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Social status influences various outcomes in the higher education context, such 
as students’ cognitive and affective well-being. Yet, it is not fully understood to 
date how it translates into such psychological outcomes. Motivational conflicts 
arise when two colliding activities compete for resources and cannot be realized at 
the same time. Students frequently experience such conflicts, which compromise 
well-being. Since action opportunities depend on social status, the present 
study examines whether students experience motivational conflicts differently 
depending on social status and whether this explains impaired well-being of 
students with comparatively lower social status. While research suggests that 
different characteristics of students with lower social status are related to aspects 
of conflict experience, social status has never been assessed as an influential 
individual factor in motivational conflicts before. In two studies, German speaking 
university students reported their social status, conflict frequency, conflict reactivity, 
and well-being in online questionnaires. Structural equation modelling revealed 
that students with lower social status reported lower academic well-being and 
partly showed different conflict experiences. However, no mediating effects for 
well-being could be shown. Implications and the transnational generalizability of 
findings on social status differences in higher education as well as their applicability 
at different educational levels are discussed.

KEYWORDS

social status, motivational conflict, well-being, higher education, inequality

1 Introduction

Over the past decades, barriers for enrolment in higher educational institutions such as 
universities have decreased, leading to a more diverse student population in terms of social 
status (Janke et al., 2024). However, students with lower social status remain underrepresented 
(Geißler, 2014; Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V, 2017; Bauer, 2022). To describe a 
person’s social status in society, different approaches prevail: Goudeau et al. (2024) define one’s 
standing in social hierarchy in terms of access to financial, cultural, and social resources. While 
some studies use objectifiable indicators of social status, such as a person’s or family’s 
educational level, occupation and income (Reynolds and Cruise, 2020), subjective social status 
depicts the “perceived social standing relative to a given social group” (Loeb and Hurd, 2019, 
p. 153). Both the objective and subjectively perceived position in social hierarchy influence 
individual’s experiences, behavior, and life paths, which is particularly visible in educational 
paths (Ostrove and Cole, 2003; Manstead, 2018).

The disadvantage due to students’ social background usually does not end with their access 
to higher education. Students with lower social status struggle more financially than their 
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higher social status peers and have to work more hours alongside their 
studies (Rubin et  al., 2019). They also tend to take over caring 
responsibilities for their family members (Covarrubias et al., 2019) 
and live with their parents longer than their higher social status 
peers—consequently, they often are less socially integrated at 
university (Rubin et  al., 2019). Furthermore, students with lower 
social status are at risk for higher stress rates, worse mental health, 
doubts about their academic abilities and reduced sense of belonging 
to the academic environment as well as for lower academic and life 
satisfaction (Granfield, 1991; Allan et al., 2016; Rubin et al., 2016; 
Easterbrook et  al., 2022; Wondra and McCrea, 2022; Janke et  al., 
2024). These negative experiences depending on social status may 
result from different mismatch experiences between student’s status 
related socialization and prevailing norms and expectations in 
academic contexts (Goudeau et al., 2024). Such mismatch experiences 
may provoke both short-term and long-term negative experiences and 
self-evaluations, explaining lower well-being in students with lower 
social status (Stephens et al., 2012; Manstead, 2018; Goudeau et al., 
2024). Simultaneously, the occurrence of perceived mismatches and 
the severity of effects on well-being and other outcomes may vary 
depending on contextual moderators, such as the national or 
educational context (Goudeau et al., 2024). Thus, it is important to 
examine to which extent these propositions translate to a national 
level and specific educational institutions and levels.

Although the German higher education system represents a 
typical western higher education system in many ways (Janke et al., 
2017), it also shows certain characteristics like its high selectivity in 
the school system, but an absence of tuition fees (Janke et al., 2017; 
Schindler and Bittmann, 2021). With every educational degree, the 
distribution of social status among students becomes more uneven 
(Stifterverband für die Deutsche Wissenschaft e.V, 2020). In Germany, 
for example, out of 100 children with non-academic parents, 46 visit 
a school enabling access to higher education, while 80 out of 100 
children from academic parents do so (Kracke et al., 2024). Out of 100 
children of non-academic parents, 25 enrol at universities in contrast 
to 78 out of 100 children from academic households (Kracke et al., 
2024). With some exceptions (see, e.g., Goudeau and Croizet, 2017; 
Janke et al., 2017; Janke et al., 2024) most research on the experience 
and behavior of students with lower social status in higher education 
was conducted in the U.S. However, findings from one educational 
and social context may not readily be applicable in other countries and 
contexts as the consequences of social inequality might differ in 
general but also in terms of severity, given the national context 
(Sommet and Elliot, 2023; Goudeau et al., 2024). Thus, it remains an 
open question to which degree differences in well-being suggested by 
previous research and theory (Goudeau et al., 2024) generalize to the 
German context.

In order to understand how social status translates into 
psychological variables like well-being, it is important to consider 
mediating mechanisms which explain how negative experiences 
emerge depending on social status. One such mediator could be the 
experience of motivational action conflicts. Motivational conflicts are 
characterized by (at least) two possible activities a student is motivated 
to carry out which cannot be realized at the same time and therefore 
force individuals to set priorities (Hofer et al., 2005, 2017; Capelle 
et al., 2022). Conflicting activities can be characterized by different 
aspects, namely assigned valences and related costs as well as 
underlying goals (Brassler et  al., 2016; Capelle et  al., 2022). The 

consideration which activity should be  chosen builds upon how 
rewarding they appear but also how costly a decision against them 
might be (Dietz et al., 2005; Fries et al., 2007). For example, working 
on a paper might be more rewarding in the long term than going out 
for dinner with friends. In the moment however, the cost of missing 
out on socializing might feel too big to continue with the paper. 
Hence, motivational conflicts arise when different options for activities 
come up, each of which is in some way attractive and costly when 
denied. Typically, conflicts within the leisure domain (e.g., meeting 
friends or going on a walk), within the study domain (e.g., writing an 
essay or preparing a presentation) or in between those (e.g., going 
shopping or studying for an exam) are examined (Hofer et al., 2017). 
However, motivational conflicts arise between more than those 
categories, such as study and work, daily obligations and chores, 
family and partnership, friends and acquaintances, recreation and 
hobbies as well as self and development (Grund et  al., 2014). 
Depending on conflict content, conflicts can further be characterized 
as either want- or should-conflicts (Dietz et al., 2005). Want conflicts 
arise when a person decides against an activity that he or she wants to 
do, should conflicts on the other hand refer to situations when a 
person decides against an activity that he or she should do (Dietz 
et al., 2005).

