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ABSTRACT

The high percentage of university dropouts in Europe underlines the relevance of understanding which factors lead students
to leave university and to be dissatisfied with this experience. Previous studies have focused on only some predictors of
academic failure. The present study tested a structural equation model with latent variables to determine the impact of
psychological, organizational, and relational variables on the intention to drop out of university and dissatisfaction with
the university experience. An online survey was completed by 431 university students (M = 23.06, SD = 5.5, 362 females)
recruited from different courses at several Italian universities. Results showed that the intention to drop out of university was
negatively related to self-efficacy, institutional commitment, and academic integration, and positively related to an external
locus of control. Dissatisfaction with the university experience was negatively associated with self-efficacy, institutional
commitment, and academic integration. Implications for preventive programs and interventions are presented.

El fracaso académico: factores individuales, organizativos y sociales

RESUMEN

El alto porcentaje de abandono universitario en Europa subraya la pertinencia de la comprension de los factores que
llevan a los estudiantes a abandonar la universidad y a estar insatisfechos con esta experiencia. Estudios previos se han
centrado solo en algunos predictores de fracaso académico. El presente estudio puso a prueba un modelo de ecuacién
estructural con variables latentes para determinar el impacto de las variables psicoldgicas, organizativas y relacionales
en la intencién de abandonar la universidad y la insatisfaccién con la experiencia universitaria. Una encuesta en linea fue
cumplimentada por 431 estudiantes universitarios (M = 23.06, SD = 5.5, 362 mujeres) reclutados de diferentes cursos de
varias universidades italianas. Los resultados mostraron que la intencién de abandonar la universidad estaba relacionada
negativamente con la autoeficacia, el compromiso institucional y la integracién académica y positivamente con locus
de control externo. La insatisfaccién con la experiencia universitaria se asocié negativamente con la autoeficacia, el
compromiso institucional y la integracion académica. Se exponen las implicaciones para los programas e intervenciones
preventivas.

Due to the high percentage of university dropouts in Europe, it is
important to better understand which factors lead students to leave
university prior to completion (Vossensteyn et al., 2015). With the
Europe 2020 strategy, the European Committee seeks to promote
academic success and increase the number of young people with a
tertiary education (Vossensteyn et al., 2015).

Italy has one of the lowest percentages of graduates in Europe,
with only 27.8% of persons aged 30-34 years with a tertiary education
(only Romania ranks worse, 24.6%). Italy is also among the European
Union countries with more dropouts after Spain, Malta, and Romania
(Eurostat, 2020; Istat, 2019). In recent years, the Italian university
system has launched programs aimed at reducing university dropout
rates (Belloc et al., 2010); however, scientific research is needed to

support such programs, specifically by identifying students at high
risk of dropping out, in order to inform the development of effective
preventive and intervention measures to promote student retention.

If in other countries attention to factors underlying academic
success and failure has been accompanied by numerous studies in
this area (e.g., Ballo et al., 2019; Fernandez et al., 2017; Han et al.,
2020), in the Italian context, research on university dropouts is scant
(Clerici et al., 2015); despite this, in recent years, some studies have
investigated factors that promote university retention. These studies
have largely investigated the phenomenon of academic dropout
and university success from sociological and economic perspectives
(Contini et al., 2018; Di Pietro, 2004; Di Pietro & Cutillo, 2008), or
have only taken into account socio-demographic factors (Belloc et al.,
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2010; Cingano & Cipollone, 2007; Clerici et al., 2015; Dante et al., 2011;
Meggiolaro et al., 2017), or aspects related to preventive programs,
such as tutoring (Da Re et al., 2017). Always with respect to the
Italian context, only three studies have investigated the psychological
factors underpinning university success, investigating the protective
role of autonomous motivation, self-efficacy (Costabile et al., 2013;
Girelli et al., 2018), and self-regulatory strategies (Costabile et al.,
2013), as well as how women report less self-efficacy, greater social
adjustment, and more motivation to complete university (Monaci et
al., 2012). In other countries these aspects have been investigated
too, but within more complex models that also include other factors,
both internal and external (de la Fuente et al., 2020; Jeno et al., 2018;
Kehm et al., 2019). As suggested by Clerici et al. (2015), motivational
and emotional factors could affect academic success; therefore,
such factors should be taken into account in research on university
retention (Pekrun et al., 2009).

