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Abstract:

Student learning motivation is a critical factor in determining academic success, engagement, and persistence in higher
education, particularly within the context of evolving learning environments shaped by digital transformation and socio-
cultural diversity. This study aims to analyze student learning motivation through the lens of Self-Determination Theory,
with a focus on the fulfillment of the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness across
multiple provinces in Indonesia. The research employs an interpretive qualitative approach with a multi-site design,
involving students from diverse regions through in-depth interviews, observations, and focus group discussions. The
findings reveal that student motivation is significantly influenced by the level of autonomy in learning, perceived
academic competence, and the quality of social relationships within the learning environment. In addition, contextual
factors such as the role of instructors, the integration of technology, and institutional policies shape motivational
dynamics differently across regions. This study contributes to the theoretical advancement of learning motivation within
the Self-Determination Theory framework and provides practical implications for developing more adaptive, inclusive,
and context-sensitive learning strategies in Indonesian higher education.

Keywords:
Student Learning Motivation, Self-Determination Theory; Higher Education.

@ ® © 2026 The Author(s).
This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0).

INTRODUCTION

Student learning motivation is a central determinant of academic success, student
engagement, and persistence in higher education at both global and national levels. Recent studies
consistently demonstrate that higher levels of motivation are positively associated with academic
achievement, student retention, and more meaningful learning experiences (Wang et al., 2025;
Medina Srem-Sai et al., 2025). In the Indonesian higher education context, the dynamics of student
motivation have become increasingly complex due to educational transformation, the expansion of
digital learning, and socio-cultural diversity across regions (Pradana et al., 2025; Hu et al., 2026).
These developments require a deeper understanding of how motivation is formed, sustained, and
shaped by contextual factors such as instructor support, institutional environments, and technology
integration (Zhen, 2025). Despite the growing body of research on learning motivation, most studies
remain dominated by quantitative approaches that prioritize variable measurement and statistical
relationships, often overlooking students’ subjective experiences (Hlazunova et al., 2026). In
Indonesia, multi-province studies are still limited, resulting in insufficient representation of diverse
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socio-cultural and institutional contexts influencing student learning (Pradana et al., 2025). This gap
is further amplified by disparities in educational access, digital infrastructure, and academic culture
across regions (Hu et al., 2026). At the same time, the rapid expansion of digital and hybrid learning
environments introduces new challenges in sustaining student motivation (Ying Zhang, 2025),
highlighting the need for more context-sensitive and in-depth research approaches.

Within educational psychology, Self-Determination Theory (SDT), developed by Ryan and
Deci, provides a comprehensive framework for understanding human motivation, particularly
intrinsic motivation (Bang Nguyen-Viet & Bac Nguyen-Viet, 2025). The theory posits that optimal
motivation emerges when three basic psychological needs autonomy, competence, and relatedness
are fulfilled. Empirical evidence indicates that satisfying these needs significantly enhances student
engagement, psychological well-being, and academic performance (Mamun et al., 2025; Schweder et
al., 2026). In higher education, SDT is particularly relevant for explaining how pedagogical
practices, instructor—student interactions, and learning environments either support or hinder intrinsic
motivation (Berthold & Gollner, 2026), and it can be integrated with frameworks such as self-
efficacy and student engagement theories (Quan et al., 2025).

Building on this foundation, the present study aims to analyze student learning motivation
from an SDT perspective within the Indonesian higher education context. Specifically, it addresses
five key questions: (1) how student motivation is manifested within the SDT framework; (2) how
autonomy, competence, and relatedness are fulfilled in learning processes; (3) which factors
influence student motivation; (4) how socio-cultural and institutional differences across regions
shape motivation; and (5) how learning environments, including instructors and technology,
contribute to motivational development. Using an interpretive qualitative approach with a multi-site
design, this study seeks to capture students’ subjective experiences in a rich and contextualized
manner.

