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Introduction

Ensuring fair access to higher education is a substantial international issue (Gibson et al., 2016).
The widening participation agenda in many European countries, as well as Australia, Canada,
and the United Kingdom, refers to the drive to increase fair access by ensuring that those who
could benefit from higher education have equal opportunity to do so (Osborne, 2003). This
includes non-traditional groups such as low socioeconomic status students, first-generation
students, student carers, students with disability, culturally diverse students, or those with
indigenous backgrounds. For non-traditional students, inequalities in the education system, such
as disparities in school resources, curriculum biases, and differential teacher expectations, were
a major cause of underachievement in school, impacting their progression to higher education
(Vignoles & Murray, 2016). Addressing fair access, therefore, requires not only opening the doors
to university but simultaneously ensuring equitable opportunities for student success, regardless
of background.

The neoliberal framing and marketisation of higher education, with its focus on competition and
efficiency, emphasises higher access numbers, particularly among so-called ‘widening
participation’ or non-traditional students, as a key metric of success (Leaney & Mwale, 2021).
However, this approach fails to consider how to ensure the necessary conditions for equitable
outcomes. Data show that widening participation students typically have lower degree outcomes
than non-widening participation students, with substantial gaps in the number of ‘good’ degrees
awarded to students who fall into a number of different widening participation categories (HESA,
2025). A ‘good’ degree in the United Kingdom is defined as a first class or upper-second class
degree which approximately translates into Grade Point Average of 3.7-4 and 3.3-3.6.
Furthermore, widening participation students also tend to report a lower overall experience in
higher education than non-widening participation students, potentially due to factors such as
feeling like they do not fit in, financial pressures, or inadequate support services (Friend, 2021;
Jones et al., 2025; Reay et al., 2010; Veldman et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2025). These disparities
underscore the urgent need to address the systemic barriers that prevent equitable outcomes for
traditionally underrepresented student groups in higher education.

In this study we sought to further understand the persistent gap in grade outcomes between
widening participation students and non-widening participation students, observing that it is
unlikely that any one silver bullet will explain or solve this challenge. Our approach is underpinned
by social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). This theory explains how individuals form their
sense of self based on the social groups to which they belong. These group affiliations, such as
those based on socio-economic status or ethnicity, can shape how students see themselves, how
they are perceived by others, and how they experience university. Students from traditionally
underrepresented groups may enter university with a heightened awareness of their self-concept,
which may impact academic behaviours and outcomes in various ways (Jetten et al., 2008). In
the current study, we explored the potentially interacting effects of two key student identities
previously shown to impact grades: social identity as a university student, and identity as an
educational consumer (e.g., Bliuc et al., 2011; Bunce et al., 2017). For widening participation
students, who experience greater identity conflicts between their home and university identities
(Easterbrook & Hadden, 2021), adopting a university student identity and resisting a consumer
identity may present specific identity-based challenges to academic success. Like most previous
research on student identities (e.g., Bunce et al., 2017; Saunders, 2015), the study took place in



a mass-consumer society — Scotland — where higher education institutions operate on market
principles. However, in Scotland, students are not educational consumers in the direct economic
sense because the Scottish government provides free tuition to home-domiciled students. This
natural comparator provided a unique context in which to explore the impact of these student
identities on the grade gap between widening participation and non-widening participation
students.

Literature

University Student Identity

Learning is not just an individualistic process but a highly social one, and this has historically been
overlooked (Haslam, 2017; Platow et al., 2017). Psychological research has shown that the extent
to which a student feels that they are an important part of a group e.g., the social identity group
‘university student’, influences their learning behaviours, wellbeing and outcomes (Bliuc et al.,
2011; Easterbrook & Hadden, 2021; Platow et al., 2025; Smyth et al., 2015; Walker et al., 2025).
This work is grounded in social identity theory by Tajfel and Turner (1986). The theory proposes
that our self-concepts or identities are highly flexible and context dependent, and that we shape
our identities in relation to the groups to which we belong (self-categorisation). Our thoughts,
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours become consistent with the norms and values of our in-groups
(norms are rules or expectations about what is considered ‘normal’). We compare in-group
members favourably with those in out-groups, and this increases our well-being (Griffin et al.,
2025).