As suggested by Heublein and Wolter (2011), students perceive
dropping out of university as a personal failure with possible
negative repercussions, such as lower financial remuneration,
worse job prospects, and fewer life opportunities. Thus, academic
success seems to be an important developmental task in young
adulthood related to identity and personal growth. Therefore,
considering the centrality of the university experience for
many young adults who undertake university study courses, the
present study has the general objective of analysing some of the
psychological, organizational, and relational factors which can
affect two aspects of academic failure, that is, intention to drop
out of university and dissatisfaction with university experience.
An in-depth study of the relationships between these factors can
contribute to the implementation of dropout prevention projects
and the promotion of satisfaction with the academic experience.

Intention to Dropout and Dissatisfaction with the University
Experience

As described by Respondek et al. (2017), academic success and
failure were initially studied in terms of “real dropouts”, measuring
retention or persistence (i.e., duration of time in which a student
remained enrolled at a university), or identifying students who have
already decided to drop out of university (Kehm et al., 2019; Robbins
et al.,, 2004). However, such research, which measured factors that
led to real dropouts, had the limitation that dropouts had already
occurred. To make up for this shortcoming, later research began to
investigate students’ dropout proneness (Jessor, 2016), which was
strongly correlated with real dropout rates. Intention to drop out is
described as a combination of both considering leaving university
and speaking with someone (e.g., a parent or friend; Bonino et
al., 2005) about this course of action. Institutions that are able to
identify students with this intent may be able to effectively activate
interventions and preventive programs.

In addition to students’ intention to drop out, students’
dissatisfaction with university experience - that is, another important
indicator of university failure (Elsharnouby, 2015; O’Gorman, 2020) -
can also be used to conceptualize educational failure. Dissatisfaction
with university experience is a multifaceted concept referring to
dissatisfaction with one’s course of study, relationships with teachers
and other students, and institutional and administrative services.
Dissatisfied university students tend to demonstrate negative
behaviors towards other students, such as not helping them when
they face difficulties; such behaviors can decrease well-being and
the likelihood of academic failure in all students (Elsharnouby, 2015),
leading to lesser student retention (de la Fuente et al., 2020; Schertzer
& Schertzer, 2004).

Academic failure is characterized by an inconsistent student
engagement, which sheds light on a problematic situation. It does not

consist of a single event, but is the final phase in a dynamic, cumulative,
and multifactorial process of student disengagement (Chipchase et al.,
2017; De Witte et al., 2013; Nicoletti, 2019). Particularly, more current
studies show that the process of disengagement that leads to drop
out begins during the first months of the first academic year (Hatch &
Garcia, 2017). Among the initial reasons that may start the intention
to abandon there are cognitive and noncognitive factors. Among the
cognitive factors, for instance, low motivation, inadequate high school
students’ academic preparation, and unrealistic expectations predict
students’ disengagement and academic performance at college.
Noncognitive factors are more numerous and complex, and their
effects on college success is less clear (Han et al., 2020). Some examples
of noncognitive factors that can affect academic disengagement and
failure can be traced from competing demands, teaching quality, and
institutional structure and processes (Chipchase et al., 2017); also the
option of entering the university can affect academic disengagement,
since in some cases lack of motivation towards studies’ completion
comes from the fact that the student has not been able to access the
degree he wanted to do first choice, and this causes low motivation
towards study and low satisfaction with the career and with the
institution. Another crucial factor can be traced in the lack of social
integration due to the scarce attendance of lessons (Chipchase et al.,
2017) or the lack of inclusion in social media groups (Coetzee et al.,
2019; Tras et al., 2019).

Because academic failure is a multiform phenomenon, it merits
testing with more than one indicator. A previous review of the litera-
ture on school dropout (De Witte et al., 2013) underlined the com-
plex interaction of factors contributing to academic failure. Thus, it
is important for any research on academic failure to consider mul-
tiple protective and risk factors, such as individual, psychological,
organizational, and relational factors (Nicoletti, 2019).

Theoretical Models of Academic Success and Failure

Several theoretical models on academic success have been
developed. The first and most recognized model is Tinto’s (1975)
student integration model. Tinto conceived academic persistence
as a multifactorial phenomenon that is favored by the integration
between student and educational environment. Subsequently, Bean
and Metzner (1985) suggested that organizational and contextual
variables affect not only intention to drop out, but also satisfaction
with the university experience. Again, Pascarella and Terenzini
(1980, 2005) stressed the protective role of a positive relationship
between students and faculty in determining academic persistence.