Experiencing motivational conflicts represents a typical challenge 
in the everyday life of students (Dietz et al., 2005; Grund et al., 2015a; 
Capelle et al., 2020) and negatively impacts well-being as visible in 
more negative and less positive affect during conflicts and poorer life 
satisfaction (Ratelle et al., 2005; Riediger and Freund, 2008; Kuhnle 
et al., 2010). The more frequently individuals experience motivational 
conflicts, the stronger the negative consequences on well-being 
(Kuhnle et  al., 2010; Grund and Fries, 2014). Beyond the mere 
frequency of motivational conflicts, well-being depends on conflict 
reactivity (Grund et al., 2021). Conflict reactivity refers to “cognitive-
affective reactions” (Grund et al., 2021, p. 410) toward the experience 
of motivational conflicts. Motivational conflict situations can 
be evaluated as results from deficiencies and incompetencies like a 
lack of self-determination. This self-critical rumination results in 
lower well-being, making the evaluation of and the reaction to the 
conflict situation more detrimental for well-being than the 
conflict itself.

The experience of motivational conflicts depends on students’ life 
realities and opportunities (Hofer et al., 2017). However, it has not 
been investigated yet whether students’ experience of motivational 
conflicts is related to their social status. Given that the latter strongly 
influences several aspects of student’s experiences and behavior in the 
academic context (Langhout et al., 2009; Goudeau et al., 2024), it may 
also influence the experience of motivational conflicts in several ways. 
We  hypothesize that motivational conflicts occur more often for 
students with lower as compared to higher social status and that they 
have a stronger negative impact on their academic well-being. First, 
since motivational conflicts occur due to limited resources like time, 
with a rising number of possible activities, the frequency of conflict 
experiences increases as well. Students with lower social status work 
more hours than their higher social status peers to cope with less 
financial resources (Mcloyd et al., 2015; Reynolds and Cruise, 2020), 
take over more caring responsibilities and are more strongly bound to 
their families than students with higher social status (Covarrubias 
et al., 2019). Students with lower social status develop a new identity 
as university students which comes with academic obligations while 
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still identifying with their lower social status backgrounds in which 
strong familiar bonds and resulting responsibilities and duties are 
nurtured (Mcloyd et al., 2015; Covarrubias et al., 2019; Goudeau et al., 
2024). This way, time as a resource becomes even more scarce, giving 
rise to motivational conflicts in everyday life.

The comparative lack of social capital that accompanies students 
with lower social status may enhance conflict experiences: Cultural 
capital describes a combination of useful knowledge and skills which 
is valued and respected in academic contexts and also helps meeting 
its challenges (Jenkins et al., 2013; Ditton et al., 2019). Since students 
with higher social status are mostly continuing generation students, 
their parents were able to transmit their own cultural capital in form 
of interests, language, and behavioral strategies on to their children 
(Gaddis, 2013; Jury et al., 2015; Ditton et al., 2019). It is likely that 
parents who went to university are more easily able to pass on 
experience, knowledge and strategies about how to organize and 
prioritize everyday life to avoid motivational conflicts. Similarly, 
Collier and Morgan (2008) showed that first-generation students 
struggled with time management and setting priorities as well as a lack 
of “outside resources to help them deal with these demands” (p. 436). 
These mechanisms make the occurrence of motivational conflicts 
more likely for students with lower social status and may thus lead to 
more frequent conflict experiences.

Further, students with lower social status may react stronger to 
conflict experiences than their peers with higher social status, that 
is, show a higher conflict reactivity (Grund et  al., 2021). Since 
students with lower social status tend to experience more doubt 
about their abilities and more strongly worry about their fit within 
university (Easterbrook et al., 2022; Wondra and McCrea, 2022), 
this context related insecurity might translate into a stronger 
conflict reactivity. Research on cognitive processes behind the 
discrimination of minority university students points out that many 
show heightened vigilance or rumination and anticipation stress 
while navigating through academic contexts (Hicken et al., 2014; 
Ortiz et al., 2021). A heightened anticipation of discrimination may 
lead to a stronger reaction to motivational conflicts since these 
experiences feed into existing performance related stereotypes for 
students with lower social status (Wondra and McCrea, 2022; Bauer 
et  al., 2023). In the academic context, lower social status is 
associated with less academic abilities (Jury et al., 2015; Bauer et al., 
2023)—a stigma which lower social students are aware of and which 
impairs their well-being and performance (Johnson et al., 2011). 
Thus, they may feel they have more at stake in a challenging 
situation like motivational conflicts compared to peers with higher 
social status. We  therefore expect that students with lower 
(compared to higher) social status experience higher 
conflict reactivity.

Additionally, we expect that motivational conflicts have a stronger 
negative impact on well-being in students with lower (compared to 
higher) social status. Since life satisfaction is diminished when 
experiencing motivational conflicts, we expect an impairment of study 
satisfaction as a function of conflict frequency and reactivity as well. 
Academic well-being is conceptualized through general well-being 
and study satisfaction. First, students with lower social status show 
higher levels of stress and worse mental well-being in the first place 
(Rubin et  al., 2016; House et  al., 2020). Due to the experience of 
classism in higher education, students with lower socials status also 
experience less life satisfaction and academic satisfaction (Allan et al., 

2016, 2023). Hence, the experience of motivational conflicts might 
have a stronger negative impact on academic well-being for students 
with lower social status than for students with higher social status due 
to a worse state to begin with. Furthermore, negative experiences in 
the academic context may lead to impaired well-being of students with 
lower social status because they might attribute those to inherent 
deficiencies (Goudeau et al., 2024). Based on this, we expect that the 
experience of motivational conflicts is more strongly negatively related 
to academic well-being for students with lower social status than for 
their higher social status peers.

2 The present studies

To reduce adverse effects of social status differences in higher 
education (Sirin, 2005; Langhout et al., 2009; Janke et al., 2017; Rubin 
et al., 2019), it is important to understand how an individual’s social 
status translates into academic well-being and if existing findings 
generalize to different national and educational contexts. The 
following two studies, both of which received ethical approval by the 
university’s institutional review board (2024-86k), examine whether 
the experience of motivational conflicts, a common and negative 
experience for many students (Ratelle et  al., 2005; Riediger and 
Freund, 2008; Kuhnle et  al., 2010) differs depending on students’ 
social status in terms of frequency, reactivity and impact on academic 
well-being, which has not been examined to date. The first study tests 
the basic theoretical assumptions using well-established, prototypical 
motivational conflict situations to assess the frequency of motivational 
conflicts, general well-being, and study satisfaction. The second study 
includes a more individualistic approach of measuring conflict 
experiences. It also provides more detail on the assumed relations, 
assessing conflict reactivity in addition to mere frequency, an in-the-
moment measure of affect, and study satisfaction. Furthermore, the 
second study provides more insights on the life realities of the 
participants which, as discussed, are expected to influence conflict 
experience. Should these hypotheses be  supported, another piece 
could be added to the puzzle of how social status and disparities in 
higher education are related and possible approaches for targeted 
support could be provided. Further, the generalizability of adverse 
effects of social status on the well-being of students across nations and 
educational levels could be  confirmed. Lastly, the theory of 
motivational action conflicts (Hofer et al., 2017) would be enriched by 
another individual characteristic of students which influences 
conflict experiences.

