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Self-efficacy is a key determinant of university student persistence, while dropout 
remains a global challenge. This article is a systematic review of a large body of 
research examining the relationship between self-efficacy and university dropout. A 
literature search was started in databases, eligible studies were selected according 
to inclusion and exclusion criteria and their quality was analyzed, obtaining the 16 
documents that were finally analyzed. The results show that the phenomenon of 
abandonment and the understanding of the different related variables is considered 
a problem of growing interest in the scientific community. Self-efficacy is a key 
factor in students continuing their studies. Students with higher self-efficacy are 
less likely to drop out of university. However, most research in the field is cross-
sectional, which limits the understanding of how self-efficacy changes over time. 
More longitudinal research is suggested to address this limitation and to develop 
educational policies that strengthen self-efficacy and reduce dropout.
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1 Introduction

According to United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) reports, the number of students enrolled in universities worldwide has almost 
doubled in the last 20 years, increasing from 19 to 38% at a global level (UNESCO, 2023). 
However, the number of students who complete higher education is significantly lower than 
the number who start university, indicating that many students drop out before completing 
their studies. The reports indicate dropout rates of around 21%, although, because dropping 
out of university is a cross-border, persistent phenomenon affecting more than 180 countries 
around the world. These problem vary by country, with Slovenia, Spain, Italy and Colombia 
showing the highest dropout rates of 45, 31, 33.2 and 30%, respectively (Ministerio de 
Universidades, 2022; OECD, 2022).

With the creation of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), dropout became a 
quality indicator for universities. This means that many international organizations are 
currently interested in studying and combatting this phenomenon, including the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and UNESCO, who regularly monitor 
and report the global university situation. Reducing dropout rates and increasing student 
retention and persistence in the university system has become one of universities’ main 
concerns (Seligman and Adler, 2018), mainly because of the consequences of dropout. At a 
social level, it has a notable negative impact on countries’ economic growth (Torrado and 
Figuera, 2019), human capital development and, consequently, socioeconomic mobility 
(Morentin-Encina et al., 2019). At institutional level dropout impact as a quality and efficiency 
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indicator (Maluenda-Albornoz et al., 2023). It also has consequences 
that affect students’ personal and family environments, causing mental 
health problems—such as anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem—
and family conflict (Sosu and Pheunpha, 2019).

Although defining dropout is a complex task, it can 
be conceptualized as a progressive phenomenon of disengagement 
from the university system, either permanently or by transfer to 
another course of study, i.e., by changing course or institution 
(Almeida et al., 2019; Casanova et al., 2018b).

The first explanatory models of this phenomenon were 
unidimensional. Their explanation of dropout was based on a single 
dimension, whether academic, social, or personal cohort (Behr et al., 
2020). However, in the 1970s, university dropout began to 
be considered using multidimensional models, for example, the work 
of Tinto (1975), a precursor of the interactionist models that explain 
dropout from a series of academic (performance, engagement, 
satisfaction, motivation) and personal (previous experiences, student 
skills, self-efficacy) characteristics that are related to each other and 
determine the decision to persist or drop out of a course.

This pioneering model has been reformulated by numerous 
authors, with Bean and Eaton’s (2001) adaptation from a psychological 
perspective standing out. Those authors argued that the decision to 
drop out is the result of the interaction between a series of variables of 
a multicausal nature that arise either from the students themselves or 
the institutional environment, affected by other academic, social, 
individual, family or economic factors (Behr et al., 2020; de la Cruz-
Campos et al., 2023; Lorenzo-Quiles et al., 2023).

This convergence of factors coincides with the interactionist 
explanatory models of university dropout (Tinto, 1975; Bean and 
Eaton, 2001) and with social cognitive theory, according to which, 
individuals’ behaviors and decisions are the result of a person’s 
interactions with their environment considering two factors: the 
individual’s cognition and the external environment they live in 
(Bandura, 1997; Hamann et al., 2020). One of the notable cognitive 
factors is the influential role of self-efficacy in regulating behaviors, 
such that it is a predictive variable of an individual’s professional 
outcomes, interests, intentions and goals.

Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s beliefs about their ability to 
complete tasks successfully, which involves goals, behaviors, and 
environmental conditions (Bandura, 1997; Lin et al., 2018). Within 
the framework of higher education, self-efficacy comprises five 
dimensions (Guerreiro-Casanova and Polydoro, 2011): (a) academic 
self-efficacy—students’ beliefs about their ability and competence to 
control and execute certain actions that allow them to learn and 
master tasks and perform at satisfactory levels; (b) self-efficacy in self-
regulation—the perception of the ability to establish objectives and 
goals which promote academic development; (c) self-efficacy in social 
interactions—referring to students’ perceptions of their ability to 
establish relationships with peers and teachers and to integrate better 
academically and socially; (d) self-efficacy in proactive actions—
which refers to the perception of the ability to take advantage of 
opportunities to keep education-related knowledge up-to-date and to 
undertake actions that promote institutional improvement and, 
finally, (e) self-efficacy in academic management—referring to 
confidence in the ability to plan and engage with academic activities 
in order to complete them.

Academic self-efficacy is related to dropout intention, not only 
because of its direct relationship with academic performance, but also 

because it plays a mediating role between dropping out and other 
cognitive motivational variables, such as engagement, coping 
strategies, self-regulated learning, satisfaction and academic well-
being. In addition to having an impact on behaviors that benefit 
adaptation to the university context, all these factors ultimately 
promote academic success (Díaz-Mujica et al., 2022). Along these 
lines, research indicates that academic self-efficacy is an important 
predictor of university students’ academic performance (Honicke and 
Broadbent, 2016). This means that understanding the factors that can 
influence self-efficacy beliefs is fundamental for designing curricula 
and teaching methods. Predictor variables for drop out or persistence 
at university, which have a direct relationship to self-efficacy, include 
academic performance, a feeling of belonging, academic satisfaction, 
resilience, well-being, and academic engagement (Bean and Eaton, 
2001; Casanova et al., 2018a).

Academic performance is the best predictor variable of dropout 
(López-Aguilar and Ricardo Álvarez-Pérez, 2021). The better a 
student’s academic performance, the lower their likelihood of 
dropping out (Moncada et al., 2019). It is also a mediating variable that 
bidirectionally influences other affective-motivational variables such 
as self-efficacy. Research in higher education has confirmed this direct 
relationship: the greater the feeling of self-efficacy, the better the 
academic performance and vice versa (Honicke and Broadbent, 2016). 
In this regard, self-efficacy is a motivational component with positive 
effects on students’ academic performance; those with a high sense of 
self-efficacy about their performance in academic tasks exhibit better 
academic performance (Acosta-Gonzaga and Ramirez-
Arellano, 2020).

