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Motivational factors for university students in the post-
pandemic 
Factores motivacionales para estudiantes universitarios en la postpandemia

Abstract
The article explores the challenges and opportunities that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the motivation 
of university students. The transition to online learning presented significant challenges, such as reduced hands-
on experiences and decreased self-efficacy; but it opened the door to more flexible and personalized educational 
methods that have improved student motivation. In addition, the importance of creating learning environments 
that promote autonomy, competence and belonging are highlighted, key aspects for the comprehensive well-
being of students. The pandemic also exacerbated mental health issues and social disconnection, leading to 
increased focus on students’ emotional and social well-being. Finally, there is a growing interest in careers that 
have a positive impact on society, such as health sciences and STEM, as well as in social justice issues, reflecting 
an alignment of academic studies with personal and social values. of students, boosting their commitment and 
motivation in post-pandemic education. 
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Resumen
El artículo explora los desafíos y oportunidades que la pandemia de COVID-19 ha traído a la motivación de los 
estudiantes universitarios. La transición al aprendizaje en línea presentó retos significativos, como la reducción 
en las experiencias prácticas y la disminución de la autoeficacia; pero abrió la puerta a métodos educativos 
más flexibles y personalizados que han mejorado la motivación estudiantil. Además, se destaca la importancia 
de crear entornos de aprendizaje que fomenten la autonomía, la competencia y la pertenencia, aspectos clave 
para el bienestar integral de los estudiantes. La pandemia también exacerbó problemas de salud mental y 
desconexión social, lo que llevó a una mayor atención en el bienestar emocional y social de los estudiantes. 
Finalmente, se observa un creciente interés en carreras que tienen un impacto positivo en la sociedad, como las 
ciencias de la salud y STEM, así como en temas de justicia social, lo que refleja un alineamiento de los estudios 
académicos con los valores personales y sociales de los estudiantes, e impulsa su compromiso y motivación en 
la educación postpandémica.

Palabras clave: Aprendizaje en línea, Bienestar emocional, Carreras STEM, Motivación estudiantil, Postpandemia.
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INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound 
and multifaceted impact on higher education 
worldwide. It has altered, in addition to the 
way education is delivered, the motivation and 
well-being of university students (Laplagne & 
Urnicia, 2023; Ballesteros & Magomedova, 2023; 
Gomez & Sanchez, 2023). Prior to the pandemic, 
university students' motivational factors focused 
on academic achievement, social interaction, and 
integration into the university community (Lopez 
et al., 2024). However, the abrupt shift to online 
education, loss of face-to-face experiences, 
and increased emotional and mental health 
concerns have significantly transformed 
students' motivational landscape (Henadirage 
& Gunarathne, 2023; Ng et al., 2023; Kulal et al., 
2024).

During the pandemic, many students faced unique 
challenges, such as adapting to new teaching 
modalities, social isolation, and uncertainty about 
their academic and professional futures. These 
conditions affected their academic performance, 
their sense of belonging, and their ability to 
stay motivated in a distant and sometimes 
discouraging learning environment. The abrupt 
transition to digital education revealed the urgent 
need to rethink traditional educational models 
and adopt approaches that respond to the new 
technological realities, recognize and address 
the complex emotional and psychological needs 
of students (Hernández et al., 2023; Hinostroza 
et al., 2024; Dabija et al., 2024).

In the post-pandemic context, higher education 
institutions face the challenge of rebuilding 
student motivation in an environment that 
continues to evolve (Perez et al., 2023). Student 
motivation is now influenced by a combination 
of internal factors, such as self-efficacy and 
autonomy management, and external factors, 
such as the quality of interaction with teachers 
and peers (Anthonysamy & Singh, 2023; 
Banihashem et al., 2023). In addition, the collective 
experiences of the pandemic have highlighted 
the importance of educational approaches 
that integrate social-emotional support with 
academic instruction to foster a more holistic 
and resilient learning experience.