This study contributes to the literature by addressing gaps through a qualitative, multi-
province perspective on student motivation in Indonesia. Unlike prior research that is largely
quantitative and contextually limited, this study offers a more comprehensive understanding by
integrating SDT within a socio-cultural framework (Bang Nguyen-Viet & Bac Nguyen-Viet, 2025;
Assefa et al., 2025). It also aligns with emerging trends emphasizing the role of learning
environments and technology, while highlighting the limited exploration of local contextual
variations (Hu et al., 2026; Zhen, 2025). Furthermore, SDT is reaffirmed as a robust theoretical
framework for explaining motivation, emphasizing the roles of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness (Wang et al., 2025; Schweder et al., 2026). Empirical studies also show that autonomy-
supportive environments, effective technology integration, and strong instructor—student
relationships significantly influence motivation (Berthold & Goéllner, 2026; Zhen, 2025; Quan et al.,
2025; Assefa et al., 2025).

Although the literature on student motivation is extensive, several critical gaps remain. Many
studies still rely on survey-based quantitative methods, limiting their ability to capture lived
experiences (Hlazunova et al., 2026). Moreover, research integrating SDT with diverse socio-cultural
contexts, particularly in multi-province Indonesian settings, is scarce (Pradana et al., 2025).
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Additionally, studies on digital learning often emphasize technological aspects without examining
their interaction with psychological needs (Ying Zhang, 2025). Addressing these gaps, this study
adopts an interpretive qualitative approach to explore student experiences across contexts,
contributing to a more nuanced and contextually grounded understanding of motivation (Assefa et
al., 2025). Contemporary trends also indicate a shift toward constructivist and humanistic
perspectives, with increasing use of SDT, self-efficacy, and engagement frameworks, alongside
qualitative and mixed-method approaches (Quan et al., 2025; Hlazunova et al., 2026; Zhen, 2025).
These developments underscore the importance of context-sensitive research, particularly in
developing countries such as Indonesia.

METHOD

This research uses an interpretive qualitative approach with a constructivist paradigm and
multi-site strategy (multi-case study) that allows an in-depth exploration of students' subjective
experiences in diverse social, cultural, and institutional contexts. This approach was chosen because
it is able to capture the meaning constructed by individuals in interaction with their learning
environment (Alansari, 2026). The data used in this study consisted of primary data and secondary
data. Primary data were obtained through in-depth interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs), and
participatory observations, which were designed to explore students' experiences related to
autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the learning process. Meanwhile, secondary data are
obtained from academic documents, institutional policies, and relevant scientific literature to
strengthen the context of the analysis (Roy et al., 2025). The main instrument of the research is a
semi-structured interview guide developed based on the framework of Self-Determination Theory,
thus allowing exploration flexibility while maintaining the consistency of the research focus
(Abraham & Padmakumari, 2026). The inclusion criteria for research subjects include active students
at the S1/S2 level, at least in the second semester, and have both face-to-face and digital/hybrid
learning experience, while the exclusion criteria include students who are not academically active or
do not have online learning experience. The informant selection technique uses purposive sampling
followed by snowball sampling to obtain a wider variety of experiences (Cunningham et al., 2026).
The unit of analysis in this study is the student learning experience represented through individual
narratives from various regions of Indonesia (west, central, and east), with the number of informants
ranging from 15 to 30 participants to achieve data depth and thematic saturation (Snow-Hill et al.,
2026).

The data analysis technique was carried out in stages using a thematic analysis approach that
was integrated with the interactive analysis model from Miles and Huberman. The analysis process
begins with open coding to identify the unit of meaning from the raw data, followed by axial coding
to connect categories and subcategories, and ends with selective coding to build the main themes that
represent the dynamics of student learning motivation (Solbakken & Magnussen, 2026). The entire
analysis process is carried out through the stages of data reduction, data display, and conclusion
drawing iteratively to ensure consistency of interpretation (DeJonckheere et al., 2026). To improve
validity and trustworthiness, this study applied source and method triangulation techniques, member
checking, and trail audit as a form of transparency of the analysis process (Rasmussen, 2025). In the
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data processing process, researchers use the help of qualitative analysis software such as NVivo to
facilitate the coding process and systematic organization of data (Biglieri & Mandalaki, 2025). This
analytical approach allows researchers to identify thematic patterns that emerge from various
regional contexts, resulting in a comprehensive understanding of students' learning motivations in the
perspective of Self-Determination Theory.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Reesult