A student’s feeling of belonging at university is defined as their 
sense of adjustment and identity with respect to their academic 
environment (Walton and Cohen, 2007). In this context, the 
relationship with peers and faculty is a predictor of student persistence 
at university, since good relationships promote students’ adaptation to 
the university context and make them more likely to continue their 
studies (Maluenda-Albornoz et  al., 2022). Greater feelings of 
belonging in the university context—either because of relationships 
with teachers and peers, or because of support from the institution—
has been reported to strengthen levels of self-efficacy, significantly 
increasing the probability that students continue in higher education 
and achieve their professional goals (Barrientos-Illanes et al., 2021; 
Saefudin et al., 2021). This is particularly important for new students 
(Criollo et al., 2017; Tinto, 1975).

The feeling of belonging and satisfaction are variables that 
correlate with each other and, in turn, influence academic well-being. 
In this regard, academic satisfaction is a cognitive-affective evaluation 
of overall satisfaction with academic experiences (Tomás and 
Gutiérrez, 2019). According to Self-Determination Theory, students’ 
satisfaction with their educational environment is broadly related to 
academic dropout (Deci and Ryan, 2008). High levels of satisfaction 
are associated with greater effort, performance and achievement on 
the part of students (Gillet et al., 2019), making students’ satisfaction 
with their studies a key indicator of their academic success (Suhlmann 
et  al., 2018). Research has highlighted the relationship between 
student satisfaction and self-efficacy. Students who are satisfied with 
their academic achievements are more likely to feel effective (Abdous, 
2019) and self-efficacy beliefs in turn act as a predictor of success, with 
a bidirectional relationship between achievement, academic 
satisfaction and persistence (Lent et al., 2015).
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Academic well-being is defined as the individual’s self-
perception and self-evaluation of their academic situation and is 
associated with both the decision to drop out (Năstasă et al., 2022) 
and with the feeling of self-efficacy. The higher the perception of 
self-efficacy, the greater the students’ self-esteem and the lower the 
levels of stress or anxiety toward exams, increasing the likelihood 
that students will continue their education (Wang et  al., 2016). 
Previous research has shown a direct association between self-
efficacy and engagement (Dominguez-Lara et al., 2023), since a high 
level of self-efficacy is associated with increased student engagement 
with academic tasks, which in turn is related to academic success 
(Medrano et  al., 2015) and therefore to them continuing with 
their studies.

Finally, it is worth highlighting the predictive role of resilience—a 
student’s capacity to successfully face different academic challenges 
through effective adaptive responses—in students’ decisions to drop 
out of university courses (Bittmann, 2021; Zumárraga-Espinosa, 
2023). Several studies in this field have shown a direct connection with 
academic self-efficacy; high levels of resilience are associated with 
greater academic efficacy (Atencia-Oliva et al., 2020; Vizoso-Gómez 
and Arias-Gundín, 2018). Students with high self-efficacy tend to have 
high levels of resilience that allow them to better face challenges, make 
more effort, and persevere in tasks regardless of their difficulty, leading 
to greater academic success (Metcalf and Wiener, 2018).

As the scientific literature shows, self-efficacy is a predictive factor 
for university dropout risk, influenced by a multitude of variables—
such as academic performance, a feeling of belonging, satisfaction, 
well-being, and academic commitment—which are in turn correlated 
with dropout (Bean and Eaton, 2001; Casanova et al., 2018a; López-
Aguilar and Ricardo Álvarez-Pérez, 2021). This convergence of 
variables makes it difficult to establish a relationship between self-
efficacy and dropout, so it is important to standardize results to reveal 
patterns in this relationship.

Due to the impact of self-efficacy on academic success, there have 
been several systematic reviews in this field. However, they sought to 
determine the role of self-efficacy in a non-university environment 
(Patricio-Gamboa et al., 2021), in relation to academic performance 
(Honicke and Broadbent, 2016), or in a professional environment 
(Wray et al., 2022). Although Díaz-Mujica et al. (2022) conducted a 
systematic review looking at the university context, its purpose was to 
systematize the conceptualization and evaluation of self-efficacy in 
higher education, but to date, there are no systematic reviews 
examining the relationship between self-efficacy and university 
dropout, which is a gap in the knowledge in this scientific field. 
Considering this, the main aim of the present systematic review is to 
summarize how the scientific community has analysed the role of 
student self-efficacy in the decision to drop out of university. The 
review followed the guidelines of the PRISMA-2020 declaration (Page 
et al., 2021). In pursuit of the study’s aims, the following research 
questions were formulated:

 1 How many studies published in the last 10 years examined the 
relationship between university dropout and self-efficacy, 
where were they done, and with what samples?

 2 How are university dropout and self-efficacy conceptualized in 
these studies?

 3 What types of self-efficacy do the selected scientific 
studies address?

 4 How is self-efficacy related to university dropout (moderating, 
mediating, predictive, etc. relationships)?

 5 What measures or recommendations are proposed by the 
scientific community to improve self-efficacy and 
prevent dropout?

2 Method

This study applied a systematic review methodology to explore 
and summarize research findings on the relationship between self-
efficacy and university dropout. The systematic review consisted of 
several phases: literature search; selection of eligible studies according 
to inclusion and exclusion criteria; analysis of study quality; and 
coding of studies.

2.1 Search strategy and eligibility criteria

The literature search was carried out in 2024 using the Web of 
Science and Scopus databases. The searched gareded scientific 
studies with focus on the relationship between university dropout 
and self-efficacy. To do this, several search terms were combined 
in both Spanish and English using Boolean operators as follows: 
(“self-efficacy” OR “self efficacy” OR “selfefficacy” OR 
“autoefficacy” OR “autoeficacia”) AND (“retention” OR “drop out” 
OR “dropout” OR “permanence” OR “retención” OR “abandono” 
OR “permanencia”) AND (“University” OR “Higher education” 
OR “University” OR “Universi*” OR “educación superior” OR 
“educación terciaria”).

The systematic review focused on the results that met the 
following inclusion criteria: (a) undergraduate students in any 
study program and any kind of university; (b) empirical studies 
on university dropout/retention and self-efficacy written in 
English, Spanish or Portuguese and published between 2014 and 
2024; (c) articles relating university dropout/retention and self-
efficacy; (d) studies using quantitative or mixed methodologies. 
The following exclusion criteria were applied: (a) studies with 
online students; (b) articles only looking at university dropout or 
at self-efficacy.

2.2 Quality criteria

The quality criteria were established following the parameters 
described by Camacho et  al. (2021). Seven indicators were set 
addressing the research justification of the study, the theoretical basis, 
quality, reliability, validity, and consistency and adequacy of the 
findings (see Table 1).

2.3 Data extration

This systematic review made a qualitative summary of 
quantitative studies. To that end, a worksheet was designed to 
systematically extract the most important data from the selected 
studies. The table contained the following categories: (1) key 
words; (2) sample characteristics; (3) conceptualization of 
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university dropout and self-efficacy; (4) study design; (5) analysis 
of the relationship between dropout and self-efficacy; and (6) 
proposed measures to improve self-efficacy and reduce 
university dropout.