More recently, Mackie’s (2001) life stress reduction model,
which was developed from Tinto’s (1975) model using qualitative
methodology, conceptualized that academic persistence and success
depend on the reduction of stress factors in different domains:
individual (e.g., motivation, emotions, beliefs, long-terms goals),
social (e.g., relationships with other students, academic integration),
organizational (e.g., teaching quality and academic student services),
and contextual (e.g., financial support, work, family).

Several literature reviews and meta-analyses have attempted to
summarize and identify the factors that are relevant to academic
achievement and failure. The meta-analysis by Robbins et al. (2004)
investigated psycho-social factors in relation to academic success
and found that the strongest predictors of retention was academic
self-efficacy, followed by academic goals and academic skills. Indeed,
self-efficacy for self-regulated learning has also been found to play a
relevant role in school success, mediating the relationship between
external regulation and school achievement (Cattelino et al.,
2019). Sirin’s (2005) meta-analytic review identified a relationship
between contextual variables (e.g., family socio-economic status)
and academic achievement. The meta-analysis by Valentine et al.
(2004) found that academic self-beliefs and academic self-esteem
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affect academic achievement. The review by Schneider and Preckel
(2017) stressed the importance of positive academic interactions
in determining academic success. Finally, the review by O'Neill et
al. (2011) found that, although socio-demographic variables seem
to play a role in determining university dropout, the effect is - at
best — only modest; moreover, these variables are not modifiable
(i.e., universities cannot intervene to alter them). O'Neill et al. (2011)
suggested the need for further research to investigate the role of
organizational and institutional factors in academic success.

The Present Study

Based on the theoretical models and the research reported
above, this study aimed to evaluate the joint effect of some variables
belonging to different levels — personal, organizational, and relational
(as suggested by Mackie’s, 2001 model) - on two indicators of
academic failure, that is, intention to drop out and dissatisfaction
with academic experience. These are two aspects often linked to each
other, but not superimposable: in fact, if it is true that, in some cases,
dissatisfaction can favour intention to drop out, it is also true that, in
other cases, the students, while wanting to complete the university
course, are dissatisfied with their academic experience. More
specifically, the present study investigates the role of: (a) self-efficacy
for self-regulated learning and internal/external loci of control as
individual variables, (b) subsequent institutional commitment as
an organizational variable, and (c) academic integration with other
students as a relational/social variable.

Self-efficacy for self-regulated learning assesses students’
beliefs to structure environments conducive to learning and
to planning and organizing their academic activities; locus of
control refers to the perception of control of events that everyone
has: it can be attributed to themselves or to external factors. Self-
efficacy and internal locus of control constitute self-regulation
mechanisms that play a central role in young adulthood and in
their learning processes, as highlighted also in the European
Higher Education Area (EHEA) declarations and in a recent
review of the literature (Duckworth et al., 2019). In fact, starting
from adolescence and even more in this period of life, agency
plays a crucial role and self-efficacy beliefs become central to
guiding choices and managing circumstances (Bandura, 1997).
Similarly, perceiving oneself as capable of controlling one’s study
experiences and academic results increases satisfaction perceived
with university experience.

Subsequent institutional commitment refers to the level of
attachment held by students towards their university. In other words,
it is a sense of belonging to a specific institution and represents a
protection factor with respect to dropout and dissatisfaction (Krause
& Armitage, 2016). Finally, academic integration with other students
has been found by several scholars to have a significant impact
on retention of college students (Kehm et al., 2019; Tarazona &
Rosenbusch, 2019) and wellbeing (Cattelino et al., 2020).