The results of this study were compiled based on qualitative data analysis through the stages
of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding which produced five main themes, namely: (1)
autonomy-based motivation, (2) competence dynamics in learning, (3) the role of relatedness in
academic engagement, (4) the influence of the learning environment, and (5) contextual variation

across regions.

Impact on
Finding Key Points Categories Regional Insights  Learning
Motivation
Students show increased motivation
. . . Freedom of
when given freedom in learning . ~ Western & Central
, . .2 choice of tasks; . .
Autonomy- strategies, topics, and participation; Indonesia students ~ Higher autonomy
. - . . Self-study
Based flexible digital and hybrid learning initiatives: benefit more from  leads to stronger
Motivation strengthens learning control; overly Self-con tr’ol i flexible digital intrinsic motivation
structured learning reduces intrinsic . learning
o learning
motivation
. . Material . . . .
Students with better material . Regions with better Higher perceived
. . . comprehension; . <
Competence  understanding and interactive . digital competence
. . Academic ) )
and Self- learning support show higher infrastructure show increases
s .2 confidence; . .
Ability motivation; lack of feedback reduces Instructional higher competence  motivation and
confidence and engagement levels engagement
support
Positive lecturer and peer Social support;  Local academic Strong relatedness
Relatedness relationships increase motivation; Faculty-student cultures influence improves
and Social collaborative learning strengthens interaction; student engagement and
Interaction engagement; limited online Group relationships academic
interaction reduces connectedness engagement across regions commitment
Supportive teaching, adaptive Faculty Effectiveness . .

. h .. .. . . Quality learning
Learning technology use, and flexible policies  support; Digital varies depending environments
Environment  improve motivation; monotonous learning; on technology .

. LS . : enhance motivation
Influence teaching and poor tech support Institutional implementation
L - . and engagement
reduce motivation policies quality
Western Indonesia has better access Access to Infrastructure and o
. . . Motivation
Contextual and higher autonomy; Eastern education; socio-cultural .
. . . influenced by both
Regional Indonesia faces infrastructure Culture of factors vary o
. . . individual and
Variation challenges; strong local culture may learning; significantly across

strengthen social support

Territorial gap

regions

contextual factors
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Based on table, figure 1 & 2 above, it can be explained; The first findings showed that most
informants expressed increased motivation to learn when they were given the freedom to determine
learning strategies, task topics, and ways to participate in learning. The narrative of students from the
Western and Central Indonesia region consistently shows that flexibility in digital and hybrid
learning strengthens a sense of control over the learning process. On the other hand, limited
autonomy in overly structured learning systems tends to lower intrinsic motivation. These findings
are reflected in code categories such as "freedom of choice of tasks," "self-study initiatives," and
"self-control in learning," which systematically appear in a variety of regional contexts. This data is
in line with findings in the literature that show that autonomy is a key factor in increasing students'
intrinsic motivation (Wang et al., 2025; Berthold & Gollner, 2026).

The second finding is related to competence, which describes how students' perception of
self-ability affects learning motivation. The data shows that students who feel able to understand the
material, especially when supported by clear lecturer explanations and the use of interactive learning
technology, show higher levels of motivation. In contrast, students who have difficulty
understanding the material or do not get adequate feedback tend to experience decreased confidence
and learning engagement. The categories of code that emerge include "material comprehension,"
"academic confidence," and "instructional support." Differences between regions can be seen in
access to digital learning resources and the quality of teaching, where students in areas with better
educational infrastructure show higher levels of competence. These findings are consistent with
studies that affirm the importance of self-efficacy in shaping learning motivation (Zhang & Ye,
2026; Quan et al., 2025).