3 Study 1

In the first study,1 we focussed on testing whether the frequency 
of motivational conflicts differs between students depending on their 
social status and whether this potential difference predicts lower 
general well-being and study satisfaction among lower status students. 
We expected that lower social status is related to lower academic well-
being (Hypothesis 1). This association was hypothesized to 

1  Preregistered at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/BV9PF
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be mediated by the frequency of motivational conflicts (Hypothesis 
2), which we  expected to be  higher the lower the social status 
(Hypothesis 3). Additionally, it was expected that more frequently 
experiencing motivational conflicts is associated with lower general 
well-being and study satisfaction (Hypothesis 4). Figure 1 displays the 
respective theoretical model.

3.1 Methods

3.1.1 Data collection
Cross-sectional data was collected between December 2023 and 

February 2024 at German universities in the form of an anonymous 
online survey on the platform Sosci Survey (Leiner, 2023). Participants 
were recruited via various student networks and mailing lists, as well 
as a snowball system in social networks. They could take part in a gift 
voucher lottery as an incentive for participation. In addition, 
participating psychology students were able to obtain course credit for 
participation. Out of originally 355 completed participations, one case 
was excluded due to response patterns. Another 16 cases aborted the 
survey before answering any study variable, and 11 cases aborted the 
survey after only answering one out of three questions which were 
later integrated into one variable (see conflict frequencies). These cases 
were excluded, too. To avoid potential stereotype threat effects on the 
measured variables (see, e.g., Inzlicht et al., 2006; Beilock et al., 2007; 
Inzlicht and Kang, 2010), participants were in the beginning of the 
questionnaire only informed about the research topic of motivational 
conflict. At the end of the survey, participants received full information 
about the study’s interest in social status and had the opportunity to 
withdraw their consent after being educated about the research 
interest, leading to the exclusion of another three cases. The final 
sample consisted of N = 324 German speaking university students, of 
whom 78.4% were women, 17.3% men, and 1.9% diverse students, 
who were M = 22.27 years old on average (SD = 4.08, min. 18 years, 
max. 71 years). 54.9% were Psychology students (please see 
Supplementary Table 1 for a detailed list of disciplines). The sample 
consisted of 66.05% so called continuing generation students (CGS) 

and 31.48% first-generation students (FGS). FGS are the first members 
of their families to visit university, while CGS’ parents either both or 
partly obtained a university degree (House et al., 2020). In comparison 
to representative student samples from Germany, the current sample 
has proportionally more women, and slightly more continuing-
generation students, and was on average slightly younger: 50.6% of 
German students identify as women, 48.4% as men, and 1% as diverse. 
They are on average 23.5 years old and 58% come from academic 
households (Kerst et al., 2024).

3.1.2 Procedure an Instruments
After at first only informing the participants about motivational 

conflicts as the research aim of the study as well as their rights and the 
data protection policy, the students were shown a brief explanation of 
the concept of motivational conflicts and were instructed to vividly 
imagine themselves in situations like the ones which would 
be  presented subsequently. They were then shown vignettes 
representing different conflict scenarios (study–study, leisure–study, 
leisure–leisure) and asked how often they typically experience each 
type of conflict. Afterwards, participants filled out scales assessing 
their general well-being, their study satisfaction, demographic data 
and their social status in this order. The following instruments were 
used (please see Supplementary Table 2 for information on the scales). 
By the end of the study, participants received full closure about the 
research interest in social status and were able to withdraw their 
consent for data analysis.

3.1.2.1 Motivational conflicts
In the past, the use of vignettes, asking participants to imagine 

themselves in typical everyday conflict situations has been 
implemented as a prominent method to operationalize motivational 
conflicts (see, e.g., Dietz et al., 2005; Grund and Fries, 2012). Following 
this approach, three different conflict categories (study–study, leisure–
study, leisure–leisure) were introduced via short vignettes. The 
German version of the study–leisure vignette was used successfully in 
the past by, e.g., Dietz et  al. (2005) or Grund and Fries (2012). 
We  additionally created similar vignettes for study–study and 

FIGURE 1

Statistical model with standardized estimates study 1. *Indicates p < 0.05. **Indicates p < 0.01.
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leisure–leisure conflicts. This leaves us with scenarios from both 
domains (leisure and study) while simultaneously portraying want- 
(leisure–study, leisure–leisure) as well as should-conflicts 
(study–study).

You are sitting at your desk in the afternoon and want to read a text 
that you need to prepare for one of your seminars. At that moment, 
a notification pops up on your phone. Your calendar reminds 
you that you have to give a presentation in another seminar soon 
that you have not yet prepared. You only have time to read the text 
for one seminar or prepare the presentation for the other seminar 
now. (Study–study).

You are sitting at your desk in the afternoon and want to read a text 
that you need to prepare for one of your seminars. At that moment, 
a message appears on your cell phone. Your friends ask you  if 
you would like to do something together. Your friends want to come 
by right away to pick you up. (Leisure–study).

You are getting ready to leave your home in the afternoon because 
you want to do something with your friends. At that moment, a 
notification pops up on your cell phone. Your calendar reminds 
you that your weekly hobby is coming up. This appointment is about 
to start. (Leisure–leisure).

Participants were asked to imagine themselves in each scenario 
and think of a similar conflict situation they have experienced before. 
After each vignette, they answered questions about the frequency with 
which they experience the respective conflict type on a Likert scale 
from 1 = “very rarely” to 5 = “very often.” The mean of the indicated 
frequencies of the three conflict categories was then taken to create an 
index for conflict frequency. This procedure has been implemented 
similarly by, e.g., Kuhnle et  al. (2010) and in our case showed an 
internal consistency of α = 0.60. This relatively low internal 
consistency likely results from averaging three different facets of the 
same phenomenon. We  decided to keep the index since we  were 
interested in conflict frequencies in general while adding explorative 
analyses of the model for each conflict scenario separately (please see 
Supplementary Tables 3–5).

3.1.2.2 General well-being
For measuring well-being, we included the BIT, the brief version 

of the Comprehensive Inventory of Thriving by Su et al. (2014). While 
the CIT consists of 54 items, assessing 18 facets of positive functioning, 
forming seven dimensions of psychological well-being, the short 
version assesses 10 of those facets with one item each, representing six 
of the seven dimensions (Relationship, Engagement, Mastery, 
Meaning, Optimism, Subjective Well-Being). Participants were 
presented with ten items measuring different aspects of thriving on a 
5-point scale (1 = “completely disagree,” 5 = “completely agree”), e.g., 
“My life has a clear sense of purpose.” The brief version of the inventory 
makes it highly economical to use in rather extensive surveys and has 
been validated and applied successfully in the past (Wiese et al., 2018). 
The scale showed a high internal consistency of α = 0.83, ω = 0.87.