In a series of studies, Bliuc and colleagues (2011) were among the first researchers to assess
how variations in students’ level of identification with the social category ‘university student’
affected how students approached learning (deep and surface) and their subsequent grades.
Specifically, they used the concept of discipline-related social identity as a measure of university
student identity. This was defined as the extent to which students were proud to be seen by others
as a member of their discipline and that they respected and felt good about other members.
Psychology students from Romania (n = 183) completed questionnaires to assess the strength of
their social identity as a psychology student, as well as the extent to which they processed
information using deep and surface approaches. Grade was measured by their final assessment
mark in the course.

Bliuc et al. (2011) tested a mediation model to explore the hypothesis that discipline identity would
be positively, but indirectly, related to grades through approaches to learning. Their analysis
supported this hypothesis: students with a stronger discipline identity had higher grades because
those students were more likely to use deep approaches to learning and somewhat less likely to
use surface approaches. Thus, a strong student identity seems to support beliefs about learning
as being a process of understanding and constructing meaning (i.e. a deep approach), which is
generally associated with higher achievement. Although the students who participated were all
from one discipline (psychology) subsequent research by Smyth et al. (2015) replicated the
findings on a broader range of almost 300 students from six broad discipline subgroups, and they
found similar results (see also Platow et al., 2025; Smyth et al., 2017; Larsen & James, 2022;
Smith & Watson, 2022; Taylor Bunce et al., 2022).



Identity as an Educational Consumer

Another aspect of student identities that has only begun to receive attention in the last decade is
that of the student as an educational ‘consumer’ in contexts where students, not the government,
are responsible for their tuition costs. Consumer identity was conceptualised by Saunders (2015)
on the basis of planned academic behaviours and educational priorities: at the extreme, students
who identify as educational consumers only want to learn things that they perceive as useful to
their future careers and want to take courses that they hope will increase their future earning
power. They also feel entitled to receive a good grade despite doing little academic work and
believe that it is the responsibility of their institution to ensure that they obtain a good job after
graduating. In other words, this group-level identity, with an emphasis on grades and attainment,
may have competing demands on a student’s sense of self vis-a-vis being a university student
with its emphasis on deep learning.

Early research in this area by Bunce et al. (2017), and Bunce and Bennett (2021) quantified the
negative impact of consumer identity on students’ approaches to learning and grades. In their
study of over six-hundred undergraduate feepaying students studying in England, Bunce et al.
(2017) found a negative relation between consumer identity and grades: a stronger consumer
identity was related to lower grades. They further showed that the relation between a student's
identity and grades (Bliuc et al., 2011) was reduced by consumer identity. This negative impact
of consumer identity on grades was replicated in a similar sample in Bunce and Bennett (2021).
Bunce and Bennett additionally found that learning approaches helped to explain some of the
relation between consumer identity and grades: students with a stronger consumer identity were
more likely to use learning strategies that involved superficial (surface) processing of information,
and less likely to use learning strategies that resulted in meaningful (deep) processing of
information than students with a weak consumer identity. Although student grades were assessed
in these studies using students’ subjective recollections, which are potentially subject to
inaccurate reporting, the findings are in line with Bliuc et al’'s. (2011) study in which grades were
assessed objectively. In sum, this research shows that a consumer identity reduces the positive
effect of a student identity on grades in feepaying contexts.

While prior work has examined the effects of students’ consumer identity in feepaying contexts,
comparative research in consumer societies where students receive free tuition is missing. In the
current study, therefore, we collected data in Scotland, UK, whereby home students are provided
with government-funded tuition. Like the rest of the UK (and Western Europe, Australia, Canada
and the United States of America), Scotland is an established mass-consumer society, thus
making a natural comparator. Despite being free to access for home students, Scottish higher
education institutions nonetheless operate under market principles: they heavily advertise
customer services, focus on customer satisfaction metrics, and rely on student feedback to
improve service provision. In this mass-consumer context, students may be motivated to attend
university for reasons associated with a consumer identity, as defined by Saunders (2015), for
example, by choosing degree subjects as a function of their future earning potential and being
career focused in terms of what they want to learn. It seems reasonable to expect, therefore, that
in a mass-consumer context, non-feepaying Scottish students may still be susceptible to the
negative impacts of adopting a consumer identity on their education.