Regarding individual and psychological variables, it was
hypothesized that self-efficacy for self-regulated learning and an
internal locus of control would negatively relate both to intention
to drop out and to dissatisfaction with university experience;
conversely, it was expected that an external locus of control would
be positively associated with both intention to drop out of university
and with dissatisfaction with university experience. Research has
found that self-efficacy for self-regulated learning is the strongest
predictor of academic success (Robbins et al., 2004) and that a low
external locus of control and a high internal locus of control relate
to greater academic achievement (Abouserie, 1994; Maroco et al.,
2020). With respect to organizational variables, it was hypothesized
that subsequent institutional commitment would be negatively
related to the intention to drop out and dissatisfaction with

university experience, because students with a stronger attachment
to and satisfaction with their university tend to demonstrate greater
university retention and success (Tinto, 2015). Finally, regarding
social/relational variables, it was hypothesized that academic
integration with other students would be negatively related to the
intention to drop out of university and increase satisfaction with
the university experience. Several studies have demonstrated that
positive relationships with teachers and other students (Hagenauer
& Volet, 2014) and a feeling of academic integration positively
influence personal growth and intellectual interests, thereby
increasing academic persistence and success (Schneider & Preckel,
2017).

Although self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, internal/
external loci of control, subsequent institutional commitment,
and academic integration with other students are all factors that
have proven to be able to affect both dropout and satisfaction/
dissatisfaction with academic experience, there are few studies
that have empirically tested in a single statistical model the effects
of these constructs on academic failure in its double meaning of
intention to drop out and dissatisfaction with experience. This
is even more true in the Italian context and in other countries
characterized by a low rate of graduates and a large number of
young people who do not finish their academic career.

Method
Participants

An a priori power analysis was conducted to determine the
required sample size. Power was set to .80 (Cohen, 1988) and alpha
to the conventional level of .05. A small anticipated effect size
was assumed (r = .15; Cohen, 1988). The power analysis revealed a
required minimum sample size of N =347.

The online survey was administered to 431 university students
(M= 23.06, SD = 5.5, age range 18-59 years, 362 women and 69
men) who were recruited from different Italian universities in the
geographical areas of northern, central, and southern Italy and the
Italian islands. Ninety-two students (21.3%) were attending their
first year of university, 113 (n = 26.2%) their second year, 103 (n =
23.9%) their third year, 43 (n = 10%) their fourth year, and 41 (n =
9.5%) their fifth year; 39 (n = 9%) students were taking longer than
usual to complete their university course (more than 5 years). Re-
garding the type of attended courses, 70% (n = 300) of participants
were attending a course in humanistic sciences and the remaining
30% (n = 142) an economic, political, or law course. Most students
(75.9%) reported that their families had a medium socio-economic
status; regarding their own socio-economic status, 123 students
(28.5%) reported a low level and 277 (64.3%) reported a medium le-
vel. Finally, 262 students (60.8%) reported that they had no outside
employment, 132 (30.6%) had a part-time job, and 37 (8.6%) were
in full-time work.

Procedure

Students were contacted to participate in the study via email,
using a snowball sampling procedure. Each student provided
informed consent by clicking “Yes, I accept to participate in the
study” on the first page of the online survey, in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki. The research was approved by the Ethical
Committee of the Sapienza University of Rome.

Measures

Self-efficacy for self-regulated learning. Perceived self-efficacy
for self-regulated learning was measured using the modified version
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of the Perceived Efficacy Scale for Self-regulated Learning (Bandura,
1990; Italian validation by Bandura et al., 1996; Pastorelli & Picconi,
2001). This scale evaluates students’ self-perception of their ability
to ask for help when having difficulty studying, organizing, and
planning study activities, and choosing suitable places to study. It is
comprised of 11 items that are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (not at all capable) to 5 (totally capable). An example item is:
“How well can you finish the exam program in time?”

An explorative factor analysis was run on the items of the scale,
yielding a unidimensional solution which accounted for 40.35% of
variance with factor loadings ranging from .33 to .79. In the present
study, the scale was adapted for university students. It showed good
reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .84.

Internal and external loci of control. The causal attribution of
academic success/failure was measured using the Locus of Control
Scale (Levenson, 1981). This scale, which was adapted for university
experience, is comprised of 19 items that are rated on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).
The scale calculates three dimensions: (1) internal locus of control,
which assesses whether the student attributes the cause of academic
success and failure to their efforts and abilities (e.g., “Passing or not
passing an exam depends above all on my study skills”); (2) powerful
others, which assesses whether a student attributes the cause of
academic success and failure to other people (e.g., teachers); and (3)
chance, which measures whether the student attributes the cause
of academic success and failure to chance or (good or bad) luck.
The powerful others and chance dimensions can be grouped into
an external locus of control factor (e.g., “I have the impression that
success and failure in exams are largely determined by teachers”).