3.1.2.3 Study satisfaction
Study satisfaction was measured by the FB-SZ-K, a short version 

of a German questionnaire on study satisfaction by Westermann and 

Heise (2018). The questionnaire contains three subscales, namely 
satisfaction with the study contents (e.g., “I find my studies really 
interesting”), with the study conditions (e.g., “I wish the study 
conditions at the university were better”), and with coping with the 
study demands (e.g., “I often feel tired and exhausted from studying”) 
by three items each. Participants were asked to indicate their answer 
on a 5-point scale from 1 = “does not apply at all” to 5 = “fully applies.” 
Reliability turned out high at α = 0.80, ω = 0.89.

3.1.2.4 Social status
Social status was measured by the Comprehensive Social Class 

Scale (CSCS; Evans et al., 2022). This comparative score combines 
different assessments that are traditionally used for measuring social 
status and also pays attention to objective as well as subjective 
perspectives (Evans et al., 2022). The first included indicator for social 
status in the CSCS is parental education. Participants are asked to 
choose from a list of possible educational levels for both of their 
parents. Then, students’ subjective perception of parental occupational 
prestige is measured by a 11-point scale ranging from “extremely low 
status and prestige” (1) to “extremely high status and prestige” (10) for 
both parents. Childhood wealth is assessed by three items which 
participants could agree to on a 5-point scale from “strongly disagree” 
(1) to “strongly agree” (5) (e.g., “My family usually had enough money 
to buy things when I was growing up”). Participants were then asked to 
indicate their parent’s as well as their own social class, choosing from 
“working-class,” “lower middle-class,” “middle-class,” “upper middle-
class,” and “upper-class.” An additional subjective measure for social 
status included in the CSCS is the MacArthur Scale (see, e.g., 
Demakakos et al., 2008): Participants are presented with the drawing 
of a ladder with ten rungs as well as the description that the top rung 
resembles the most wealthy and successful people of society and the 
lowest rung the least wealthy and successful ones. Participants are then 
asked to pick the rung that best represents their family’s social 
position. In total, the CSCS consists of eleven items. All items of the 
CSCS were z-standardized for statistical analyses as proposed by the 
authors (Evans et al., 2022).

The CSCS so far only existed in English. For integrating it in the 
German survey, we translated the scales comparing and integrating 
different translations by ourselves, DeepL (DeepL SE, 2024), and 
ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2024). Its internal consistency was high, α = 0.88, 
ω = 0.91.

3.1.3 Statistical analysis
We conducted confirmatory factor analyses for the latent variables 

to evaluate their structure before integrating them into the 
measurement model of the structural equation model for hypotheses 
testing. For evaluating model fits, the following criteria were used: χ2/
df-ratios between 2 and 3 indicated good or acceptable model fits 
(Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003), a CFI > 0.97 indicated good fit (Eid 
et al., 2017), and 0.97 > CFI > 0.95 an acceptable model fit (Hu and 
Bentler, 1999). MacCallum et al. (1996) specified a RMSEA of 0.01 as 
excellent, 0.05 as good and 0.08 as mediocre model fit. Also, an SRMR 
value close to 0 indicates good model fit (Eid et al., 2017), while values 
> 0.08 indicate substantial differences between model and data (Hu 
and Bentler, 1999). After the exclusion of cases as described, 10 
remaining cases contained missing data. To correct for those, the 
models were estimated with full information maximum likelihood. 
Several exploratory analyses were run.
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3.2 Results

3.2.1 Relations between social status, conflict 
frequency, and academic well-being

The measurement model contained respecifications resulting 
from confirmatory factor analyses of the measurement instruments 
(see Supplementary Table 6). Conflict frequency was integrated as a 
manifest variable (please see Figure 1 for the statistical model). The 
model fit indices were χ2

df
= 1.73, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.05 and 

SRMR 0.06, showing a good fit with the exception of the CFI. The fit 
indices for the full SEM were good, except for the CFI, χ2

df
= 1.48, 

CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.06. Table  1 lists the 
standardized regression coefficients for the mediation effects.

In line with our hypotheses, higher social status was related to better 
general well-being (β = 0.22, p < 0.01) and higher study satisfaction 
(β = 0.24, p < 0.01). However, conflict frequency was associated neither 
with lower general well-being nor lower study satisfaction. The indirect 
effects between social status, conflict frequency and general well-being, as 
well as study satisfaction were also non-significant. Hence, our mediation 
hypothesis could not be supported either.

3.2.2 Exploratory analyses
The variable conflict frequency was computed by averaging the 

mean of the frequency of conflicts within the leisure domain, within 
the study domain and between the two of them. We  conducted 
additional structural equation models for each of the three conflict 
scenarios and compared the results to check for possible implications 
of the contents of the conflicts. We also derived five subscales from 
the CSCS, namely parental occupational prestige, parental education, 
childhood wealth, parental social class and family social class. 
We conducted further SEM with each of the scales as predictors to 
check for possible differences in the results depending on the certain 
aspect of social status that is integrated. In none of the additional 
SEM, social status was related to conflict frequency.

3.3 Discussion

The goal of the first study was to examine whether a more 
frequent experience of motivational conflicts is related to the well-
being of students, and whether social status plays a role in this. Based 
on cross-sectional survey data, structural equation modeling 
provided evidence that, in line with previous findings (Granfield, 
1991; Rubin et al., 2016, 2019), students with higher social status in 

fact reported better general well-being and higher study satisfaction 
(Hypothesis 1). However, other than expected, the social status did 
not predict how frequently students experience motivational conflicts 
(Hypothesis 3) and the mediating mechanism of motivational 
conflicts was not detected (Hypothesis 2).

Potentially, the frequently used prototypical conflict scenarios 
were not sensitive enough to the students’ different life realities since 
they only focus on university related and leisure related activities. An 
additional job, taking over responsibilities within the family or caring 
for own children are not included. The second study therefore uses 
actual conflict experiences of the participants by letting them recall 
them, leaving room for social status specific experiences. The second 
study also explicitly collects data on caring responsibilities and 
working hours to examine actual differences in life realities.

Interestingly, the well-established link between motivational 
conflicts and adverse consequences, such as lowered well-being, was 
not found in the present study (Ratelle et  al., 2005; Riediger and 
Freund, 2008; Kuhnle et al., 2010). The lack of significant findings for 
the association of conflict frequency and general well-being might 
have resulted from the broadness of the BIT assessing well-being in 
comparison to the relatively narrow focus of the conflict scenarios 
leading to a mismatch in criterion and predictor specificity (Baranik 
et al., 2010). Therefore, the second study examines momentary affect 
in the reported conflict scenarios instead of broad and general well-
being. Further, the BIT assesses various aspects of well-being: Support, 
belonging, engagement, accomplishment, self-efficacy, self-worth, 
meaning and purpose, optimism, life satisfaction and positive feelings 
(Su et al., 2014). Certain aspects of the sub-scales did in fact show 
significant correlations with conflict frequency (see 
Supplementary Tables 3–5). A sense of relatedness and belonging was 
positively related to general conflict frequency and frequencies of 
conflicts within the leisure domain or between the leisure and study 
domain. Subjective well-being (e.g., “My life is going well”) was 
negatively related to conflict frequency within the study domain and 
positively related to conflict frequency within the leisure domain.