Widening Participation and Non-Traditional Students

A significant gap in the research discussed so far is that it does not take into account students’
status in terms of whether they are from a widening participation or non-traditional background.
This aspect of students’ characteristics is particularly well suited to explore from a social identities’
perspective. Even though all students experience social identity changes when transitioning to
university, it can be a more unsettling experience for widening participation students than for
traditional students (Jones et al., 2025; Reay et al., 2010; Veldman et al., 2019; Walker et al.,
2025). From a social identity theory perspective, widening participation students may enter
university with a heightened awareness of their self-concept based on their social groups (e.g.,
class status or ethnicity: Jetten et al., 2017). Adapting to new social identities is more difficult
when new and existing identities are in direct conflict with each other. For example, widening
participation students may have grown up not expecting to go to university, may have lower
financial resources, may be more likely to have paid employment, may experience negative
performance stereotypes, and may feel generally less well prepared and supported (Gibson et
al., 2016; Grozev & Easterbrook, 2024; Jetten et al., 2008). Widening participation students may
experience unease when considering whether their existing identities will be accepted by others
(Cohen & Garcia, 2008), and they may ultimately feel the need to hide existing identities.

These issues could result in social identity conflict, which includes feeling that a) existing social
identities are incompatible with a university student identity, and b) social identity threat, whereby
an existing social identity feels undermined or stigmatised (Easterbrook & Hadden, 2021). These
social identity conflicts require widening participation students to use precious cognitive resources
and engage in ‘complex affective labour’ to negotiate and process them (Leaney & Mwale, 2021,
p. 985, Spencer et al., 2016). For example, they may need to overcome stereotypical beliefs that
university is for white, middle-class students, and not for people from the global ethnic majority,
or working-class backgrounds. Ultimately, identity conflicts between being a widening
participation student and their new university identity could weaken their social identification with
their new student identity (Jetten et al., 2008).

Support for this was found by Smyth et al. (2019) who examined the identity incompatibilities
experienced by a diverse range of students to explore impacts on learning approaches. ldentity
incompatibility in this study concerned subjective feelings of incompatibility between the university
environment and home environment. It captured the extent to which students felt that they needed
to create a facade at university and felt like an outsider (e.g., ‘l have gone to certain lengths to
manipulate the way | am perceived by others and therefore conceal part of my pre-university
identity’). In their sample of 121 students, they found that identity incompatibility was a significant
direct predictor of increased surface approaches to learning as well as other performance
diminishing behaviours, such as procrastination and self-handicapping. This suggests that, for
widening participation students, their experienced identity conflicts and weaker identification with
their new student identity may partly explain their poorer grade outcomes compared with non-
widening participation students.

Further support for a link between social identity compatibility and learning outcomes in widening
participation students comes from intervention studies that have attempted to increase students’
university social identity. For example, Chen et al. (2020) found that a strong identity as a ‘science
person’ was related to improved grades among a sample of 572 first-generation students or
students from the global ethnic majority who were studying biology. Among those who



subsequently participated in a social belonging intervention, grade outcomes increased and were
comparable to non-widening participation students. Chen et al. (2020) concluded that the positive
effect of a science identity may be due to a science identity increasing a sense of compatibility
between the individual and their university.

Taken together, the above findings suggest that widening participation students may find it harder
to develop or integrate their new university student identity into their self-concepts than non-
widening participation students. Nonetheless, we expected that the positive effect of a university
student identity on grades would hold for widening participation students if they have successfully
developed a university student identity.

Research on the impacts of a consumer identity on grades for widening participation students is
sparse. However, we expected that widening participation status and a consumer identity may
interact with each other and differentially effect the relation between university student identity
and grades. In support of this possibility, it seems likely that a consumer identity is an additional
source of identity conflict (Jetten et al., 2008), and one that may be particularly harmful to learning
behaviours and grades (Bunce & Bennett, 2021; Bunce et al., 2017) given the needs of these
students to work harder to develop a university student identity (Gibson et al., 2016; Jetten et al.,
2017).