An explorative factor analysis was run on the items of the scale,
yielding a bidimensional solution. The first factor accounted for
27.91% of variance, composed of 12 items with factor loadings
ranging from .47 to .77 which referred to the external locus of control
dimension. The second factor explained 11.88% of variance, with 7
items whose factor loadings ranged from .39 to .74. This factor tapped
the internal locus of control dimension. In the present study, total
score for external locus of control (LoC-E; 12 items) and total score for
internal locus of control (LoC-I; 7 items) showed good reliability, with
Cronbach’s alphas of .85 and .72, respectively.

Subsequent institutional commitment. Commitment to
university (i.e., institutional commitment) was measured using the
Subsequent Institutional Commitment Scale (Berger & Milem, 1999).
This scale is comprised of three items that are rated on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely
agree). The scale assesses the level of attachment held by a student
towards their university (i.e., the extent to which a student feels it
is important to attend and to graduate from their university). An
example item is: “I'm sure this university is the right place for me.” An
exploratory factor analysis was run on the items of the scale, yielding
a unidimensional solution which accounted for 84.35% of variance
with factor loadings ranging from .87 to .95. In the present study, the
scale showed good reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .91.

Academic integration with other students. Academic
integration with other students was measured using two items
of the Academic Integration Scale (Berger & Milem, 1999). On this
scale, all items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). The scale assesses the
extent to which a student believes that interpersonal relationships
with other students at their university have had a positive influence
on their personal and intellectual growth. An example item is: “My
interpersonal relationships with other students have had a positive
influence on my intellectual growth and my intellectual interests.” In
the present study, the scale showed good reliability, with Cronbach’s
alpha of .87.

Intention to drop out of university. Intention to drop out of
university was measured using six items that were inspired by the

intention to drop out of school measure developed by Bonino et al.
(2005). Students rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). An example
item is: “Have you ever talked seriously with your parents (or
someone) about abandoning university?”

An exploratory factor analysis was run on the items of the scale,
yielding a unidimensional solution which accounted for 67.91%
of variance with factor loadings ranging from .73 to .89. The scale
showed good reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .89.

Dissatisfaction with the university experience. Satisfaction
with university experience was measured using five items that
were created ad hoc to assess satisfaction with the entire university
experience, relationships with teachers and other students, university
services for students, and university curricula. An example item is:
“How satisfied are you with your relationships with teachers?” Each
item was rated on a 10-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (totally
unsatisfied) to 10 (totally satisfied).

An exploratory factor analysis was run on the items of the scale,
yielding a unidimensional solution which accounted for 58.10%
of variance with factor loadings ranging from .61 to .86. The scale
showed good reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .80. We computed
the total scores of the scale so that higher scores indicated higher
dissatisfaction with academic experience.

Data Analysis

First, correlations among all variables were run. Following this,
a structural equation model with latent variables was conducted
considering self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, internal locus of
control,externallocusof control,subsequentinstitutionalcommitment,
and academic integration with other students as exogenous variables.
Intention to drop out of university and dissatisfaction with university
experience were considered endogenous variables.

Latent variables were defined according to their respective
number of manifest indicators (i.e., items on relevant scales). A
partially disaggregated approach was employed, whereby latent
variables were defined using parcels (Coffman & MacCallum,
2005; Little et al., 2002). A parcel is an aggregate of several items
measuring a specific construct (Coffman & MacCallum, 2005; Little
et al,, 2002). In the present analysis, two or three parcels were
constructed for each latent variable, using the “item-to-construct”
balance strategy (Little et al., 2002). In other words, parcels
were defined by examining item-to-construct relationships,
as represented by factor loadings in item-level factor analyses
(for a detailed description of this procedure, see Little et al.,
2002). Since academic integration and subsequent institutional
commitment were assessed by a limited number of items, their
corresponding latent variables were defined using items as
manifest indicators. Therefore, in the final model, a combination
of total and partial disaggregation approaches to measurement
model specifications was employed (for verification and a detailed
description of this approach, see Bagozzi & Heatherton, 1994). In
addition to the perspective of a multifaceted model fit (Tanaka,
1993), several indices and criteria were considered. In fact, model
goodness of fit was evaluated via x? root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), standardized root mean square residual
(SRMR), comparative fit index (CFI), and Tucker Lewis index
(TLI). Conventionally, a model is deemed to achieve satisfactory
goodness of fit when RMSEA and SRMR are lower than .08 and
CFI and TLI are higher than .95 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). M-Plus 8.3
software was used to test the structural equation model with
latent variables and a robust maximum likelihood estimator
(MLR) was employed to compute all model parameters (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998-2017).
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Results
Correlations among Variables