Also contrasting the hypotheses, the relation of conflict frequency 
and study satisfaction as one facet of academic well-being was 
non-significant as well. This also possibly resulted from the 
operationalisation of motivational conflicts. Hence, methodological 
reasons might have led to a lack of significant findings in the first study 
while the experience of motivational conflicts indeed mediates the 
relation between social status and academic well-being of students as 
hypothesized. The second aimed at addressing these very issues.

4 Study 2

The second study2 expected that social status remains negatively 
related to academic well-being (Hypothesis 1). Further, the correlation 
between students’ social status and the frequency of motivational 
conflicts (Hypothesis 2) as well as a mediation effect on academic well-
being (Hypothesis 3) not found in study 1 was expected to appear due 
to improved assessment methods. To better reflect potential differences 
in the experience of motivational conflicts due to different life realities 

2  Preregistered at https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/DZV3J

TABLE 1  Mediation effects with standardized estimates.

Included 
variables

Total 
effect

Direct 
effect

Indirect 
effect

Social status ➔ 

Frequency ➔ 

General well-being

0.22** 0.22** 0.00

Social status ➔ 

Frequency ➔ 

Study satisfaction

0.24* 0.24** −0.00

*Indicates p < 0.05. **Indicates p < 0.01.
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causing them, this study used a more individualistic measure for conflict 
experiences. Further, the second study included conflict reactivity as 
another mediating variable to examine whether cognitive and affective 
evaluation of conflict experiences beyond their frequency impact well-
being (Grund et al., 2021). If a highly self-critical rumination about the 
situation and one’s part in it takes place afterwards, well-being declines. 
Because of the existing insecurities concerning competence and 
academic fit among students with lower social status (Easterbrook et al., 
2022; Wondra and McCrea, 2022), we expect a direct link between 
social status and conflict reactivity (Hypothesis 4) and conflict reactivity 
to mediate the relation between social status and academic well-being 
(Hypothesis 5). We also specifically assessed working hours and caring 
responsibilities for family members, expecting students with lower 
social status to work more hours and take over more caring 
responsibilities (Kroher et al., 2021).

4.1 Methods

4.1.1 Data collection
Similar to study 1, cross-sectional data was collected between 

November 2024 and January 2025 at German universities in an 
anonymous online survey on the platform Sosci Survey (Leiner, 2023). 
Participants were recruited and rewarded the same way as for the first 
study. In addition, we particularly reached out to different faculties 
and universities of applied sciences across Germany which, according 
to Müller and Pollak (2016) count an especially high number of FGS 
for participants.

In total, N = 470 persons filled out the survey, of which seven 
cases were excluded due to response patterns, three due to data 
withdrawal after receiving full disclosure about the study’s aims at its 
end, and 16 due to aborting the survey before answering any study 
variable. The final sample consists of N = 460 university students, 
including 75.7% women, 19.8% men, and 3.9% diverse students who 
were M = 23.01 years old (SD = 4.92, min. 18 years, max. 58 years). 
On average, they were in their sixth semester at university (M = 5.54, 
SD = 4.87). 40.4% were psychology students (please see 
Supplementary Table 8 for a detailed list of disciplines). 36.6% FGS 
and 63.4% CGS were represented [for comparison, 50.6% of German 
students identify as female, 48.4% as male, and 1% as diverse. They are 
on average 23.5 years old and 58% come from academic households 
(Kerst et al., 2024)]. Participants worked 6.89 h per week alongside 
their studies on average (SD = 9.79, min. 0, max 43). 3.04% reported 
caring for children and 2.83% caring responsibilities for relatives.

4.1.2 Procedure and Instruments
The procedure was similar to study 1, while some measurement 

instruments changed. After recalling motivational conflict experiences 
and answering questions about their frequency, the experienced 
conflict reactivity, as well as momentary affect, the same scales 
assessing study satisfaction (α. = 84, ω = 0.92), and social status 
(α. = 0.90, ω = 0.92) as in study 1 as well as further demographical 
questions were presented (see Supplementary Tables 9–14).

4.1.2.1 Motivational conflicts
To enable a more realistic portrayal of motivational conflicts, 

participants were asked to recall motivational want- and should 
conflicts they have actually experienced (for a similar procedure, 

please see Grund et al., 2014). First, we asked them to envision a 
should conflict which is typical for their everyday life:

Imagine you are doing something that is typical of your everyday life 
and that you enjoy doing. At that moment, it occurs to you that 
you should actually be doing something else at the same time that 
you do not like doing as much. However, you cannot do both at the 
same time and stick to what you like doing.

Participants listed the enjoyable activity they decided to continue 
and the obligational activity they decided against to strengthen their 
situational recall. They next reported how often they experienced such 
conflicts in their everyday life on a Likert scale from 1 = “very rarely” 
to 5 = “very often.” Afterwards, participants were asked to recall a 
want conflict in the same manner and once again to answer the 
question about its frequency. To indicate general conflict frequency, 
we  conducted the mean across both conflict type’s frequencies 
(r = 0.32). Before starting the data collection, cognitive pretests were 
conducted by presenting the material and asking participants to 
answer the questions thinking out loud. After slight adaptions in the 
wording of some instructions, we were left with satisfactory feedback, 
making sure the instructions were well understood.

4.1.2.2 Momentary affect
To assess momentary affect as the affective counterpart to the 

cognitive evaluation of study satisfaction in academic well-being, and 
to reduce possible predictor-criterion incongruence of general well-
being in the first study, the PANAS [German version by Watson et al. 
(1988) and Krohne et  al. (1996)] was used. The PANAS asks 
participants to rate how they felt in that particular situation of 
motivational conflict on 20 items including positive and negative 
affect words (10 items each, e.g., “interested” and “nervous”) on a scale 
from 1 = “not at all” to 5 = “very much.” The measures for momentary 
positive and negative affect were then aggregated over both conflict 
situations, conducting their mean (e.g., Grund et al., 2015b). The 
scales showed satisfying reliabilities of α = 0.87, ω = 0.91 (positive 
affect) and α = 0.90, ω = 0.92 (negative affect).

4.1.2.3 Conflict reactivity
We measured conflict reactivity for want and should conflicts with 

the conflict reactivity scale (Grund et al., 2021). It contains seven items 
asking for different aspects of conflict reactivity after both conflict 
scenarios (e.g., “I was annoyed about what I  was currently doing, 
because I wanted to do/should be doing something else”) which were 
answered on a scale from 1 = “does not apply at all” to 5 = “fully 
applies.” We presented this scale, just as the PANAS once after each of 
the two conflict scenarios and conducted the mean of both. It showed 
a satisfying reliability of α = 0.84, ω = 0.89.