The third finding identified the role of relatedness as an important factor in building student
attachment to the academic environment. The data shows that positive relationships with lecturers
and peers contribute to increased learning motivation, especially in the context of collaborative
learning. Students who feel socially supported tend to be more active in discussions, more engaged
in academic activities, and have a higher commitment to their studies. On the other hand, online
learning with minimal social interaction often reduces the sense of connectedness, especially for
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students in areas with limited access to technology. The dominant code categories include "social
support," "faculty-student interaction," and "group engagement." This variety of experiences is also
influenced by local academic cultures that differ between regions. These findings are supported by
research showing that relatedness is an important determinant of student engagement and well-being
(Mamun et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2026).

The fourth finding highlights the role of the learning environment, including lecturers,
technology, and institutional policies, in shaping student learning motivation. Data show that a
supportive environment characterized by a participatory teaching approach, adaptive use of
technology, and flexible academic policies contribute to increased motivation to learn. Students from
various regions revealed that the use of interactive digital platforms and access to online learning
resources increased their interest in learning, although its effectiveness was highly dependent on the
quality of implementation. Conversely, environments that are less responsive to student needs, such
as monotonous teaching methods or lack of technological support, tend to lower motivation to learn.
Key code categories include "faculty support," "digital learning," and "institutional policies." These
findings are in line with studies showing that a quality learning environment plays a significant role
in increasing student motivation and engagement (Hu et al., 2026; Xiang et al., 2026).

The results of the fifth finding reveal that there are contextual variations across regions that
affect students' motivation to learn. Data shows that students from the Western Indonesia region tend
to have better access to learning resources and technology, which has an impact on higher levels of
autonomy and competence. Meanwhile, students from the Eastern Indonesia region face more
challenges related to limited infrastructure and access to education, which affects their learning
experience. However, in some cases, strong local social and cultural values actually strengthen
community relatability and support, which contributes positively to learning motivation. Emerging
categories of codes include "access to education," "culture of learning," and "territorial gap." This
variation suggests that learning motivation is influenced not only by individual factors, but also by
broader social and cultural contexts. These findings are supported by the literature that emphasizes
the importance of context in understanding learning motivation in higher education (So6giit, 2026;
Assefa et al., 2025).

Discussioin

Based on the results of the research, it can be emphasized that student learning motivation in
the context of higher education in Indonesia is formed through a complex interaction between the
fulfillment of basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness as well as
contextual and cross-regional learning environment factors. These findings directly answer the
formulation of research problems that focus on the form of learning motivation, the fulfillment of
psychological needs, and the influence of social, cultural, and institutional contexts. Empirically, this
study shows that students who experience a higher level of autonomy in learning tend to have
stronger intrinsic motivation, while perceptions of competence and quality of social relationships
play a role in maintaining learning engagement. This pattern indicates that learning motivation is not
static, but rather dynamic and influenced by diverse learning experiences (Bang & Nguyen-Viet,
2025; Schweder et al., 2026). Within the framework of Self-Determination Theory, the findings of
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this study reinforce the assumption that meeting the needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
is the main prerequisite for the emergence of sustainable intrinsic motivation. Autonomy in this
context is not only related to freedom of choice, but also to the perception of control over the
meaningful learning process (Berthold & Gollner, 2026). Competence is manifested through
academic success experiences and effective instructional support, while relatedness is reflected in the
quality of supportive social interactions. The integration of these three dimensions shows that
students' learning motivation cannot be separated from the relational and pedagogical context that
surrounds it. These findings also reinforce the view that a psychologically supportive learning
environment has a significant impact on student engagement and well-being (Mamun et al., 2025).