Furthermore, Danvers and Hinton-Smith (2021) found that widening participation students
described the visual representation of university education as extremely positive ‘marketing
hyperbole’. This made them feel unprepared for potential challenges of university and sceptical
of exaggerated promotional messages about the positive experience of studying for a degree. In
another study (Leaney & Mwale, 2021) widening participation students who were studying at a
satellite campus (a campus at a physical distance from the original institution, designed to attract
more widening participation students) discussed how they felt that they had to ‘fight’ for what
traditional students naturally have access to in the context of marketisation.

The identity conflicts faced by widening participation students suggests that consumer identity
may be more harmful to the relation between a university student identity and grades than for
non-widening participation students. In other words, the impact of a consumer identity on the
relation between university student identity and grades may be more detrimental to widening
participation students than non-widening participation students.

Current Study

In the current study we tested these possibilities using a moderated moderation model (see Figure
1). We predicted that widening participation status would interact with, or moderate, the
conditional influence of consumer identity on the relation between university student identity and
grades.

Figure 1

Moderated Moderation Model of Widening Participation Status, Educational Consumer Identity,
University Student Identity and Grades
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Specifically, we hypothesised that the negative impact of consumer identity on the relation
between university student identity and grades would be greater (more detrimental) for widening
participation students than for non-widening participation students.

Method

Sample

We aimed to recruit approximately 200 students from Queen Margaret University (100 widening
participation and 100 non-widening participation) to provide a minimum of 20 participants per
each independent variable for analysis. We relied on an opportunity sampling strategy and
advertised around campus, on social media, and on the Psychology student participation panel.

Measures

University Student Identity

Using an online questionnaire, university student social identity was measured by adapting items
used by Doosje et al. (1995): ‘I feel strong ties with other students of my university’, ‘Being a
student at my university is important to me’, ‘I feel close to other students studying at my
university’, and ‘| am pleased to be a student studying at my university’. Students rated their level
of agreement with each item on a 5-point scale from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
Cronbach’s alpha indicated an acceptable reliability (a = .69) score.

Consumer Identity

Consumer attitudes commensurate with a consumer identity were assessed using Saunders’
(2015) 18-item scale, with some items adapted for a British as opposed to American educational
context (Bunce et al., 2017). Example statements were: ‘| will only study something that will help
me earn a lot of money’ and ‘I think of my university degree as a product | am purchasing’.
Students rated their level of agreement with each item on a 5-point scale where 1 = strongly
disagree and 5 = strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha indicated good reliability (a = .86).

Grades

To measure grades, students self-reported their grade profile. We asked them to select the option
that represented their average mark in percent to date: 0-29%, 30-39%, 40-44%, 45-49%, 50-



54%, 55-59%, 60-64%, 65-69%, 70-84%, 85%+. These represent common grade bands in the
United Kingdom and translate into approximate Grade Point Average scores as follows: 0-39% =
0-1.9 GPA; 40-49% = 2.0-2.6 GPA, 50-59% = 2.7-3.2 GPA,; 60-69% = 3.3-3.6 GPA; 70-100% =
3.7-4.0 GPA.

Widening Participation Status

To determine widening participation status, participants were asked to identify if they met these
criteria: first in household to attend university, taking an access/non-traditional course to enter
university, identifying as a person with disability, being a student parent, having caring
responsibilities, and/or being care-experienced. If they met any of these criteria they were
categorised as being a widening participation student (=1) and if they did not they were classified
as a non-widening participation student (=0). Finally, participants completed questions about age,
gender, ethnicity, and course of study.

Procedure

Ethical approval was obtained from Queen Margaret University ethics committee before data
collection began. Adverts for the study were placed on social media, around campus, and on the
undergraduate psychology participation panel during the spring semester. The study was
advertised as seeking undergraduates’ attitudes towards their university education in Scotland.
Students could respond to the advert by clicking on a link, which took them to the questionnaire
platform hosted by Qualtrics. First, they gave informed consent, then completed the questionnaire
by responding to items for each key variable on a separate page, as described above. It took
approximately 10 minutes to complete.