4.1.2.4 Additional information and demographics
In addition to the demographics already implemented in the first 

study, we asked participants to indicate how many hours a week they 
work alongside their studies, and whether they have caring 
responsibilities for children or relatives.

4.1.3 Statistical analysis
As in study one, we estimated the proposed model through SEM 

after testing the factorial structure of all measurement instruments 
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in confirmatory factor analyses as in study 1. To handle missing 
data, full information maximum likelihood estimation was used. 
We  also conducted models for both want and should conflicts 
separately. As in study 1, we assessed different subscales of social 
status and study satisfaction in form of separate models for want 
and should conflicts each. We also included semester number as a 
covariate and used linear regression to assess the relation of social 
status and working hours per week as well as binary logistic 
regressions for its relation with caring responsibilities. Since several 
variables were not normally distributed, all estimations were 
conducted using MLR.

Identically to study 1, we conducted separate exploratory SEM, for 
different indicators of social status assessed by the CSCS (Evans et al., 
2022). We  further conducted SEM for each subscale of study 
satisfaction as dependent variables (satisfaction with content, 
conditions, and coping).

4.2 Results

4.2.1 Preliminary analyses of measurement 
models

Unlike preregistered, we did not compute a model averaged across 
motivational conflicts as in previous studies (e.g., Grund et al., 2021) 
since confirmatory factor analyses for reactivity, positive, and negative 
affect showed an inadequate model fit if averaged across conflict types. 
Therefore, all of the respective variables were analyzed in conflict-
specific models separately. Identically to study 1, study satisfaction was 
included with one second and three first order factors (see 
Supplementary Table 15 for fit indices and adaptations made based on 
the confirmatory factor analyses).

4.2.2 SEM
The SEM for want conflicts including all adaptions made during 

the CFAs showed good fit, except for CFI (χ2
df

= 2.06, CFI = 0.90, 

RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.06). Like in the first study, this may result 
from a high model complexity. The measurement model for should 
conflicts revealed a similar fit (χ2

df
= 1.82, CFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.04, 

SRMR = 0.05).
Supporting our hypotheses, social status was negatively related 

to negative affect in want conflicts (β = −0.11, p < 0.05) and to 
conflict frequency in should conflicts (β = −0.12, p < 0.05). 
Accordingly, the lower the social status of students the stronger they 
experience negative affect during want conflicts. Also, the lower the 
social status of students, the more often they experience should 
conflicts. All other hypotheses concerning the relations of social 
status including the mediation hypotheses could not be supported. 
However, other than in study 1, conflict frequency was related to 
study satisfaction in want (β = −0.15, p < 0.05) and should conflicts 
(β = −0.16, p < 0.01), but not to positive or negative affect. Conflict 
reactivity on the other hand was related to all three outcome 
variables in want and should conflicts as expected (please see 
Figure 2 for the statistical model).

4.2.3 Additional exploratory analyses
Identically to study 1, we conducted separate SEM for different 

indicators of social status assessed by the CSCS (Evans et al., 2022): 
Parental occupational prestige, parental education, childhood 
wealth, parental social class, and family social class for want and 
should conflicts each. The inspection of the SEM containing 
different indicators of social status and study satisfaction 
(satisfaction with study content, conditions, and coping with 
requirements) revealed a tendency of negative relations of social 
status and negative affect in want conflicts (in accordance with the 
overall model) and a positive relation with positive affect in should 
conflicts (other than in the overall model) (please see 
Supplementary Table 16).

Furthermore, parental occupational prestige (β = −0.12, p < 0.05), 
parental social class (β = −0.11, p < 0.05), and family social class 
(β = −0.15, p < 0.01) were positively related to the frequency of should 

FIGURE 2

Statistical model with standardized estimates study 1. Results for want (w) and should (s) conflicts. *Indicates p < 0.05. **Indicates p < 0.01.
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conflicts but not to the frequency of want conflicts, just like the overall 
indicator for social status. Hence, the positive association of social status 
and the frequency of should conflicts likely goes back to the parental 
occupational prestige, parental social class, and family social class of 
students, more than to their parent’s education or childhood wealth.

While social status showed no relation with the overall indicator for 
study satisfaction, it was related to satisfaction with study content in both 
want (β = 0.11, p < 0.05) and should conflicts (β = 0.12, p < 0.05), 
meaning that the higher the social status the more satisfied students are 
with the content of their studies. Satisfaction with study conditions as 
well as satisfaction with coping with study requirements were however 
not related to social status. In none of the SEM, results supported our 
mediation hypotheses or the proposed relation of social status and 
conflict reactivity. However, in every SEM, reactivity was related to 
positive and negative affect as well as study satisfaction. Conflict 
frequency showed no relations with positive and negative affect, but with 
satisfaction with study conditions and coping with study requirements.

4.2.4 Covariate analysis
University semester was integrated as further independent variable, 

interacting with social status and predicting affect and study satisfaction. 
For want conflicts, there was no significant interaction of social status 
and number of semesters. For should conflicts, the interaction was 
significant for negative affect (β = −0.160, p < 0.05). However, the 
relation of social status and negative affect itself remained non-significant.

4.2.5 Life realities
Lastly, regression analyses showed that in line with our hypothesis, 

hours that students worked alongside their studies decreased 
significantly with higher social status (β = −0.14, p < 0.05) while 
caring responsibilities for children [OR = 2.15 (1.05;4.42)] as well as 
for family members [OR = 4.08 (1.92;9.31)] became significantly less 
as well.

4.3 Discussion

The goal of study 2 was to address methodological limitations of 
the first study to examine whether social status is related to the 
frequency of and reactivity after motivational conflicts and associated 
academic well-being in the academic context. We  assessed 
biographical want and should conflict scenarios, momentary affect in 
these conflict situations, conflict reactivity as well as different aspects 
of students’ life realities.

4.3.1 Social status and well-being (Hypothesis 1)
Relations between social status and momentary affect differed 

between conflict scenarios: In want conflicts, students’ social status 
was related to negative, but not to positive affect. That is, if students 
with lower social status do something that they should do while 
simultaneously wanting to do something else, it comes along with 
stronger negative affect than for students with higher social status. 
This could be taken as a hint that students with lower social status 
suffer more from tasks that they should do if they conflict with 
attractive activities than their higher social status peers. A feeling of 
missing out on attractive activities that might include socializing with 
other students likely strengthens the feeling of alienation and not 
being socially integrated (House et al., 2020; Easterbrook et al., 2022). 

In should conflicts, no significant relation of social status with either 
affect was found.

