life scale
[18,41]. Students answered five items on a rating scale from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Internal consistencies
in the present study were Qu = .89 and Qr, = .87 (see Table 1).

Positive affect and negative affect. For the assessment of
positive and negative affect we used the German version of the
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; 42,43). Of the
total of 20 items, some had strong floor or ceiling effects,
presumably because the affects surveyed are not relevant in a
university environment. For the present analyses, we used only
emotions that are relevant for learning during studies and
accordingly showed good use of all categories. Positive affect
was assessed with four items (i.e., “interested”, “enthusiastic”,
“proud”, “inspired”) and negative affect with nine items (i.e.,
“distressed”, “confused”, “afraid”, “upset”, “ashamed”,
“nervous”, “irritable””) which are relevant in the context of
learning. Answers were given on a rating-scale from not at all
(0) to very much (5). Internal consistencies for these scales in
the present study were between Q = .73 and Q =.83 (see Table
1).

Procrastination. Procrastination was assessed with a validated
German short version of Lay’s original scale [25,44] were items
had to be answered on a rating-scale from extremely
uncharacteristic (1) to extremely characteristic (5). Of the
originally nine items three reversely formulated items were
omitted, because their inclusion yielded unsatisfying
psychometric results. One item had to be omitted, because of
several unused categories. The remaining five items had internal
consistencies of Qu = .91 and Qr =.94 (see Table 1).

Analyses

Although the data are longitudinal, we analyzed the data of each
assessment separately. As different lecturers teach in the first,
second and third semester, it is implausible that the relatedness
satisfaction at time t1 would predict the results at time t2.

However, as the same students were surveyed at two points in
time, the results from the two points in time are more
comparable. Demographic characteristics were summarized
using means, standard deviations, and Q for all scales (see Table
1). There is a total of 179 (1.0%) missing values in the data. As
Little's missing completely at random test [45] was not
significant (p = .388) it can be assumed that the data were
missing completely at random.

To investigate the differential contributions of RF and RP in the
prediction of university students’ autonomous motivation, well-
being, and procrastination at the beginning and in their second
year of study, two structural equation models (SEM) were
estimated using diagonally weighted least squares (DWLYS)
estimation for ordinal data [46]. For the assessment of model
performance, the following scaled fit-indices and cut-off values
indicating adequate model-fit were used: (a) Comparative Fit
Index (CFIl > 0.95), (b) Tucker Lewis Index (TLI > 0.90), (c)
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA < 0.08),
and (d) Standardized Root Mean Squared Residual (SRMR <
0.08) (47,48). All analyses were performed with R Statistical
Software (v 4.3.1, 49), the SEM were computed with the
package lavaan (v 0.6.16, 50).

Results

Descriptive variables, reliabilities, and correlations of both
samples are displayed in Table 1. The SEM for first-year
students yielded adequate model-fit (Fig. 1; y? = 628.328, df =
499, CFI = .975; TLI = .972; RMSEA = .032; SRMR = .060)
with all item-loadings >.45. Results show that RF positively
predicts intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, and positive
affect, and negatively predicts procrastination in first semester
university students, whereas RP predicts satisfaction with life
and negative affect. That is, RF essentially predicts variables
strongly associated with learning (autonomous motivation and
procrastination), while RP predicts aspects of well-being that are
likely to be more strongly influenced by areas of life other than
university learning (satisfaction with life).
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Figure 1: Structural equation model for first-semester students. RF = Relatedness with Faculty, RP = Relatedness with Peers,
IM = Intrinsic Motivation, ID = Identified Regulation, SL = Satisfaction with Lief, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect,

PC = Procrastination; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Figure 2: Structural equation model for third-semester students. RF = Relatedness with Faculty, RP = Relatedness with Peers, IM
Intrinsic Motivation, ID = Identified Regulation, SL = Satisfaction with Lief, PA = Positive Affect, NA = Negative Affect, PC

Procrastination; * p < .05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001.

The SEM for third-semester students also yielded adequate
model-fit (Fig. 2; y* = 725.982, df = 499, CFI = .968; TLI = .964;
RMSEA = .042; SRMR = .063) with all item-loadings >.45.
Results for the third-semester students were similar to those for
first-semester students: RF again positively predicts intrinsic
motivation, identified regulation, and positive affect. However,
in contrast to first-semester students, RF also predicted
satisfaction with life, and negative affect for students in their
third semester while the path for procrastination was non-
significant. It is noteworthy that the path coefficients of RF for
the variables that are strongly associated with learning