Results

Participants

The questionnaire was completed by 233 undergraduates from Queen Margaret University,
Scotland. The average age was 22.64 years (SD = 6.69 years). There were 198 women (85%),
30 men (13%), one non-binary student (0.5%), and one who preferred not to answer (0.5%). Most
students described themselves as White British (191, 96.4%), three (1.5%) as Asian, two (1%) as
mixed ethnic background, and one (0.5%) student who preferred not to say. One-hundred and
thirty-three (57%) were from a widening participation background and 100 (43%) were from a
non-widening participation background. These figures largely represent the student body at the
university, although we had a higher proportion of females than is at the university. Of those with
a widening participation background, 39% were the first in their household to come to university,
20% took an access course to enter university, 11.6% identified as disabled, 8% were student-
parents, 6% had caring responsibilities, and 1% were care-experienced (students could select all
that applied). Ninety-four students (40%) were studying psychology (who also received course
credit for participating), 56 (24%) were studying education, and 27 (12%) were studying sociology.
The remaining 56 (24%) students were studying social science and biological science.

Data Screening and Preliminary Analysis

Prior to analysis, the data were screened for patterns in missing values, outliers, and violations of
parametric data assumptions. Descriptive statistics among the key dependent measures are



shown in Table 1. These data show that the mean strength of university identity and consumer
identity, as well as average grade, were similar for both widening participation students and non-
widening participation students. There were no significant differences for these three measures,
however, widening participation students were significantly older than non-widening participation
students, t(198) = 2.434, p =.005 [Cohen’s d = 7.91, 95% CI = (-.610, -.063)]. Age was, therefore,
controlled for in subsequent analyses.

Table 1

Widening and non-widening participation means and standard deviations for identities, grades,
and age

University  Consumer Grades Age*
Identity Identity
Widening participation 3.99 (0.62) 2.32(0.55) 64.73 (14.64) 24.53 (7.54)

Non-widening participation 4.02 (0.64) 2.37(0.54) 65.24(10.42) 21.86 (6.86)

Note. *p < .005

The relations between the key variables for both widening participation students and non-
widening participation students are depicted as bivariate correlations in Table 2. Of note, there
was a significant positive correlation between university student identity and grades, but only for
widening participation students. In contrast, there was a significant negative correlation between
consumer identity and grades, but this relation only held for non-widening participation students.

Table 2

Correlation matrix for widening and non-widening participation students

1 2 3 4
1. University Identity -- .01 A74* =11
2. Consumer ldentity -.24 -- .032 -.17
3. Grades .03 -.345* -- -.20*
4. Age -.24% -.02 217 --
Mean difference 0.03 0.05 0.51 -3.52**

Note. Widening participation students above the diagonal, and non-widening participation below
the diagonal. *p < .05, *p < .01

Moderated Moderation Effects

We used the PROCESS Model 3 macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2017) to perform moderated
moderation analysis (See Figure 1). The independent variable was University Student Identity,
the dependent variable was Grades, and the two moderators were Consumer Identity and
Widening Participation Status. We ultimately tested whether the interaction effect between
Consumer Identity and University Student Identity on Grades was conditional upon Widening
Participation Status, controlling for Age. This full regression model was significant overall,



meaning that it explained a significant proportion of the variance in Grades, R?(adjusted) = 0.13,
F (8,141) = 2.54, p = .013 (see Table 3). The direct effects of all three variables on Grades
(University Social Identity, Consumer Identity, and Widening Participation Status) were non-
significant (see Table 3). In addition, the two-way interactions between University Social Identity
and Consumer Identity, University Social ldentity and Widening Participation Status, and
Consumer Identity and Widening Participation Status were also non-significant (see Table 3).

Table 3

Moderated moderation effects

Variable B SE P 95% CI
Constant 77.97 4.18 <.001 [69.71, 86.23]
University Student Identity 2.51 2.55 .325 [-2.52, 7.55]
Widening Participation Status 1.11 2.18 .610 [-3.20, 5.43]
University Student Identity x Widening [-6.37, 7.09]
Participation Status .36 3.40 915

Consumer Identity .85 2.97 775 [-5.03, 6.73]
University Student Identity x Consumer Identity 4.16 3.66 .256 [-3.05, 11.38]
Widening Participation Status x Consumer [-9.00, 6.61]
Identity -1.20 3.95 .762