Data from the all articles included in the review were extracted 
by one of the researchers and validated by another. During the 
process, the information was coded in a worksheet that collected 
the key words indicating the main themes of each article in order 
to identify which terms were most frequently used. With respect 
to the sample, the country and the number of participants were 
considered. For the conceptualization of university dropout and 
self-efficacy, we retrieved the definitions offered by the articles for 
these terms, indicating only the definitions from articles with an 
explicit definition, thus avoiding inferring the conceptualization 
of these concepts through definitions implicit in the text. We also 
collected the types of self-efficacy examined by the authors and 
coded the research design, considering whether it was longitudinal 
or cross-sectional. For each study, we  recorded the variables 
studied that were related either to self-efficacy or to dropout, and 
the results on the relationship between self-efficacy and dropping 
out of university or, where applicable, the intention to drop out. 
Finally, the measures that authors proposed to improve self-
efficacy and prevent dropout in higher education were recorded.

2.4 Bias assessment

The PRISMA protocol (Page et al., 2021) was used throughout 
the process of analysing the selected studies, with particular 
attention given to assessing and minimizing the risk of bias. 
Therefore, several researchers with expertise in the field of 
university dropout reviewed both the keywords and the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria. Similarly, the study identification process 
was carried out independently by two researchers, reaching full 
consensus on the studies to be  included. Finally, the quality 
assessment and data extraction processes were validated by 
two researchers.

3 Results

The aim of this review was to determine the relationship 
between self-efficacy and the intention to drop out of university 
courses. To select the studies, several criteria were used to narrow 
the search, seeking only open-access scientific articles published 
between 2014 and 2024 in Spanish, English or Portuguese. The 
search yielded a total of 2,654 records. Subsequently, initial 
screening was performed based on the titles, eliminating studies 
examining other educational stages, studies about teachers´ self-
efficacy, self-efficacy in the workplace, and studies that were not 
related to university dropout. After analysing the titles, 122 
articles were selected; duplicate studies were eliminated. The final 
data set comprised 104 records.

Then, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied by two 
researchers who assessed the abstracts of the 104 initially selected 
studies, excluding a total of 56 studies. The remaining 45 studies 
were then analysed in depth to verify that they met the eligibility 
criteria, so that the final data set included 16 articles.

Figure 1 shows the PRISMA diagram, which is an overview of 
the search process used.

Two experts assessed the quality of each of the 16 selected 
studies using the template in Table 1 (Miller et al., 2016). For each 
study, the experts awarded 1 point if a quality criterion was met 
and 0 points if the criterion was not met or could not 
be confirmed. The final quality score was the sum of the points, 
with high quality if the total score was 6 points or more (Camacho 
et al., 2021). The lead author evaluated 100% of the studies and 
the second author evaluated 30% at random, reaching a 
concordance between both evaluators of 100% for all the quality 
criteria (see Table  2). This concordance may be  because the 
articles chosen were published in high-impact journals and had 
therefore already passed the relevant quality filters, such as a 
double-blind peer review.

The results are organized according to the research questions. 
Supplementary Table 1 shows the worksheet on which the data 
extraction was performed.

TABLE 1 Methodological quality indicators (MQIs).

Standard Quality criteria

Provides a clear argument that links theory and research and 

demonstrates a coherent chain of reasoning. Explains theoretical 

and previous research in a way that supports the formulation of 

the questions.

(1) Explain theory and/or previous research in a manner that informs the formulation of purposes/

objectives that can be explored empirically.

(2) Establish explicit links between the results and previous theory and research or argue in favour of the 

study.

It uses a rigorous, systematic, objective methodology to produce 

reliable, valid knowledge relevant to educational activities and 

programs.

(3) Ensure that methods are described in sufficient detail and clarity so that procedures can be clearly 

visualized. Data collection should be described in such a way that readers can replicate the procedures in 

a quantitative study or trace the data analysis in a qualitative study.

(4) Provide evidence of reliability. Has this evidence been provided for the data collected? Has the 

investigator provided information on the development of the development and study populations?

(5) Provide evidence of validity: Has this evidence been provided for the data collected? Is there 

information on the development and adaptation of the instrument for specialized populations?

(6) Description of participants Was the sample well characterized?

Presents findings and makes assertions that are appropriate and 

supported by the methods used.

(7) The results and conclusions are legitimate or consistent with the data collected.
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3.1 How many studies published since 2014 
are related to both university dropout and 
self-efficacy, where were they done, and 
with what samples?

On examining the Web of Science and Scopus databases, there 
were a total of 460 articles published in open access in the last 
decade. However, after applying the inclusion and exclusion 
criteria, this number dropped to 45, although in the end only 16 
had examined the relationship between dropout and self-efficacy 
in undergraduate students and had sufficient methodological 
quality to be analysed.

It was observed that the scientific production in this field is 
increasing, with a greater proliferation of research in this field observed 
in the last 4 years, with the largest volume of studies concentrated in 2022 
(see Figure 2). However, it should be noted that the systematic review 
was carried out in the first half of 2024, so the data for that year may not 
be representative.

These studies were carried out at universities in various countries, 
including: Italy (4), Norway (3), Chile and Spain (2), Romania, Australia, 
Germany, the Netherlands and Ecuador (1).

Concerning sample size, 6.25% of the studies used samples of 
between 0 and 100 participants, and the same percentage used between 
300 and 400 students, 800 and 900 students, between 900 and 1,000 
students, and more than 1,000 students. 12.50% of the studies were 
conducted with a sample of between 100 and 200 participants, and the 
same percentage of studies used samples in the ranges 200–300, 600–700, 
and 700–800 participants. Finally, 25% of the studies were done with 
samples of between 400 and 500 students.

3.2 How are university dropout and 
self-efficacy conceptualized?

Seven of the 16 analysed articles did not offer a 
conceptualization of dropout. Two studies resorted to terms such 

FIGURE 1

Systematic review selection process.
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as retention or persistence. In these cases, Barrientos-Illanes et al. 
(2021) defined the intention to drop out together with the 
intention to persist and conceptualized it as the student’s 
assessment of the possibility of discontinuing or continuing with 
their university course. Heritage et  al. (2023), used the term 
retention as a synonym for other related terms, such as student 
withdrawal, desertion and dropout, understanding retention as 
the situation where a student stays at university until they 
complete their education and gain a university qualification.

Two of the studies distinguished between dropping out 
(leaving the educational system completely) and transferring 
(moving from the university where students began their course to 
a different higher education institution).