In this scenario, the need arises to explore and 
understand what motivational factors are most 
relevant to university students in the post-
pandemic, and how institutions can adapt their 
practices to enhance the educational experience 
and promote greater academic engagement 
and success. This article seeks to analyze these 
factors in light of recent transformations in 
higher education and provides a framework for 
identifying and implementing effective strategies 
to motivate students in this new educational era.

METHOD
Type of study
This article was developed through a documentary 
review (David & Thélusma, 2024; Pérez et al., 
2024; Rodríguez et al., 2024; Sánchez et al., 2024; 
Velásquez & Paredes, 2024) with the objective 
of identifying and analyzing the motivational 
factors that influence university students in the 
post-pandemic context. The review focused 
on the collection of information from academic 
articles and publications in specialized journals 
in higher education and educational psychology. 
Databases such as PubMed, SpringerLink, 
Scopus and Google Scholar were used to locate 
relevant studies published between 2022 and 
2024.

Selection criteria 
The selection criteria included studies that 
addressed student motivation, the impact of 
the pandemic on education, and pedagogical 
adaptations implemented in university settings. 
Studies that were not directly related to the 
university context or that focused exclusively on 
different educational levels, such as primary or 
secondary, were excluded.

Search strategy
The sources were selected based on the 
following search strategy: “student motivation” 
AND “post-pandemic” AND “online learning” 
AND “emotional well-being”. Priority was given to 
texts written in Spanish or English, published in 
scientific journals between 2022 and 2024. The 
variety of journals, authors and regions was taken 
into account. Once the sources were identified, 
those that did not fit the objective of this article 
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were discriminated, and the correspondence 
among words, keywords, title, abstract and 
results was analyzed. 

Analysis of the information 
For the documentary review, articles that had this 
type of methodology were analyzed and included 
bibliometric analysis (Gómez & Sánchez, 2024; 
Padilla, 2024; Sánchez & Gómez, 2024; Zapata 
et al., 2024; Jiménez & Hernández, 2024) and 
scientometric analysis (Tiwari et al., 2023; 
Meléndez, 2024; Sánchez et al., 2024) in order to 
determine patterns and trends in terms of data 
representation in tables, figures and graphs. This 
was done with the use of VOSviewer software, 
the Lens.org platform and the Canva tool.

The information obtained was analyzed 
qualitatively to identify patterns and trends 
in motivational practices, as well as emerging 
challenges and opportunities in post-pandemic 
education. This review allowed synthesizing 
key findings and formulating conclusions 
about effective strategies to support university 
students' motivation and well-being in this new 
educational scenario (Cardeño et al., 2023; 
Eduardo de Jesús et al., 2023; Cantón, 2024; 
Duque, 2024; Gonzaga et al., 2024).

RESULTS 

Creation of Inclusive Learning Environments 
and Support for Autonomy
A key trend in the post-pandemic is the creation 
of learning environments that promote student 
autonomy, competence, and belonging (Alon 
et al., 2023; Conesa et al., 2023; Gherghel et al., 
2023; Li et al., 2023; Gortazar et al., 2024). These 
elements are fundamental to motivate students 
to actively engage in their educational process 
and improve their academic performance. 
Autonomy, understood as the ability of students 
to make decisions about their own learning, 
can be fostered by offering choices about how 
and when to complete assignments, as well as 
allowing students to participate in developing 
curricula and making decisions about due 
dates and types of assessments. This approach 
enhances not only students' perceived control 
over their learning, but also their accountability 
and engagement as they feel that their opinions 

and preferences are valued.

Competence, or students' perception that 
they have the ability to overcome academic 
challenges, is reinforced by allowing for revisions 
and improvements in assignments, which fosters 
a positive feedback cycle. Instead of viewing 
mistakes as definitive failures, students learn to 
perceive them as opportunities for continued 
growth and learning, which can significantly 
increase their intrinsic motivation (Wynne & 
Garrow, 2024). In addition, providing constructive 
and detailed feedback that focuses on effort and 
effective strategies, rather than simply on the end 
result, helps students develop a growth mindset 
and persevere in their academic goals.