Widening Participation Status x Consumer [-21.93, -.48]
Identity x University Student Identity -11.20 5.43 .041

Age -.63 19 001  [-1.01, -.25]

Three-way Interaction between University Student Identity, Consumer Identity, and
Widening Participation Status

In support of our hypothesis, there was a significant three-way interaction between university
student identity, consumer identity, and widening participation status on grades, B = -11.20, SE
=5.43, p =.041, 95% CI [-21.93, -.48]. This interaction is displayed in the simple slopes in Figure
2 to show the conditional effect of Consumer Identity on the relation between university student
identity and grades for widening and non-widening participation students (Figure 2). The
interaction arose because, as expected, the relations between the variables were different for
widening participation students compared with non-widening participation students. In other
words, the moderating effect of consumer ldentity on the relation between university student
identity and grades was further moderated by widening participation status.

For widening participation students, there was a significant positive relation between student
identity and grades at low levels (-1 SD) of consumer identity, B = 6.77, SE = 2.88, p =.020, 95%
Cl [12.48, 1.07], but not at high levels (+1 SD) of consumer identity, B = -1.01, SE = 3.45, p =
.295, 95% CI [-7.85, 5.81]. In other words, for widening participation students, when they had a
weak consumer identity, a strong university student identity was positively related to grades.



When they had a strong consumer identity, however, the positive relation between university
student identity and grades disappeared.

For non-widening participation students, there was no relation between university student identity
and grades at high levels (+1 SD) of consumer identity, B = 4.81, SE = 3.33, p = .150, 95% CI
[11.39, -1.76], nor at low levels (-1 SD) of consumer identity, B = .21, SE = 3.17, p = .947, 95%
Cl [6.48, -6.06]. This means that university student identity was not significantly related to grades,
regardless of whether they had a high or low consumer identity.

Figure 2

University Student Identity and Consumer Identity as a function of Grades for Widening and Non-
Widening Participation Students

Widening Participation Students Non-Widening Participation Students
74 74
72 72
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68 68
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These findings suggest that a consumer identity plays a disruptive role for widening participation
students, diminishing the academic benefits of identifying strongly as a university student. In
contrast, neither identity had an impact on grades for non-widening participation students. These
findings support the hypothesis that a consumer identity would have a more detrimental impact
on the relation between university student identity and grades for widening participation students
compared to non-widening participation students.

Discussion

To increase understanding of why widening participation students are less likely to thrive at
university relative to their peers, this study considered relations between two key educational
identities that impact grade outcomes: identity as a university student, and identity as an
educational consumer. Our hypothesis was that widening participation status would moderate the
conditional effect of consumer identity on the relation between university student identity and
grades. Specifically, we predicted that a consumer identity would have a more detrimental impact
on the positive relation between university student identity and grades for widening participation
students compared to their peers. In support of the hypothesis, a strong consumer identity among
widening participation students significantly interfered with the positive relation between their
identification as a university student and their grades to a greater extent than for non-widening
participation students. Indeed, for widening participation students with a strong consumer identity,
the typical benefit of a university student self-concept on achieving higher grades disappeared.



However, contrary to expectations, there were no significant relations between consumer identity,
university student identity and grades for non-widening participation students. For this group, the
strength of their consumer identity did not moderate the relation between their university student
identity and their grades. These findings need to be interpreted within the cultural context in which
the data were collected: like previous research investigating the impacts of a consumer identity
on student learning, the students in this study were enrolled in an institution situated in a mass-
consumer society, Scotland, United Kingdom. However, a key difference in this context compared
with other mass-consumer contexts is that tuition fees are government funded. Therefore, the
context provided a natural comparator to research conducted in mass-consumer cultures where
the individual student is responsible for their tuition costs.