Considering the definitions from the other articles, dropout 
could be  conceptualized as a general construct that refers to a 
dynamic, cumulative and multifactorial student process of 
progressive disengagement that develops in the early stages of the 
university experience where students make a series of decisions about 

whether or not to continue with their course of study. Dropping out 
is not a single event, but rather the final phase of a dynamic process 
involving the convergence of multiple factors (lack of motivation, 
thoughts, desires and intentions) that students experience about the 
possibility of withdrawing from higher education before graduation, 
without concrete intentions of returning.

In the case of self-efficacy, only one study did not include the 
conceptualization of this term. The remaining 15 studies used Social 
Cognitive Theory, proposed by Bandura (1997), to define self-efficacy 
as the set of beliefs, perceptions, or expectations students have about 
their own abilities and skills to achieve their goals and successfully 
complete their tasks in the academic setting. Thus, academic self-
efficacy is understood as the individuals’ judgments about their ability 
to effectively organize and execute the necessary actions to achieve 
academic success. This implies having the ability, self-confidence and 
perceived capacity to grasp and predict social situations, expressed 
through behavior that is demonstrative of the individual’s adaptation 
to social situations.

TABLE 2 Quality of the articles included in the review.

Study (1) 
Explaining 

theory

(2) Links 
results-
theory

(3) 
Methods

(4) 
Reliability

(5) 
Validity

(6) 
Participants

(7) Results/
conclusions

Total 
score

Barrientos-Illanes et al. (2021) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Buizza et al. (2024) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Cădariu and Rad (2023) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Girelli et al. (2018) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Gonzalez-Perez et al. (2022) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Heritage et al. (2023) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

López-Aguilar and Ricardo 

Álvarez-Pérez (2021)

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

López-Angulo et al. (2022) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Marczuk and Strauss (2023) 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 6

Morelli et al. (2021) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Morelli et al. (2023) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Nemtcan et al. (2020) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Nemtcan et al. (2022) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Óturai et al. (2023) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Van Herpen et al. (2017) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Vidal et al. (2022) 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

FIGURE 2

The number of published articles about dropout and self-efficacy (2017–2024).

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Bernardo et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485

Frontiers in Psychology 07 frontiersin.org

3.3 What types of self-efficacy do the 
selected scientific studies address? What 
kind of design do these studies follow?

In terms of the kind of self-efficacy addressed by the research, 12 
studies focused on analysing the relationship between dropout and 
academic self-efficacy, while 3 opted for self-efficacy in self-regulation. 
Only 1 study analysed social self-efficacy and its relationship 
with dropout.

Looking at research design, one study was a systematic review, 
while the rest of the studies were analysed according to research 
design. The vast majority (15 studies) opted for a cross-sectional study 
design and only 1 was longitudinal.

3.4 How is self-efficacy related to 
university dropout?

The effects of self-efficacy on dropout were analysed based on the 
results of the studies, paying special attention to its mediating, 
moderating, or predictive role. Self-efficacy had a clear relationship 
with dropout and was a mediating variable in 9 of the 16 studies. In 
these cases, self-efficacy mediated between dropout and other 
variables such as satisfaction, perceived autonomy support, self-
regulated knowledge, intrinsic motivation, academic adjustment, 
performance, engagement, procrastination and previous 
academic achievement.

Academic self-efficacy showed a significant positive correlation 
with students’ satisfaction with their courses, i.e., participants with 
higher levels of academic self-efficacy tended to experience greater 
satisfaction with their courses of study and their intention to continue 
their education was greater.

In contrast, controlling for the effects of learning strategies and 
intrinsic motivation, self-efficacy was inversely related to university 
dropout. For example, first-year students with good sense of self-
efficacy were less likely to dropout, and making use of learning 
strategies such as self-regulation, concentration, active support, time 
management, effort, was also related with lower dropout.

Both autonomous motivation and self-efficacy were significantly 
and negatively associated with the intention to drop out. In addition, 
self-efficacy mediated the effects of perceived parental and teacher 
support for autonomy on dropout intention, such that students who 
attended university for more autonomous reasons and had stronger 
beliefs in their academic abilities were less likely to develop intentions 
to dropout.

Self-efficacy acted as a mediator in the relationship between the 
intention to persist at university and variables such as engagement, 
performance, and academic adjustment. In these cases, there were 
positive relationships between these variables and self-efficacy and an 
inverse relationship with university dropout, i.e., students who had a 
higher degree of academic engagement, performance or adjustment 
and who, in turn, experienced higher levels of self-efficacy, were less 
likely to drop out of higher education. However, academic self-efficacy 
was found to be negatively related to procrastination and dropout 
intentions, i.e., students’ academic self-efficacy was significantly 
related to dropout intentions through academic procrastination.

Four studies showed a moderating role of self-efficacy in the 
negative relationship between dropout and variables such as 

engagement and performance, well-being, self-regulation, adaptive 
capacity, and satisfaction.

Student well-being was related to self-regulation of learning and 
self-efficacy. High levels of self-efficacy decrease likelihood of student 
dropout and fostered both student adaptation and a coping attitude, 
enhancing engagement to cope with challenges, emotionally stressful 
situations and burnout, thus reducing the risk of dropout.

Looking at satisfaction, studies showed that students with 
high levels of social self-efficacy maintained relationships or 
social contacts more easily, which suggests a better degree of 
socialization and feeling of belonging leading to an increased 
desire to stay at university.

One study showed that self-efficacy played a mediating and 
moderating role between locus of control, engagement, academic 
interaction, and satisfaction. The results showed that the intention to 
drop out of university was negatively related to self-efficacy, 
institutional commitment, and academic integration, and positively 
related to an external locus of control. In other words, intention to 
drop out of university was related to low self-efficacy for self-regulated 
learning, low subsequent institutional engagement, poor academic 
integration with other students, and higher external locus of control. 
On the other hand, dissatisfaction with the university experience was 
associated with lower self-efficacy for self-regulated learning, lower 
subsequent institutional commitment and poorer academic 
integration with other students.

Finally, 2 studies supported the existence of a direct relationship 
between self-efficacy and dropout. Overall self-efficacy coefficients 
were a significant predictor of student dropout. However, both studies 
indicated that this relationship was stronger when considering a series 
of additional variables that influence academic performance. For 
example, factors such as academic grades and overall student 
performance, as well as psychological and emotional elements such as 
intrinsic motivation, test anxiety, and attributions of high performance, 
were presented as mediating variables that enhanced the relationship 
between self-efficacy and dropout. Hence, self-efficacy was not only a 
direct predictor, but also a variable whose effect was reinforced by the 
presence of these factors, suggesting that the indirect relationship 
between self-efficacy and dropout may be even more significant when 
multiple dimensions of the academic and personal context 
are considered.