Fostering a classroom community is also crucial 
to strengthening the sense of belonging, which 
is another fundamental pillar of motivation. 
Social interaction and a sense of connection 
with classmates and teachers help students 
feel supported and valued within the academic 
environment. Strategies such as promoting 
group discussions, collaborative projects, and 
activities that integrate active participation can 
help reduce feelings of isolation and increase 
students' engagement with their education. 
Establishing an environment that values each 
student's contributions and promotes inclusion 
and mutual respect can create an atmosphere 
that not only motivates, but enriches the entire 
learning experience.

The integration of these strategies responds to 
an emerging need in post-pandemic education: 
to recognize and adapt pedagogical practices 
to the changing emotional, social, and academic 
realities of students. By supporting autonomy, 
competence, and belonging, educators can create 
more motivating and resilient environments 
that align with academic expectations and also 
address the broader needs of students on their 
path towards success.

The main categories addressed up to this point 
were represented in a keyword co-occurrence 
graph using VOSviewer software, in which a 
total of 70 items and 10 clusters were linked. 
The following stand out: higher education, 
online education, teaching-learning strategies, 
COVID-19, fundamentally (Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Correlation of keywords.. 

Figure 2 shows the frequency of publications 
related to the topic in a period between 2022 
and 2024, according to areas of knowledge. 
Psychology (n=40), Computer Science (n=31), 

Mathematics Education and Medicine stand 
out with (n=27) each. The mean among other 
sciences and disciplines is (n=7).

Figure 2
Frequency of publications by areas of knowledge
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Adaptation to New Methodologies and 
Technologies
The transition to online learning during the 
pandemic presented a number of significant 
challenges, such as decreased opportunities for 
hands-on learning and reduced self-efficacy in 
virtual environments (Szopiński & Bachnik, 2022; 
Mendoza et al., 2023; Parida et al., 2023; Wilkins 
et al., 2023; Giday & Perumal, 2024; Sitar et al., 
2024). Many students experienced difficulties 
adapting to the lack of face-to-face interaction 
and less immediate feedback from their 
professors, which affected their motivation and 
confidence in their abilities to learn effectively 
in a digital environment. In addition, the need to 
develop new technological skills and manage the 
academic load autonomously amplified these 
challenges, and has left some students feeling 
overwhelmed and disconnected.

However, this same transition also opened up a 
range of opportunities to implement more flexible 
and personalized teaching methods adapted to 
the individual needs of students. Asynchronous 
learning, for example, allowed students to access 
materials and complete assignments at their own 
pace, which can be especially beneficial for those 
with outside obligations, such as work or family 
responsibilities. This flexibility reduces the stress 
associated with rigid deadlines and empowers 
students to take a more active role in managing 
their time and resources, strengthening their 
sense of autonomy and control over their own 
learning process.

In addition, open-ended evaluations and the 
inclusion of projects and assignments that 
allow for multiple ways of demonstrating 
acquired knowledge have promoted greater 
personalization of learning, as well as encouraging 
students to apply their skills in contexts that are 
relevant and meaningful to them. The use of 
technologies such as digital learning platforms, 
online collaboration tools, and multimedia 
resources has facilitated the creation of more 
dynamic and interactive learning experiences, 
which can better engage students' attention and 
interest (Rodriguez et al., 2023; Wandelt et al., 
2023; Mvr & Fontes, 2024).

The influence of these strategies and 
technologies derived from remote learning 
is evident in the structure of post-pandemic 
teaching (Bhutoria & Aljabri, 2022). Educational 
institutions are increasingly aware of the need to 

design learning experiences that not only convey 
academic content, but also strengthen students' 
self-confidence and their ability to manage their 
own learning effectively (Saliba, 2024). This 
includes practices that foster self-efficacy, such 
as offering constructive and detailed feedback, 
promoting reflection on one's own learning 
process, and creating a supportive environment 
where students feel safe to explore and make 
mistakes.