These findings suggest that when widening participation students view their university education
as a consumer, this undermines the positive influence of a university student identity on academic
success. In this regard, our hypothesis was supported whereby the negative impact of a consumer
identity was greater for widening participation students than for non-widening participation
students. A consumer identity, as conceptualised and measured in this study according to
Saunders (2015), includes a pragmatic view of learning predominantly as a means to an end,
notably, a well-paid job. This is in direct contrast to valuing the intrinsic rewards of a university
education in terms of enhancing cognitive skills and intellectual development. A consumer identity
is also characterised by a sense of entitlement to receive good grades despite minimal academic
effort, reflecting an expectation of a return on investment (time) without necessarily engaging in
learning. Finally, this identity also involves the belief that responsibility for obtaining graduate
employment rests primarily on the institution, rather than acknowledging their own active role in
developing skills and career planning. The attitudes and beliefs associated with a consumer
identity, at least for widening participation students, seem to over-ride the positive impact of a
university student identity, with its emphasis on a sense of community and pride in belonging to
a group of students studying within a particular discipline. This over-riding effect may be
particularly pronounced for widening participation students owing to the additional social identity
conflicts and identity incompatibilities that they face compared to their non-widening participation
peers (Jones et al., 2025; Friend, 2021; Walker et al., 2025). For example, they face more direct
contrasts between their home identities and their university identities, such as those relating to
socio-economic background or prior educational experiences. Therefore, for widening
participation students, the development of a strong consumer identity seems to be particularly
harmful to their university student identity.

This raises interesting issues regarding the extent to which widening participation students adopt
a consumer identity relative to their peers, and the potential differences in aetiology of a consumer
identity among both student groups. It could be argued that widening participation students are
less likely to adopt a consumer identity because they have overcome greater obstacles to reach
university and may have a stronger appreciation of the educational opportunity afforded by a
degree. Yet, the mean consumer identity scores for widening participation and non-widening
participation students in our sample were not statistically different. Alternatively, perhaps the
pervasiveness of mass-consumer culture with its neoliberal ideology exerts a stronger influence
on students’ adoption of a consumer identity than an individual's widening participation status or
socio-economic background. This suggests that consumerism is more of a reflection on how
institutions — and society more generally — frames the purpose of higher education.



Although there were no significant differences in our data regarding the extent to which a
consumer identity was adopted between widening participation students and their peers,
nonetheless, there might be different mechanisms responsible for its development among the two
groups. Given the greater identity conflicts that widening participation students experience,
embracing a consumer identity may provide a strategy that enables them to manage the conflict
between their being at university and the belief that university is not for people like them. For
example, identifying as a consumer would enable them to manage the stereotype threat that they
are not expected to perform as well as their peers because it places responsibility for academic
performance externally on the institution or their tutor, as opposed to on themselves. This may be
an effective way of reconciling being awarded low grades with their high aspirations (Walker et
al., 2025) and could even be used to mask their identity as a widening participation student.

In contrast, for non-widening participation students, developing a consumer identity may be
influenced by the more general cultural context in terms of studying in a mass-consumer society.
The way in which institutions operate within this neoliberal culture means that they compete for
students by promoting branding and league tables, define and treat students as consumers, and
link academic success to a return on investment (e.g., employment rates or future earnings:
Saunders, 2015). This may lead to students uncritically evaluating their educational experience
in economic terms rather than intellectual development terms. This environment may feel more
comfortable for non-widening participation students because it aligns with their preexisting
understanding of education as the primary key to future success.

However, an unexpected finding for non-widening participation students was that a consumer
identity did not have a harmful effect on the relation between a university student identity and
grades, even at high levels of consumer identity — indeed, there was no interaction between
consumer identity and university student identity, or a direct effect of consumer identity on grades.
This null finding runs counter to previous research showing that a consumer identity has a
negative impact on grades by way of interfering with a student learner identity (Bunce et al., 2017,
Bunce & Bennett, 2021; Platow et al., 2025). A possibility might be because non-widening
participation students often come from more educationally advantaged backgrounds and are
more socialised into academic norms. This may mean that they are better equipped to hold a
consumer identity without it interfering with their academic performance. Indeed, Taylor Bunce et
al (2023) found that a substantial proportion of students held both a strong student identity and
learner identity, suggesting that these can, and often do, co-occur. Identifying as a consumer may
even increase students’ assertiveness in terms of ensuring they utilise all the services available,
such as one-to-one tutorials during office hours, extra study services, which help their grades and
reduce, or in this case, remove the negative impact of a consumer identity. In support of this
suggestion, Platow et al. (2025) found that a consumer identity was not necessarily associated
with poorer learning outcomes in the presence of deep-learning norms (e.g., learning attitudes
and behaviours that favoured meaning making and critical thinking). Thus, it seems important to
assess learning norms alongside student identities, in addition to taking into account widening
participation status to explore these issues further.