Correlations, means, and standard deviations of all variables are
reported in Table 1. All variables were significantly correlated with
each other (see Table 1), except for external locus of control with
subsequent institutional commitment and external locus of control
with academic integration with other students.

Structural Equation Model Analysis

The model reported in Figure 1 showed good fit indexes, x*(131)
= 254.10, p < .01, RMSEA = .05, CFI = .97, TLI = .96, SRMR = .04,
indicating that the model could not be rejected. All factor loadings
were statistically significant. The model accounted for 33% of
variance in intention to drop out of university and 34% of variance
in dissatisfaction with university experience. Intention to drop
out of university and dissatisfaction with university experience, as
latent variables, were not significantly related, suggesting that these
variables represent distinct aspects of academic experience.

With respect to structural parameters, intention to drop out of
university was significantly related to self-efficacy for self-regulated
learning, y = -.27, p < .01, external locus of control, y = .15, p < .01,
subsequent institutional commitment, y = -.30, p < .01, and academic
integration with other students, y = -.19, p < .01. On the other hand,
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Figure 1. Full Structural Equation Model with Latent Variables

dissatisfaction with university experience was significantly related to
self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, y = -.24, p < .01, subsequent
institutional commitment, y = -.14, p < .01, and academic integration
with other students, y = -.28, p<.01.

Table 1. Correlations among Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 M SD

1. ASE 1 348 0.58
2.LoC-1 371 411 053
3.LoC-E -20" =33 1 198 0.61
4.SIC 15" 12** -05 1 392 114
5. AIS 22% 15 -03 15" 1 3.54 106
6. DROP -36%F -26"" .23** -35%F -29** 1 158 0.76

7.DISSAT ~ -38* -31" 16" -22*" -36" 34" 1 705 159

Note. ASE = academic self-efficacy; LoC-I = internal locus of control; LoC-E = external
locus of control; SIC = subsequent institutional commitment; AIS = academic
integration with other students; DROP = intention to drop out of university; and
DISSAT = dissatisfaction with university experience.

*p<.0l.

Discussion

Reducing university dropout rates by increasing the number of
students who are able to complete a tertiary education is important
for students’ well-being over the long term, given that a low level of
education can become an obstacle to social and work inclusion and to

D3

94
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74

|03

Note. RMSEA = .05; CFI = .97; TLI = .96; SRMR = .04; ASE = academic self-efficacy; LoCI = internal locus of control; LoCE = external locus of control; SIC = subsequent
institutional commitment; AIS = academic integration with other students; DROP = intention to drop out of university; and DISSAT = dissatisfaction with university

experience.
x%(131) = 254.10, p< .01
*p<.05,*p<.01
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life satisfaction (Heublein & Wolter, 2011). Building on Mackie’s (2001)
life stress reduction model, the present study tested a structural
equation model with latent variables to investigate how individual/
psychological, organizational, and relational/social variables might
predict two specific indicators of academic failure: intention to drop
out of university and dissatisfaction with university experience. The
model showed satisfactory fit indexes and accounted for a significant
amount of variance in both intention to drop out of university and
dissatisfaction with university experience. The results showed that
intention to drop out of university was related to low self-efficacy for
self-regulated learning, low subsequent institutional commitment,
poor academic integration with other students, and a greater
external locus of control; dissatisfaction with university experience
was associated with less self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, less
subsequent institutional commitment, and less academic integration
with other students. A strength and unique contribution of the
study was its analysis of academic failure through a multifactorial
perspective, which provided insight into which variables are most
effective in determining academic failure.

Correlations showed that intention to drop out of university and
dissatisfaction with university experience were not significantly
related, suggesting that these variables represent distinct aspects of
academic experience. Thus, this result suggests the importance that
future studies investigate both of these aspects when they investigate
academic success.