Study satisfaction was not predicted by social status as opposed to 
previous findings in study 1 and previous research (Allan et al., 2016, 
2023). Only regarding the content of studies (one of three subscales), 
students with higher social status reported more satisfaction than 
peers with lower social status. Students with lower social status tend 
to name the goal of improving their financial prospects and 
occupational prestige in the future as a drive for studying (Ayala and 
Striplen, 2002; Irlbeck et al., 2014). This can be described an externally 
motivated behavior since it is aligned with attaining a certain reward 
or avoiding unpleasant consequences which is the most strongly 
controlled quality of emotion (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic 
motivation on the other hand is considered the most autonomous 
quality of motivation and drives behavior completely based on 
interests and without the expectation of resulting consequences other 
than the satisfaction of the needs for autonomy and competence (Deci 
and Ryan, 2000). Since interest in the study predicts satisfaction with 
its content (Wach et al., 2016), a rather extrinsic motivation of students 
with lower social status might explain this finding. However, it 
remains questionable why the other aspects of study satisfaction were 
no longer related to social status.

4.3.2 Social status and motivational conflicts
The frequency of motivational conflicts was predicted by social 

status in should conflicts, partly supporting our Hypothesis 2. 
Students with lower social status more often feel like they should do 
something else while doing something they want to do than their 
higher social status peers. This difference is likely related to additional 
tasks students with lower social status must face during everyday 
academic life: As literature suggests and our findings support, students 
with lower social status must juggle more responsibilities and duties 
during their studies since they work more hours and take care of 
family members more often (Mcloyd et al., 2015; Covarrubias et al., 
2019; Reynolds and Cruise, 2020).

In this study, students with higher and lower social status did not 
differ concerning the cognitive and affective evaluation of conflict 
scenarios (conflict reactivity, Hypothesis 4). This lack of findings 
might be due to a methodological issue: Grund et al. (2021) presented 
the scale for reactivity several times during an event sampling period. 
This way, participants related it directly to different conflict situations. 
Assessing only two prototypical conflict situations might not have 
been sufficient to portray possible motivational conflict differences 
due to social status because some conflict situations might relate 
stronger to it than others.

Taken together, significant relations of social status were found 
with negative affect in want conflicts and with frequency of should 
conflicts in study 2. Affect and study satisfaction were, however, 
mainly predicted by reactivity, not by frequency, which in turn was not 
related to social status. Thus, social status was not related to cognitive 
and affective well-being through the experience of motivational 
conflicts the way we expected (Hypotheses 3 and 5).

5 General discussion

Students with lower social status are underrepresented in higher 
education (Deutsche UNESCO-Kommission e.V, 2017) and have 
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previously reported to struggle with persistence at university and well-
being (Sirin, 2005; Rubin et al., 2019; Reynolds and Cruise, 2020). 
Several mismatches between the social upbringing of students with 
lower social status and requirements of the academic context may 
be responsible for this (Goudeau et al., 2024). Students with lower 
social status may explain negative experiences and behaviors resulting 
from such mismatches through inherent deficiencies, resulting in 
lowered well-being among students with lower social status (Goudeau 
et al., 2024). The current studies investigated whether motivational 
conflicts, a common phenomenon among students known to 
compromise well-being (Ratelle et al., 2005; Grund et al., 2021), are 
experienced differently depending on students’ social status. To date, 
the relation of students’ social status and their experience of 
motivational conflict has never been examined on an individual level 
before. Also, most research on effects of social status in education has 
been conducted in the U.S. The main goal of these studies was to 
examine whether a more frequent experience of and a stronger 
cognitive and affective reaction to motivational conflicts explains 
impaired well-being of students with lower social status compared to 
students with higher social status. Two cross-sectional studies were 
conducted in samples of German university students. Neither could 
support our mediation hypotheses. Yet, some hypotheses regarding 
the correlates of social status were supported which deserves 
further attention.

5.1 Social status dependent life realities and 
well-being

Both studies showed relations between social status and academic 
well-being. While in the first study, students with lower social status 
reported significantly lower general well-being and study satisfaction, 
students with lower social status in the second study reported lower 
satisfaction with their study’s content, but not other facets of study 
satisfaction, nor affect. These results partly support existing findings 
about the impaired well-being of this group of students in international 
(Allan et al., 2016; Rubin et al., 2019; Allan et al., 2023) as well as in 
German samples (Janke et al., 2017; Reitegger et al., 2023). In line with 
existing findings, the current samples demonstrate that students with 
lower social status work more alongside their studies and take over 
more caring responsibilities (Reynolds and Cruise, 2020). These 
additional duties are likely to enhance stress and hinder a comparably 
pleasant university experience with less responsibilities. A concept for 
more flexible time management and individual shaping of schedules 
might allow students with lower social status to coordinate inner- and 
outer university requirements better and this way improve affective 
and cognitive well-being (Skidis and Earnest, 2024).

5.2 Motivational conflicts as an explanatory 
mechanism for well-being-related 
consequences of social status

Across studies, there was little no evidence for motivational 
conflicts as a mediating mechanism between students’ social status 
and their well-being. This may be due to methodological issues in 
sampling and operationalization, but also due to theoretical aspects 
which warrant further investigation.

Regarding methodological explanations for these null findings, a 
first issue pertains to the use of a measure investigating subjectively 
perceived relative social status, which mainly tapped into parental 
social status, but also students’ own relative status (Evans et al., 2022). 
Measures assessing students’ own current social status (e.g., their 
relative financial situation and support structures) should 
be investigated as indicators of social status as opposed to focusing on 
their family background.

A second issue was that although both samples showed variance 
in relative social status, this variance was still restricted with students 
with a low absolute social status being less represented. Several 
academic challenges arising in everyday academic life with a lack of 
material and social resources may not have been represented 
adequately in both samples. Future studies should therefore also assess 
absolute social status and ensure a stronger sampling of this 
underrepresented group at German universities.

The third methodological issue pertains to the operationalization 
of motivational action conflicts. Despite two different 
operationalizations frequently used in previous research, no relations 
were found. Yet, they may not have sufficiently captured the content 
dimensions in which students’ conflict experiences may differ.

There may also be  theoretical arguments supporting a null 
relationship between students’ social status and motivational conflict 
experiences. Although the type of potential activities may differ 
depending on the amount of resources one has or relatively 
experiences, the amount of action alternatives does not necessarily 
vary, thus producing the same amount of motivational action 
conflicts—merely between different activities. Regarding the intensity 
of experiencing motivational conflicts, not only students with lower 
social status may feel they have more at stake in conflict situations—
students with higher social status may feel the same via choking on 
expectations others may have due to their privileges.

While in study 1 hypotheses concerning the relations of social 
status and motivational conflict were not confirmed, study 2 showed 
interesting dynamics in line with our hypotheses: students with lower 
social status more often reported feeling like they should be doing 
something else while they were doing something they wanted to do 
(experiencing should conflicts) than students with higher social status. 
If they, however, did something they had to do while they 
simultaneously preferred doing something else, they report stronger 
negative affect than students with higher social status in a similar 
situation. Other than expected, and other than the literature suggests, 
reactivity appeared to be unrelated to social status. Even though the 
expected mediating mechanism of frequency of and reactivity after 
motivational conflicts for explaining academic well-being did not 
show in either of the studies, study 2 hinted at different conflict 
experiences in relation to students’ social status.