Finally, it is important to bear in mind that the findings from this study apply to a specific cultural
context, Scotland. In this context, students were situated in a mass-consumer society, yet were
not traditional consumers of their education in the sense that their tuition fees were funded by the
government and not themselves. However, the extent to which students in this study adopted a



consumer identity was comparable to research in fee-paying contexts, notably, England (Bunce
& Bennett, 2021, M = 2.37, SD = .77; Bunce et al. 2017, M = 2,53, SD = .85). This suggests that
the broader mass-consumer culture, rather than whether individual students were responsible for
their tuition, may have been a primary driver in terms of the ways in which students framed their
educational identities.

Limitations and Future Research

Treating widening participation students as a homogenous group overlooks the significant
heterogeneity within this population. Factors such as socioeconomic background (e.g., working-
class origin), ethnicity, age, and gender are independently associated with variations in academic
grades (Richardson et al., 2020). Crucially, the unique intersections of these characteristics likely
combine to create complex and potentially compounded effects on student outcomes. While this
study did not explore these interactions, future research could investigate these identities and
their combined influences on the relation between student identities and grades. Understanding
these intersecting inequalities is essential, as their impact may differ significantly from the effects
of individual variables. The cross-sectional nature of the design limits the ability to establish
causality or understand the development of these identities and their impact on grades over time.
It is unclear, for example, whether a strong university student identity precedes or is a
consequence of grades: Platow et al. (2013) used a longitudinal design and found that Semester
1 grades for first year psychology students actually predicted the strength of social identification
in Semester 2. Although their sample size was very small (n = 42), which limits the generalisability
of their findings, the direction of identity effects would be important for future research to explore.

Practical Implications

Despite these limitations, our data demonstrate the important relation between having a strong
university student identity and academic grades, particularly for widening participation students.
This points to the importance of structures that help widening participation students to feel like
they belong at university. This could include mentoring programs or resources that spell out
institutional language and processes, alongside a curriculum that is inclusive and diverse, which
represents them (Neves & Brown, 2022). Simultaneously, it is important to support these students
to resist developing a strong identity as an educational consumer, as this has a detrimental effect
on the positive impact of a student identity on grades.

While work targeted specifically at widening participation students may be appropriate in some
cases, this simply risks increasing the already heavy workload of these students in relation to
navigating their sense of fit and identity in the higher education environment. Instead, we advocate
for an approach that includes all students and is timetabled into the curriculum to enable
structured conversations about identities. For example, Taylor (2022) has developed materials
for educators to lead a workshop with students to enable students to critically reflect on their
student ‘learner’ and consumer identities. These types of activities may go some way towards
beginning to address the identity conflicts addressed here. However, structural barriers also
urgently need to be addressed to enable so-called widening participation students to feel like
being a university student is a natural part of their identity.



Conclusion

This study provides a novel contribution to our understanding of the impact of student identities
on grades in an established mass-consumer society, but one in which students are not economic
consumers of their education owing to government-funded tuition. In particular, our study
highlights differential contributions of identity processes for widening participation and non-
widening participation students in this context. Widening participation status interacted with
consumer identity and affected the strength of the relation between university student identity and
grades. For widening participation students, the positive relation between university student
identity and grades was confirmed when students had a weak consumer identity, but it reduced
(in fact, disappeared) in the presence of a strong consumer identity. For non-widening
participation students, contrary to expectation, there was no effect of consumer identity on grades,
nor on the relation between university student identity and grades. Thus, our hypothesis was
supported whereby a consumer identity had a more harmful effect on widening participation
students than their peers. Nonetheless, the results suggest that widening participation students
specifically are most likely to do well when they embrace their identity as a university student and
resist neoliberal discourse that positions them as consumers of their education. Unfortunately, the
additional identity conflicts and incompatibilities that these students face means that they have to
use cognitive and affective resources to navigate these tensions that could otherwise be used for
studying. Our findings provide clear implications for practice and policy relating to the need to
support students to develop a strong university student identity to maximize the chances of
academic success.
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