The strongest exogenous variable related to intention to drop
out of university was subsequent institutional commitment,
followed by self-efficacy for self-regulated learning. These findings
confirm previous studies in which these variables were also found
to be important factors in academic retention (Davidson & Beck,
2019; Robbins et al., 2004). Robbins et al.’s (2004) meta-analysis
found the strongest effect size between academic self-efficacy and
university retention. The present findings suggest that students’
perception of their ability to self-regulate their learning (i.e., to
control and organize their study activities, ask for help when they
are facing difficulty, and choose appropriate places for studying)
is an important variable in academic retention. Nevertheless,
students’ subsequent institutional commitment (i.e., attachment
to their university and belief that it is important to study at and
graduate from that particular university) appears to be slightly
more significant than self-efficacy for self-regulated learning in
decreasing the likelihood of university dropout.

Self-efficacy emerged as one of the strongest exogenous variable
negatively related to dissatisfaction with the university experience,
alongside academic integration with other students. Students who
perceived themselves as capable of managing university tasks also
felt more satisfied with themselves, their activities, and their studies.
In general, research has shown that students who are more satisfied
with their university experience feel better about themselves and
others, are more satisfied with their life in general, and make choices
that are more in line with their interests (Chow, 2005). This may
explain why, in the present study, students who perceived themselves
as capable were less likely to intend to leave university. In the same
vein, academic integration seems to have played a relevant role in
determining satisfaction with university experience, as relationships
with other students were found to positively influence personal and
intellectual growth and increase satisfaction with the university
experience. Students who perceived themselves as less academically
integrated were also more likely to express an intention to drop out of
university. These findings suggest that social factors and relationships
are relevant protective factors for academic success, as they increase
university retention and satisfaction. As suggested by previous studies
(Davis et al., 2019; Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Schneider & Preckel,
2017), positive academic relationships help students to develop a
sense of belonging that protects them from feelings of loneliness that
often occur in university — especially in the first year — and thereby

increase academic persistence and satisfaction. Relationships with
other students are also useful during exam periods, as they enable
students to freely compare themselves to others during their exam
preparation, thereby diminishing the likelihood that they will
postpone the exams.

The present findings also suggest that students who are attached
to their university (i.e., students who demonstrate subsequent
institutional commitment) are more satisfied with university
experience; this result is aligned with studies demonstrating that
individuals with an affective bond to a particular place develop a
place attachment that increases their overall satisfaction (Altman
& Low, 2012; Rioux et al., 2019). Students who report subsequent
institutional commitment to their university are more satisfied
because they believe that their university studies will provide value
and be formative and enriching, both personally and professionally.
Moreover, research on students’ attachment to their university
has shown that high-commitment human resources strategies are
associated with desirable organizational outcomes (Fuller et al.,
2006), such as lower intention to drop out of university and greater
satisfaction with university experience. It has also been found
that students often drop out of university for environmental and
adjustment reasons, rather than intellectual difficulties (Pitkethly &
Prosser, 2001).

Finally, the present study found that causal attribution strategies
of academic success and failure also played an important role in
increasing academic success, by reducing the intention to drop out
of university. Specifically, students with an external locus of control
were more likely to attribute the cause of their failure to others (e.g.,
teachers) or to bad luck. Moreover, they tended to report a greater
intention to drop out because they perceived themselves as having
less control over their academic performance and attributed less of
their academic failure and success to their personal efforts or abilities.

The present study had some limitations. First, as participants
were not representative of the general population of university
students, generalizability of results may be limited. However, the
size and direction of identified relationships were theoretically
sound and empirically similar to those cited in the literature. Thus,
the lack of sample representativeness is unlikely to have been a
significant limitation of the study. However, sample size was small
and mostly representative of a population of university students in
humanities and economic/political studies. However, homogeneity
of the study courses attended by participants can reduce, at least in
part, the limit of the sample size. Furthermore, sample size was still
large enough to have an adequate statistical power to detect a small
effect size. Future studies should broaden the size of sample and
study the effect of investigated variables even on students of more
science-oriented courses, as we know that processes underlying
academic success and persistence can vary depending on the type
of attended university course. Future studies, which take into
consideration larger samples, could also investigate any differences
between course years: there are numerous studies on causes of first-
year abandonment in different countries, while studies on causes
of abandonment in subsequent years are still scarce; similarly, few
studies take into consideration intention to drop out and, at the same
time, dissatisfaction with academic experience. Moreover, data were
cross-sectional and it was not possible to infer causal relationships;
thus, future longitudinal studies should be conducted to improve
our understanding of the developmental trends of protective and
risk factors in academic success. Another limitation is that we used a
snowball sampling procedure, that did not prevent us from collecting
a random representing sample. Again, future studies should use
objective dropout information and not only self-report measures, as
we did. Anyway, we aimed to investigate the psychological aspects
related to the intention to drop out that specifically refers to thinking
about the idea to abandon the university; thus, since the variable is
genuinely subjective, the best way to measure this aspect was to ask