3.5 What measures or recommendations 
do the scientific community propose to 
improve self-efficacy and prevent dropout?

All the researchers agreed that dropping out of university is a 
complex problem that must be  prevented due to its negative 
consequences. To that end, we  compiled the measures or 
recommendations for increasing university students’ self-efficacy and 
for contributing to the design and implementation of actions to 
prevent the phenomenon of dropping out.

Twelve of the 16 studies provided some proposals or 
recommendations that, at the institutional or classroom level, could 
increase levels of student self-efficacy and therefore contribute to 
reducing dropout or increasing rates of student persistence.

The proposed measures are grouped into 4 large blocks (see 
Table  3) that include: measures targeting family members (1); 
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interventions with university students (2); measures targeting teachers 
(3); and measures for educational institutions and policies (4).

As Table 3 shows, involving the family in the educational process 
could promote students’ autonomy and academic well-being. This 
involvement could be through training programs that give families 
tools to recognize and validate their children’s feelings and perspectives 
and offer them resources and information to encourage autonomous 
decision-making, reinforcing student motivation and confidence. In 
addition, family collaboration with educational institutions could 
be beneficial in addressing challenges related to student stress, anxiety, 
or lack of motivation.

The measures aimed at university students included the proposal 
of interventions to promote social and academic integration, such as 
mentoring and tutoring programs, study groups, and student 
associations that promote interpersonal relationships and a sense of 

belonging, and in turn contribute to fostering academic autonomy 
and persistence.

The studies demonstrated particular interest in providing 
psychological interventions and programs addressing aspects such as 
stress management, anxiety, and academic burnout, intending to 
improve emotional well-being. They also seemed to value the idea of 
counseling students at the academic level—such as teaching study 
skills, time management and problem solving—and at the professional 
level by offering practical learning opportunities—such as 
internships—to connect academic content with students’ 
professional aspirations.

The recommendations highlighted teachers’ roles in the 
development of students’ self-efficacy and autonomy. The suggestions 
included implementing teacher training protocols that enable teachers 
to adapt to the individual needs of students and be able to create a 

TABLE 3 Recommendations for improving self-efficacy and preventing dropout.

Block Measures

Measures targeting 

family members

 • Promotion of training programs that encourage autonomy-supporting behaviors in parents (Girelli et al., 2018).

 • Involve families in the educational process (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024).

Interventions with 

university students

 • Accompaniment at different levels (Buizza et al., 2024).

 • Improve students’ ability to regulate themselves, focus on academic support, new study methods, and better self-organization (Buizza et al., 

2024; Kocsis and Molnár, 2024; López-Aguilar and Ricardo Álvarez-Pérez, 2021).

 • Psychological counseling to cover social, psychological, and educational support needs (Buizza et al., 2024; Kocsis and Molnár, 2024; Lorenzo-

Quiles et al., 2023).

 • Professional advice (Heritage et al., 2023).

 • Provide targeted interventions and support programs to promote academic persistence and success (Cădariu and Rad, 2023).

 • Create an environment that fosters satisfaction and commitment to the chosen field of study (Cădariu and Rad, 2023; Morelli et al., 2021, 2023).

 • Promote autonomous motivation and perceived self-efficacy (Girelli et al., 2018; Óturai et al., 2023; Morelli et al., 2021, 2023; Vidal et al., 2022).

 • Support students’ autonomy in the educational context (Girelli et al., 2018).

 • Tutoring to improve academic skills (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024; Marczuk and Strauss, 2023; Nemtcan et al., 2022).

 • Foster a supportive environment among peers (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024; Morelli et al., 2021, 2023).

 • Provide regular and constructive feedback (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024).

 • Programs that foster personal and emotional development (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022; Kocsis and Molnár, 2024).

Measures targeting 

teachers

 • Encourage teacher behaviors that improve student autonomy and facilitate their academic adjustment (Girelli et al., 2018).

 • Conducting classroom activities in which success is recognized (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022).

 • Encourage faculty to focus on student success and their ability to perform challenging tasks (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022).

 • Provide students with authentic assessment and work-integrated learning opportunities (Heritage et al., 2023).

 • Provide precise indications on the study material and objectives of the course (Morelli et al., 2021, 2023).

 • Periodic feedback on study and learning strategies (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024).

 • Attribution retraining programs (Morelli et al., 2021, 2023; Vidal et al., 2022).

Measures for educational 

institutions and policies

 • Implement actions and programs at the university level to improve self-efficacy and academic motivation (Girelli et al., 2018; Kocsis and 

Molnár, 2024).

 • Interventions to foster a growth mindset through positive emotions (Cădariu and Rad, 2023; Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022; Girelli et al., 2018).

 • Develop positive psychological programs to influence students’ self-evaluation criteria (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022).

 • Provide realistic previews of courses for informed decisions (Heritage et al., 2023).

 • Offer university orientation weeks (Heritage et al., 2023).

 • Encourage student groups and associations (Heritage et al., 2023).

 • Tutoring and Mentoring Programs (Gonzalez-Perez et al., 2022; Kocsis and Molnár, 2024).

 • Minimize inequalities and provide support measures for disadvantaged groups (Lorenzo-Quiles et al., 2023; Marczuk and Strauss, 2023; Vidal 

et al., 2022).

 • Improve the quality of teaching, curriculum design and the provision of resources adapted to student needs (Cădariu and Rad, 2023; Vidal 

et al., 2022).

 • Implement preventive and intervention programs to reduce academic failure and promote well-being (Buizza et al., 2024; Morelli et al., 

2021, 2023).

 • Academic tutoring programs focused on academic skills (Kocsis and Molnár, 2024; Nemtcan et al., 2022).
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learning environment with practices that promote students’ 
acquisition of competencies. The studies’ recommendations included, 
among other measures, training workshops for teachers where they 
learn to incorporate fundamental techniques for reinforcing student 
self-efficacy (such as promoting student autonomy, recognizing signs 
of emotional exhaustion, and applying appropriate support strategies), 
motivating students, offering students continuous and constructive 
feedback on academic performance, and providing learning strategies 
that help students understand that academic skills can be improved to 
achieve success and complete their education.

Finally, from an institutional perspective, it is essential to develop 
educational policies that create an academic environment conducive to 
student satisfaction and engagement. This involves improving the quality 
of teaching and curriculum design, ensuring that resources and services 
are tailored to students’ needs and interests. In addition, educational 
policies should promote specific interventions aimed at reducing 
academic failure and fostering student well-being while minimizing 
potential resource inequalities among students, especially in contexts 
where the technology gap remains an obstacle. There were proposals for 
interventions that include support programs tailored to the characteristics 
of each student; i.e. preventive programs that address academic 
performance problems, and learning opportunities that promote 
persistence through the recognition of student achievements. Finally, the 
studies emphasized the need for educational institutions to collaborate 
to facilitate students’ transition to the academic environment, for 
example, through programs and services that support students’ 
academic, personal and professional development, to ensure their long-
term success, or by providing clear and realistic information about the 
courses offered, as well as university orientation weeks.