01" =11

=
=

(autonomous motivations and procrastination) were smaller for
students in their third semester than for students in their first
semester, while the path coefficients for variables that measure
well-being (satisfaction with life, positive affect, negative
affect) were higher. In contrast to RF, RP was unable to predict
the variables related to learning (autonomous motivations and
procrastination) in either their first or their third semester. RP
only predicted measures of well-being. While the associations
for first-semester students were moderate, the importance of RP
for all outcomes of third semester students was very low: only
life satisfaction was significantly and to a small extent explained
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by RP. Overall, it can be said that the importance of RF for
learning is significantly higher than the importance of RP in both
the first and third semesters of university. For subjective well-
being, both RF and RP play an important role for university
students in the first semester, but the importance of RF is
significantly greater in the third semester.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to determine the relative predictive
power of RF and RP for outcomes that are closely associated
with learning and subjective well-being as well as differences
between first- and third-semester university students in the
strength of these associations. Previous research has shown that
teacher-student relationships are important for numerous
adaptive outcomes of their students [51]. Our research shows
that even for university students, RF is very important and has —
especially for beginners — a high explanatory power in
understanding outcomes which are strongly associated with
learning (intrinsic motivation, identified regulation, and
procrastination). The great importance of RF for the learning of
university students represents a major advantage of face-to-face
courses compared to online learning environments, in which
support of relatedness is often inadequate [52].

Results also indicate that the importance of RF shifts in the
course of the bachelor's program. The path coefficients for
intrinsic motivation and identified regulation were smaller for
students in their third semester than for first-semester students
and RF no longer predicted procrastination in third-semester
students. This might indicate that autonomous motivations and
procrastination are more susceptible at the beginning of a new
education and become more trait-like and therefore less
susceptible to external influences as the course of studies
progresses. Other research showing that intrinsic motivation is
more vulnerable in unfamiliar situations is in line with these
findings [36]. Further research on the trait and state components
of these constructs is urgently needed to be able to make more
precise statements about the vulnerability of motivational
variables in unfamiliar and familiar situations. To our
knowledge, research on the susceptibility of motivation that also
considers familiarity with the learning object as a moderator is
still lacking.

The subjective well-being of first semester students is hardly
predicted by RF. Only students' positive affect is associated with
RF. That is, RF does not yet play a role in the life satisfaction of
students in their first semester. However, this is different for
students in their third semester. Our data suggest that the longer
the course of study, the greater the importance of RF for the
subjective well-being of students. We consider it likely that the
contribution of study satisfaction to general life satisfaction
increases as the course of study progresses, because studying at
university is becoming an increasingly important part of life.
This would explain why RF only predicts life satisfaction among
students in their third semester, but not among first-year
students.

In contrast to RF, RP did not predict outcomes related to student
learning (i.e., autonomous motivation and procrastination) in
either the first or third semester. Thus, our data suggest that,
unlike RF, RP hardly plays a role in learning during higher
education. It is, however, possible that for some students RP
plays an important role in shared leisure activities with fellow
students that compete with learning, so that a positive effect that

RP has on the learning motivation of other students is nullified.
The missing correlations could therefore be due to the fact that
RP is positively associated with learning motivation for some
students and negatively for others. Li et al. [53], for example,
showed that RP is associated with both place attachment among
university students and increased alcohol consumption. This
means that RP can have positive as well as negative
consequences and can therefore affect different students
differently. However, apart from Li et al. [53], we are not aware
of any studies on the positive and negative effects of RP on
learning motivation. It would therefore be important for further
empirical studies to shed light on this topic. For first semester
students’ RP was predictive of satisfaction with life and negative
affect, but not positive affect. The associations between RP and
negative affect in first-semester students could be due to the fact
that some students have not yet established friendships at the
beginning of their studies and that the lack of such positive
relationships favors negative emotions.

Interestingly, the associations of RP with the indicators of well-
being (satisfaction with life, positive affect, and negative affect)
were even lower in the third semester than in the first semester.
The lack of importance of RP for students' emotions can be
explained by the fact that learning at tertiary educational
institutions often takes place in a form that does not allow
students to participate much, for example as a lecture. In such a
learning environment, relationships with fellow students play
only a minor role and therefore have no effect on students'
emotional state.

The results of this study raise several questions that should be
clarified in further research. Firstly, the study indicates that RF
is a very important factor for students' learning and subjective
well-being. The great importance of RF and the relatively low
importance of RP would have to be examined in further studies.
The study also provides initial indications that the significance
of RF and RP changes over the course of the study. For
autonomous motivations in particular, it would be interesting to
find out whether these can be influenced more strongly in
unfamiliar situations than in familiar situations. In summary, it
can be said that RF plays a very important role in students'
motivation to learn, their learning behavior, and well-being,
whereas the importance of RP is rather low. The great
importance of lecturers for students' learning and well-being is
certainly often underestimated but holds great potential for
improving higher education.
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