University Dropout and Dissatisfaction 173

participants to report their feelings and thoughts. Finally, academic
integration was measured using only two items.

Despite these limitations, the findings are relevant for the
development and implementation of effective preventive programs
and interventions aimed at reducing academic failure and promoting
academic well-being; such initiatives could, in turn, generate
greater academic success. As relational and social variables seem
to be relevant in decreasing intention to drop out of university and
increasing satisfaction with university experience, universities
should develop, sustain, and encourage academic integration and
social relationships among students. To this end, universities could
organize and improve social events and communal meeting places
for students. For example, opening year ceremonies could include
students beyond freshmen class; recreational sporting and cultural
events during non-university hours could be promoted; and large
common study areas could be created to decrease students’ loneliness
and “homesickness.” Moreover, as suggested by Da Re and Riva
(2018), some students in their second year and beyond could serve
as peer tutors to students in their first year. These peer tutors could
support freshman students in managing difficulties and provide
suggestions and strategies for coping with exams. Students facing
academic difficulties may be more comfortable asking for help from
a peer tutor, rather than a teacher, due to a more symmetrical and
balanced relationship. Such an intervention could also be useful in
developing students’ academic self-efficacy, because it could increase
students’ self-perceived ability to organize and manage common
university challenges.

It is important that universities seek to improve students’
academic self-efficacy. To this end, teachers could provide more
precise indications of study material and course aims, in order to
promote students’ perception that they can control and monitor their
learning progress (and thereby enhance their academic self-efficacy).
Moreover, teachers could give regular feedback on learning and study
strategies and accuracy of students’ knowledge. Again, teachers
might encourage formation of study groups among students, because
self-efficacy and academic success can increase via comparison with
and reinforcement from peers. In this way, students could develop a
more accurate perception of their study skills and protect themselves
from isolation and depression, which are commonly encountered
during university.

Interventions aimed at improving subsequent institutional
commitment among students should also be considered. By
distributing university “gear” (e.g., sweatshirts, stationery, etc.)
to students and increasing the external visibility of the university
through advertising, universities could help students develop a sense
of attachment and belonging to the institution, thereby increasing
their motivation to persist in their studies.

Finally, other interventions should aim at modifying the style of
students’ causal attribution of their academic failure. Attribution
retraining programs could help students re-examine the steps that
led them to fail an exam, in order to enhance their perceived control
over their academic performance (Perry et al., 2005). Students who
attribute the causes of their academic successes and/or failures to
external factors tend to feel that their studies are beyond their control
and that they are the victims of unpredictable events (Blue & Cook,
2004); this consequently decreases their academic motivation (Cabus
& De Witte, 2016) and leads them to develop feelings of inferiority
and personal failure (Entwistle & Peterson, 2004). Over time, these
conditions may lead students to develop intention to drop out.
Therefore, enhancing students’ perceived control over their university
performance could help them to increase their feeling of being able to
modify their behavior to increase academic success.

Summarizing, despite some limitations, the present study
underlines the importance of at least three aspects: i) analyzing
academic failure not only in terms of dropout, but also of
dissatisfaction with the academic experience; ii) considering,

in addition to the dropout, the intention to dropout which
often represents an important step in the process that leads to
studies’ abandonment; iii) considering intention to drop out and
dissatisfaction with academic experience also for students enrolled
in the years following the first. This study also highlights many
areas of intervention and improvement strategies that can be
adopted in the Italian context and in other contexts with a similar
academic organization. These improvements can be useful not
only for Italian students, but also for those who come from other
countries to study in Italy, and are consistent with the indications
of the European Higher Education Area.
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