4 Discussion

The present systematic review was prompted by the lack of scientific 
production examining the relationship between university dropout and 
self-efficacy. This study aimed to determine the role of self-efficacy in the 
complex phenomenon of university dropout. To achieve this, an 
exhaustive search of the literature related to this field was undertaken and 
16 articles addressing the topic were analysed.

The review sought to answer a series of research questions. In 
response to the first question, we  found that even though scientific 
production in the field of dropout is very prolific, few studies have 
analysed the relationship between dropout and self-efficacy and the bulk 
of research over the last decade has been in the last 5 years. This suggests 
that studies in this field are of increasing interest to researchers. Previous 
reviews with a similar focus of interest have also noted this trend (de la 
Cruz-Campos et  al., 2023; Lorenzo-Quiles et  al., 2023), hence the 
phenomenon of dropout—and understanding the different related 
variables—is a problem of growing interest in the scientific community. 
However, the review found that most of the studies were cross-sectional, 
and there have been hardly any longitudinal studies providing 
information on how the variables involved in the decision to drop out 
change over time.

Our second question aimed to determine how self-efficacy and 
dropout were conceptualized, using the definitions provided by the 
authors of the studies. We found that the vast majority of studies defined 
self-efficacy following the Social Cognitive Theory definition proposed 
by Bandura (1997). This finding is especially relevant, since the 

convergence in the definition of the construct allows for the establishment 
of a common and coherent theoretical basis in this area, which favors the 
evaluations carried out referring to the same concept. However, a wider 
variety of definitions emerged, although all of them agreed in 
conceptualizing dropout as a gradual, progressive phenomenon, which 
happens at different times and spaces where several factors interact 
(Casanova et  al., 2018b). In addition, some authors differentiated 
between dropout (definitive disengagement) and transfer (change to 
another degree or university), considering dropout as a more specific 
concept depending on the student’s decision.

The lack of a clear consensus in the conceptualization of withdrawal 
university studies represents an important limitation, as it makes it 
difficult to identify the phenomenon, understand its causes or design 
effective interventions to prevent it- Likewise, the lack of conceptual 
heterogeneity hinders the comparison of studies and the generalization 
of the results obtained in different investigations. A rigorous and 
coherent operationalization of both constructs could be  key to 
strengthening the validity of studies in this area and thus be able to 
design evidence-based interventions ensuring the universality of 
measures and results. This aspect is especially important in the case of 
dropout, where it is suggested to differentiate between dropout and 
transfer and to incorporate an administrative measure that allows early 
identification of students at risk of dropping out. The adoption of these 
measures would contribute to a more precise conceptualization of the 
dropout phenomenon, allowing the development of interventions that 
are better adjusted to the students’ needs. Likewise, reaching a consensus 
on the conceptualization of both constructs would facilitate future meta-
analyses that would help to consolidate a more robust theoretical basis 
and to support the design of interventions backed by scientific evidence.

The third research question was about determining the types of 
self-efficacy that have been the object of study in this field. As 
expected, most of research we  analysed was aimed at studying 
academic self-efficacy and, to a lesser extent, self-regulatory and social 
self-efficacy. These results make sense, since the relationship of this 
variable with dropout is studied from a psychoeducational perspective, 
and previous studies have shown academic self-efficacy to be  a 
predictor of dropout intention (Cădariu and Rad, 2023).

The fourth research question aimed to determine how self-efficacy 
is related to university dropout. The review showed a direct 
relationship between self-efficacy and dropout, although there are 
many variables that affect the decision to drop out (Fortes et al., 2022; 
Tinto, 2017). Self-efficacy tends to behave as a mediator of other 
motivational cognitive variables, such as satisfaction, performance, 
well-being, engagement, autonomy, and self-regulation, which in turn 
have a positive impact on the individual and promote adaptation to 
the university context, all factors that ultimately promote academic 
success (Díaz-Mujica et  al., 2022). These results are in line with 
previous studies confirming a direct, negative relationship between 
dropout and self-efficacy, i.e., the greater the feeling of self-efficacy, the 
lower the likelihood of dropout (Cordova et al., 2014; Girelli et al., 
2018). Studies agree in highlighting the existence of this relationship, 
however, these findings contrast with other studies reporting that high 
self-efficacy has detrimental effects on student performance, since 
high levels of self-efficacy decrease the degree of effort, which in turn 
negatively affects performance (Vancouver and Kendall, 2006; 
Vancouver et al., 2002).

Finally, the last question sought to determine what measures or 
recommendations the scientific community has proposed for 
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improving self-efficacy and preventing dropout. Of the studies 
examined, 82.35% proposed measures for increasing higher-education 
students’ levels of self-efficacy and preventing dropout. These 
proposals were grouped into 4 blocks according to who they were 
aimed at: students, families, teachers and educational institutions or 
policies (see Supplementary Table 1). It is clear that addressing self-
efficacy requires a multifaceted approach and the collaboration of the 
entire educational community to ensure students’ well-being and 
satisfaction (Buizza et al., 2024; Kocsis and Molnár, 2024), to foster 
their overall academic adjustment, and to reducethe likelihood of 
them dropping out (Cădariu and Rad, 2023).

The findings of this systematic review offer a global picture of the 
state of the art and reaffirm the importance of situating self-efficacy as 
a keystone of study due to its relationship, not only with dropout, but 
also with other variables involved in the phenomenon. In recent years 
this topic has gained interest, however, the small amount of research 
in this field makes it difficult to establish an explanatory model for the 
role of self-efficacy, a line of research that could be of interest for the 
scientific community. The review shows that the conceptualization of 
self-efficacy shows greater consistency in the scientific field, based 
mainly on Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (1997), which favors the 
accumulation of knowledge. In this line, academic self-efficacy is the 
most studied type of self-efficacy, being identified as a protective factor 
against dropout. On the other hand, dropout presents more 
heterogeneous definitions, which is a barrier to the comparison of 
results and the design of effective prevention interventions. The review 
confirms the relationship between dropout and self-efficacy, 
highlighting the importance of enhancing university students’ levels 
of self-efficacy to reduce dropout rates.

As a final conclusion, the studies conducted in the last 10 years on 
the role of self-efficacy in dropout show that it has a positive impact 
on dropout prevention. However, although the review highlights the 
need to recognize and enhance the positive influence of self-efficacy, 
the lack of specific studies on this variable could be seen as one of the 
limitations of the review, since that makes it impossible to achieve a 
complete, objective picture of how self-efficacy independently affects 
students’ intentions to disengage from the university system.

Another possible limitation of the study is related to the search for 
studies, since the search terms used could have restricted the number 
of studies likely to be of interest for the review. In addition, despite 
efforts to minimize bias in the selection and extraction of data, the 
heterogeneity of the results may also be considered a limitation, since 
grouping the diversity of data offered into categories of subjects may 
have generated errors when summarizing and generalizing the results, 
which could affect the validity of the results of the review.