This finding carefully opens an opportunity for support of students 
with lower social status at university. Apparently, it is not the cognitive 
and affective (self-) evaluation in consequence of conflict experiences 
that calls for improvement but the acknowledgement of additional 
tasks and responsibilities that likely increase the frequency of should 
conflicts for students with lower social status. Future research could 
focus on further examining these conflicts with particular work-life 
conflict scales (for a review, please see Alameddine et al., 2023) or 
collecting daily diary data as seen in, e.g., Haar et al. (2018). If enjoyable 
activities and leisure time cannot be fully savoured as such because 
duties call constantly, this can lead to an enhanced stress level (Stone 
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and O’Shea, 2013). It is therefore important to offer flexible 
opportunities for individualizing schedules and to provide resources 
that help organizing and prioritizing tasks so that leisure activities can 
be enjoyed without interference. This way, the overall well-being of 
students might improve, especially for students with lower social status.

To gain more knowledge about the role of social status in the 
experience of motivational conflicts, future research needs to examine 
further mediating psychological mechanisms. One such mechanism could 
be the quality of motivation that underlies students’ conflicting activities 
which has been found to influence the intensity of internal conflict that is 
experienced (Grund, 2013): Students with autonomous learning 
motivation tended to experience less internal conflict during a learning 
activity when confronted with an alternative social activity than students 
with controlled learning motivations (Grund, 2013). As discussed, 
research has shown that the quality of emotion can differ between students 
with lower and with higher social status (Irlbeck et al., 2014). This again 
could enhance differences in the experience of motivational conflicts.

These studies were the first to examine relations of social status, 
the experience of motivational conflicts and academic well-being in 
higher education. While some findings regarding students’ well-being 
depending on their social status were supported, others were not 
although literature suggested otherwise. This raises the question if 
findings concerning the correlates of social status can be generalized 
across different nations and across different levels within the same 
educational system.

5.3 Social status in higher education across 
contexts

Most findings regarding the impact of social status on the 
experience of university students come from the U.S., some of the 
literature in Goudeau et al. (2024) from France. Goudeau et al. (2024) 
themselves brought up concerns regarding the transnational 
generalizability of their model and existing findings. The fact that 
we mostly did not find relations between social status and well-being 
as expected highlights this issue. Even though in Western cultures 
educational systems are similar in some regards, each nation has its 
own characteristics (Janke et  al., 2017). The German educational 
system is highly ability tracked, leading to different educational paths 
and career opportunities (Schindler and Bittmann, 2021). Although 
there are different possibilities to reach university and efforts have 
been taken to reduce inequality, the distribution of students with 
higher and lower social status remains unequal (Kracke et al., 2024). 
Students with lower social status who reach university have already 
overcome several hurdles and may already have built for themselves 
strategies and resources compensating for a lack of cultural capital or 
differing values, norms and identities passed on through families 
(Müller and Pollak, 2016). The selectivity of the German educational 
system might therefore minimize the effects of social status at 
university, while findings in schools are likely to be more profound.

Future research should hence carefully consider processes and 
mechanisms that explain effects of social status and how those can 
be compared or generalized among different countries and levels 
within the same educational systems. For Germany, Janke et al. 
(2024) as well as Marksteiner et al. (2019) showed that FGS report 
a lower sense of belonging to university, supporting international 
findings (Ostrove and Long, 2007). Other propositions of the 

Social Class–Academic Contexts Mismatch Model remain 
unreplicated in different countries and deserve further attention 
(Goudeau et al., 2024).

5.4 Limitations

Both studies followed an observational cross-sectional design. The 
findings therefore do not allow causal interpretations. In future 
research, experimental or cross-lagged designs assessing social status 
and the relevant outcomes over time may allow testing and comparing 
relations across the measurement period, offering stronger evidence 
for a causal direction. This would also allow assessing different want 
and should conflict experiences instead of using vignettes (study 1) or 
a single biographical experience (study 2). Possibly, relations between 
social status and motivational conflicts become more relevant if more 
different aspects and conflicts of everyday life are portrayed.

This study did not explicitly test interventions to improve 
students’ well-being dependent on their social background. Rather, it 
investigated motivational action conflicts as one possible mechanism 
which may explain differences in well-being depending on students’ 
social background. Since this assumption did not hold, it does not 
provide a starting point for suggestions to improve general well-being 
among students with different social status. Yet, our data provided 
some tentative ideas concerning helpful initiatives for the future 
beyond motivational action conflicts, which are discussed above.

Social status was assessed by the CSCS (Evans et  al., 2022), a 
relative measure of social status, which does not offer information on 
absolute social status. While this relative measure allows testing our 
hypotheses regarding the relations of social status and motivational 
conflict and well-being, information on the objective social status of 
our participants is lacking, nonetheless. Both samples contained a 
substantial number of FGS, however, they descriptively did not portray 
the ratio of FGS and CGS at German universities (Kerst et al., 2024). 
This potential variance restriction might also have added to the in part 
weak relations of social status. Yet, the CSCS was used as opposed to 
objective indicators both due to its subjective nature and to root 
estimations on knowledge and evaluations of family background the 
students have (Evans et al., 2022). For traditional objective measures, 
such as parental income, knowledge is required which students may 
not have (Jetten et  al., 2008). Yet, future research including more 
objective indicators of social status and alternative sources of 
information (e.g., parents) may be useful in addition to subjective 
perception of social status. In sum, results on relations between social 
status and motivational and well-being related consequences were not 
fully consistent. Thus, further replication studies using larger and 
potentially more representative samples, additional absolute measures 
for social status, comparing further suggested mechanisms explaining 
differences in well-being dependent on social status, and comparing 
educational contexts are warranted (Goudeau et al., 2024).

6 Conclusion

In line with previous studies, students with lower social status 
reported lower general well-being and study satisfaction. Thus, despite 
efforts undertaken to reduce the impact of socioeconomic background 
on academic success, well-being still seems somewhat lower for 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1644584
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Swietlik et al.� 10.3389/feduc.2025.1644584

Frontiers in Education 12 frontiersin.org

students with lower social status. Even though previous studies and 
theory suggest otherwise, we could not show that a differing frequency 
of or reactivity after motivational conflicts explain this impediment. 
Different (status related) life realities, however, might lead to different 
conflict frequencies and affective reactions as hypothesized. 
Acknowledging the persisting social inequality in higher education 
and aiming to uncover psychological mechanisms that reinforce this 
disproportion remains an important goal of future research. This 
study also cautions against the transnational generalizability of effects 
of social status in higher education.
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