When compared to previous studies, the results of this study show consistency with findings
that emphasize the importance of autonomy-supportive teaching in increasing students' intrinsic
motivation (Bang & Nguyen-Viet, 2025). Nevertheless, this study also reveals a broader contextual
dimension, especially in multi-provincial contexts in Indonesia, that has not been widely explored in
the literature before. Some previous studies tend to be conducted in the context of developed
countries with relatively high homogeneity of educational infrastructure (Assefa et al., 2025), while
this study shows significant variations in student learning experiences due to differences in access to
technology, academic culture, and institutional policies. In addition, the results of this study also
expand on the findings of previous research that highlighted the role of digital learning by showing
that technology does not automatically increase motivation, but rather depends on how it is
integrated within the framework of students' psychological needs (Wu & Wang, 2025). In a broader
perspective, this research makes a significant scientific contribution to the development of
motivational theory in higher education by integrating Self-Determination Theory into Indonesia's
diverse socio-cultural context. This contribution is not only theoretical, but also empirical, as this
research offers contextual evidence on how students' psychological needs are interpreted and fulfilled
in various conditions of the learning environment. In addition, this study also enriches the literature
with an interpretive qualitative approach that allows for an in-depth exploration of students'
subjective experiences, which have received less attention in learning motivation studies (Hlazunova
et al., 2026). Thus, this article expands the scope of SDT applications in the context of higher
education in developing countries.

The findings of this study also show that the factors of the learning environment, including
the role of lecturers and institutions, have a significant influence on student learning motivation. This
is in line with research that emphasizes the importance of teaching quality and learning design in
supporting student engagement (Quan et al., 2025). However, this study adds a new dimension by
showing that these influences are not uniform across regions, but rather are influenced by structural
factors such as access to technology and educational resources. In this context, the role of education
policy is crucial in creating an inclusive learning environment that is adaptive to the needs of
students in various regions (Pradana et al., 2025). Although this research makes a significant
contribution, there are some limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, the number of
informants limited to 15-30 students, although in accordance with qualitative research standards,
may not fully represent the full diversity of student experiences in Indonesia. Second, the use of an
interpretive qualitative approach depends on the subjectivity of the researcher in the data analysis
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process, although it has been minimized through validation techniques such as triangulation and
member checking (Pradana et al., 2025). Third, limited access to certain regions can affect data
distribution and context representation. Therefore, the results of this study need to be understood
within the framework of these limitations.

The implications of this study are very relevant for higher education practitioners, especially
in designing learning strategies that support students' psychological needs. Lecturers need to adopt a
more flexible and participatory approach to learning to increase student autonomy, while institutions
need to provide adequate support to enhance competence and relatability through inclusive academic
facilities, policies, and culture. In addition, the integration of technology in learning needs to be
strategically designed so that it not only functions as a tool, but also as a means to strengthen
meaningful learning experiences (Pan & Zhang, 2025). In the context of policy, the government
needs to consider the gap in access to education between regions in formulating policies that are
oriented towards equitable distribution of the quality of higher education. For further research, a
broader study with a mixed methods approach is needed to empirically test the relationship between
variables in Self-Determination Theory using larger quantitative data, while maintaining the depth of
qualitative analysis. In addition, longitudinal research is also needed to understand the dynamics of
student learning motivation over a longer period of time. Cross-border studies can also be conducted
to compare the dynamics of learning motivation in different cultural contexts, thereby enriching a
global understanding of learning motivation in higher education (Teng, 2025).

CONCLUSION

This study shows that student learning motivation in Indonesian higher education is shaped
by the interaction between psychological needs autonomy, competence, and relatedness and the
surrounding learning environment. Autonomy encourages intrinsic motivation, competence
strengthens academic confidence and engagement, while relatedness reinforces students’ social
attachment to the academic environment. In addition, lecturers, learning technology, institutional
policies, and diverse social, cultural, and geographical contexts significantly influence learning
motivation, confirming the relevance of Self-Determination Theory within Indonesia’s diverse
higher education context.

Practically, the findings provide a basis for developing adaptive and inclusive learning
strategies that support students’ psychological needs and diversity. The study also offers a contextual
understanding of learning motivation that can guide higher education policy and practice, while
opening opportunities for future research through broader methods, cross-regional or global
comparisons, and the development of psychological-need-based interventions in the context of
digital educational transformation.
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