While interpreting the findings of this review, it is important to 
consider the potential presence of biases in the field of research. One 
of the most important biases is publication bias, since it is possible that 
the studies that did not find a relationship between self-efficacy and 
dropout could be underrepresented in the scientific literature and 
were not available in the databases consulted. This possible bias is 
considered a limitation in our review and could have generated an 
overestimation of the effects of self-efficacy on dropout. Therefore, it 
is necessary for future research to specify its transparency criteria to 
minimize this type of bias. One suggested line of research for the 
future is to continue investigating the potential of self-efficacy as a 
protective agent against dropout, since research in this field is still 
limited, especially in the case of students who have moved beyond 

their first year. In view of the results, it would also be advisable to 
perform more longitudinal studies to check how students’ feelings of 
self-efficacy vary throughout their university experiences, since most 
of the studies in the review were cross-sectional. The absence of 
longitudinal studies constrains the possibility of establishing causal 
relationships and understanding the evolution of the dropout 
phenomenon and its relationship with self-efficacy. It is therefore 
interesting to encourage the development of longitudinal studies that 
incorporate multiple measurements to identify the predictors of 
dropout with greater precision and to identify the trajectory of 
students from the time they enter until they complete their studies. In 
this sense, future studies could apply experience sampling to offer real-
time data on the motivational state of students, providing a better 
understanding of the dynamics of self-efficacy and the process of 
academic disengagement. In turn, it would be interesting to combine 
longitudinal studies with cross-sectional analyses that examine how 
self-efficacy may predict dropout, and vice versa.

Finally, it would be interesting to conduct future studies that focus 
on the analysis of new variables that may interfere with the relationship 
between self-efficacy and dropout, such as socioeconomic status, 
institutional support, and mental health. The inclusion of these factors 
would allow a more precise contextualization of this relationship as 
well as the identification of possible mediating or moderating variables 
that would help to better understand the conditions under which self-
efficacy influences dropout.

Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in 
the article/Supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed 
to the corresponding author.

Author contributions

AB: Writing  – original draft, Writing  – review & editing, 
Conceptualization, Data curation, Funding acquisition, Methodology, 
Project administration, Supervision. VG-G: Writing – original draft, 
Writing  – review & editing, Conceptualization, Data curation, 
Investigation, Methodology, Validation. ME: Conceptualization, 
Investigation, Methodology, Validation, Writing – review & editing. 
JM-A: Conceptualization, Investigation, Methodology, Validation, 
Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the 
research and/or publication of this article. This research was supported 
by the project reference: PID2022-141290NB-100, funded by “Proyectos 
de Generación del Conocimiento del Programa Estatal para Impulsar la 
Investigación Científico-Técnica y su Transferencia, del Plan Estatal de 
Investigación Científica, Técnica y de Innovación 2021–2023 del 
Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovación del Gobierno de España” (MCIN/
AEI/10.13039/501100011033/FEDER, UE) [Knowledge Generation 
Project within the National Program to Promote Scientific-Technical 
and Innovation Research and Transfer 2021–2023, from the Spanish 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Bernardo et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485

Frontiers in Psychology 11 frontiersin.org

Ministry of Science and Innovation]; and the Predoctoral Contracts for 
the Training of Doctors [Ref.: PREP2022-001098].

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of 
this manuscript.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 
organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary material for this article can be found online 
at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485/
full#supplementary-material

References
Abdous, M. H. (2019). Well begun is half done: using online orientation to foster 

online students' academic self-efficacy. Online Learn. 23, 161–187. doi: 
10.24059/olj.v23i3.1437

Acosta-Gonzaga, E., and Ramirez-Arellano, A. (2020). Estudio comparativo de 
técnicas de analítica del aprendizaje para predecir el rendimiento académico de los 
estudiantes de educación superior. [Comparative study of learning analytics techniques 
to predict the academic performance of higher education students]. CienciaUAT 15, 
63–74. doi: 10.29059/cienciauat.v15i1.1392

Almeida, L. S., Casanova, J. R., Bernardo, A. B., Cervero, A., dos Santos, A. A. A., and 
Ambiel, R. A. (2019). Development of a transcultural questionnaire of motives for higher 
education dropout. Aval. Psicol. 18, 201–209. doi: 10.15689/ap.2019.1802.17694.11

Atencia-Oliva, D. J., Plaza-Gómez, M. T., and Hernández-Riaño, H. E. (2020). 
Resiliencia, burnout y fracaso académico en estudiantes de Ingeniería de la Universidad 
de Córdoba, Colombia. [Resilience, burnout and academic failure in Engineering 
students at the University of Córdoba, Colombia]. Revista Espacios 41, 23–38.

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. New York: Freeman and 
Company.

Barrientos-Illanes, P., Perez-Villalobos, M. V., Vergara-Morales, J., and Diaz-Mujica, A. 
(2021). Influence of the perceived autonomy support, self-efficacy, and academic 
satisfaction in the intentions of permanence of university students. Rev. Electrón. 
Educare 25, 1–14. doi: 10.15359/ree.25-2.5

Bean, J. P., and Eaton, S. B. (2001). The psychology underlying successful retention 
practices. J. Coll. Stud. Retent. Res. Theory Pract. 3, 73–89. doi: 
10.2190/6R55-4B30-28XG-L8U0

Behr, A., Giese, M., Teguim-Kamdjou, H. D., and Theune, K. (2020). Dropping out of 
university: a literature review. Rev. Educ. 8, 614–652. doi: 10.1002/rev3.3202

Bittmann, F. (2021). When problems just bounce back: about the relation between 
resilience and academic success in German tertiary education. SN Soc. Sci. 1, 1–18. doi: 
10.1007/s43545-021-00060-6

Buizza, C., Cela, H., Sbravati, G., Bornatici, S., Rainieri, G., and Ghilardi, A. (2024). 
The role of self-efficacy, motivation, and connectedness in dropout intention in a 
sample of Italian college students. Educ. Sci. 14, 67–80. doi: 10.3390/educsci14010067

Cădariu, I. E., and Rad, D. (2023). Predictors of Romanian psychology students’ 
intention to successfully complete their courses- a process-based psychology theory 
approach. Behav. Sci. 13, 549–569. doi: 10.3390/bs13070549

Camacho, A., Alves, R. A., and Boscolo, P. (2021). Writing motivation in school: a 
systematic review of empirical research in the early twenty-first century. Educ. Psychol. 
Rev. 33, 213–247. doi: 10.1007/s10648-020-09530-4

Casanova, J., Cervero, A., Nuñez, J. C., Bernardo, A., and Almeida, L. (2018). 
Dropping out in higher education: Impact of self-efficacy on intention to drop out. Rev. 
Bras. Orientac. Prof. 19, 41–49. doi: 10.26707/1984-7270/2019v19n1p41