In summary, while the transition to online learning 
presented initial challenges, it has also catalyzed 
a shift toward more flexible, student-centered 
approaches that have the potential to motivate 
and empower students in a post-pandemic 
educational environment. The key is to take 
advantage of these opportunities to continue 
to improve pedagogical practices, ensuring 
that both the academic and emotional needs of 
students are addressed to build more resilient 
and effective learning.

Impact of Socio-cultural and Emotional Factors
The COVID-19 pandemic intensified mental health 
problems and feelings of social disconnection 
among university students, which negatively 
impacted their academic motivation and overall 
well-being. Social restrictions, prolonged 
isolation, and uncertainty about the future 
contributed to an increase in anxiety, depression, 
and other emotional disorders (Patel et al., 2021; 
Caero & Libertelli, 2023; Harbatkin et al., 2023; 
Barrera et al., 2024). This situation highlighted 
the critical need to support students' academic 
achievement, emotional and social well-being 
as an essential component of their educational 
success.

In response to these challenges, a renewed and 
more holistic approach to student well-being 
has emerged, highlighting the importance of 
programs and strategies that integrate emotional 
support, the building of meaningful relationships, 
and the promotion of an inclusive and empathetic 
learning environment (Ramirez et al., 2023; 
Restrepo et al., 2023; Rodriguez et al., 2023; Torres, 
2023; Rosario & Humbertovich, 2024; Rocha et 
al., 2024). Educational institutions have begun 
to implement psychological counseling services, 
stress management workshops, and activities 
designed to foster social connectedness, even 
in virtual environments. This attention to well-
being helps mitigate the negative effects of 
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social disconnection and can revitalize academic 
motivation by creating an environment where 
students feel safe, supported, and valued.

In parallel, these emotional challenges have 
also led to increased student interest in careers 
that have a positive impact on society, such as 
health sciences, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM). The pandemic highlighted 
the importance of professionals in these fields 
and has inspired many students to pursue careers 
that directly contribute to community and global 
well-being. The perception of social relevance 
and the possibility of making a tangible difference 
have emerged as strong motivators for students, 
prompting them to align their studies with their 
personal values and aspirations.

In addition, a growing interest in social justice 
and community issues has become a key driver 
for many students. The pandemic exposed social 
and economic inequalities, catalyzed global 
movements advocating for equity, human rights 
and inclusion. As a result, many students seek 
to align their academic choices with their social 
ideals and commitments, choosing programs 
and projects that allow them to address issues 
such as social justice, sustainability and equity. 
This trend reflects a shift in the way students 
perceive their education, seeing it as a tool for 
personal development and also as a means to 
contribute meaningfully to society.

Figure 3 summarizes what has been discussed 
so far in the literature regarding the relationship 
among education, university motivation and 
post-pandemic.

Figure 3
Summary graph
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Although the pandemic exacerbated mental 
health issues and feelings of disconnection, 
it also acted as a catalyst for a broader and 
deeper focus on holistic student well-being. This 
approach considers academic achievement and 
values emotional and social connectedness. It 
inspires students to pursue careers that resonate 
with their values and aspirations for positive 
impact in the world.

CONCLUSIONS
The implementation of flexible and personalized 
teaching methods, such as asynchronous learning 
and open-ended evaluations, has proven to be 
effective in improving students' motivation and 
engagement post-pandemic. These strategies 
allow students to better manage their time and 
resources, thus fostering autonomy and self-
confidence in their learning process, which is 
critical to their academic success in a changing 
and digital environment.

The pandemic highlighted the need for a broader 
approach to student well-being, integrating social 
and emotional support with academic education. 
Institutions that prioritize the creation of inclusive 
and empathetic learning environments that 
promote belonging and competence contribute 
significantly to student motivation, helping them 
overcome challenges related to mental health 
and social disconnection.

The post-pandemic has led to an increase in 
students' interest in careers that have a positive 
impact on society, such as health sciences and 
STEM, and in social and community justice. 
This alignment between academic studies and 
students' personal and social values has become 
a key motivational factor, prompting them to 
become more actively involved in their studies 
and to seek ways to contribute to positive change 
in their communities and the world in general.
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