Cordova, J. R., Sinatra, G. M., Jones, S. H., Taasoobshirazi, G., and Lombardi, D. (2014). 
Confidence in prior knowledge, self-efficacy, interest and prior knowledge: influences on 
conceptual change. Contemp. Educ. Psychol. 39, 164–174. doi: 10.1016/j.cedpsych.2014.03.006

Criollo, M., Romero, M., and Fontaines-Ruiz, T. (2017). Autoeficacia para el aprendizaje 
de la investigación en estudiantes universitarios Self-efficacy for learning research in 
university students. Psicología educativa 23, 63–72. doi: 10.1016/j.pse.2016.09.002

de la Cruz-Campos, J. C., Victoria-Maldonado, J. J., Martínez-Domingo, J. A., and 
Campos-Soto, M. N. (2023). Causes of academic dropout in higher education in 
Andalusia and proposals for its prevention at university: a systematic review. Front. 
Educ. 8, 1130952–1130965. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1130952

Deci, E. L., and Ryan, R. M. (2008). Self-determination theory: a macrotheory of 
human motivation, development, and health. Can. Psychol. 49, 182–185. doi: 
10.1037/a0012801

Díaz-Mujica, A., Sáez-Delgado, F., Cobo-Rendón, R., Del Valle, M., López-Angulo, Y., 
and Pérez-Villalobos, M. V. (2022). Systematic review for the definition and 
measurement of self-efficacy in university students. Interdisciplinaria 39, 37–54. doi: 
10.16888/interd.2022.39.2.3

Dominguez-Lara, S., Gravini-Donado, M., Moreta-Herrera, R., and León, S. R. (2023). 
Influencia de la autoeficacia académica sobre la adaptación a la universidad: rol 
mediador del agotamiento emocional académico y del engagement académico 
[Influence of academic self-efficacy on adaptation to university: mediating role of 
academic emotional exhaustion and academic engagement.]. Campus Virtuales 12, 
99–112. doi: 10.54988/cv.2023.2.1213

Fortes, K., Latham, C. L., Vaughn, S., and Preston, K. (2022). The influence of social 
determinants of education on nursing student persistence and professional values. J. 
Prof. Nurs. 39, 41–53. doi: 10.1016/j.profnurs.2021.11.011

Gillet, N., Morin, A. J., Huyghebaert, T., Burger, L., Maillot, A., Poulin, A., et al. (2019). 
University students' need satisfaction trajectories: a growth mixture analysis. Learn. 
Instr. 60, 275–285. doi: 10.1016/j.learninstruc.2017.11.003

Girelli, L., Alivernini, F., Lucidi, F., Cozzolino, M., Savarese, G., Sibilio, M., et al. 
(2018). Autonomy supportive contexts, autonomous motivation, and self-efficacy 
predict academic adjustment of first-year university students. Front. Educ. 3, Article 95. 
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2018.00095

Gonzalez-Perez, S., Martinez-Martinez, M., Rey-Paredes, V., and Cifre, E. (2022). I 
am done with this! Women dropping out of engineering majors. Front. Psychol. 13. doi: 
10.3389/fpsyg.2022.918439

Guerreiro-Casanova, D. C., and Polydoro, S. A. J. (2011). Autoeficácia e integração ao 
ensino superior: um estudo com estudantes de primeiro ano [Self-efficacy and 
integration into higher education: a study with first-year students.]. Psicol. Teoria Prat. 
13, 75–88.

Hamann, K., Pilotti, M. A., and Wilson, B. M. (2020). Students' self-efficacy, 
causal attribution habits and test grades. Educ. Sci. 10:231. doi: 
10.3390/educsci10090231

Heritage, B., Ladeira, C., and Steele, A. R. (2023). The development and pilot of the 
university student embeddedness (USE) scale for student retention within universities: 
validation with an Australian student sample. High. Educ. 85, 27–54. doi: 
10.1007/s10734-022-00813-z

Honicke, T., and Broadbent, J. (2016). The influence of academic self-efficacy on 
academic performance: a systematic review. Educ. Res. Rev. 17, 63–84. doi: 
10.1016/j.edurev.2015.11.002

Kocsis, Á., and Molnár, G. (2024). Factors influencing academic performance and 
dropout rates in higher education. Oxf. Rev. Educ. 51, 414–432. doi: 
10.1080/03054985.2024.2316616

Lent, R. W., Miller, M. J., Smith, P. E., Watford, B. A., Hui, K., and Lim, R. H. (2015). 
Social cognitive model of adjustment to engineering majors: longitudinal test across 
gender and race/ethnicity. J. Vocat. Behav. 86, 77–85. doi: 10.1016/j.jvb.2014.11.004

Lin, L., Lee, T., and Snyder, L. A. (2018). Math self-efficacy and STEM intentions: a 
person-centered approach. Front. Psychol. 9:2033. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02033

López-Aguilar, D., and Ricardo Álvarez-Pérez, P. (2021). Predictive capacity of a PLS-
SEM model on intention to drop out of university during COVID-19. Revista 
Complutense De Educacion 32, 451–461. doi: 10.5209/rced.70507

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.24059/olj.v23i3.1437
https://doi.org/10.29059/cienciauat.v15i1.1392
https://doi.org/10.15689/ap.2019.1802.17694.11
https://doi.org/10.15359/ree.25-2.5
https://doi.org/10.2190/6R55-4B30-28XG-L8U0
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3202
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-021-00060-6
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14010067
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13070549
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-020-09530-4
https://doi.org/10.26707/1984-7270/2019v19n1p41
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cedpsych.2014.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pse.2016.09.002
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1130952
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012801
https://doi.org/10.16888/interd.2022.39.2.3
https://doi.org/10.54988/cv.2023.2.1213
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.profnurs.2021.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.learninstruc.2017.11.003
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2018.00095
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.918439
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci10090231
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-022-00813-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2015.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2024.2316616
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2014.11.004
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02033
https://doi.org/10.5209/rced.70507


Bernardo et al. 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485

Frontiers in Psychology 12 frontiersin.org

López-Angulo, Y., Sáez-Delgado, F., Mella-Norambuena, J., Bernardo, A. B., and 
Díaz-Mujica, A. (2022). Predictive model of the dropout intention of Chilean university 
students. Front. Psychol. 13. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2022.893894

Lorenzo-Quiles, O., Galdón-López, S., and Lendínez-Turón, A. (2023). Factors 
contributing to university dropout: a review. Front. Educ. 8. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2023.1159864

Maluenda-Albornoz, J., Infante-Villagrán, V., Galve-González, C., Flores-Oyarzo, G., 
and Berríos-Riquelme, J. (2022). Early and dynamic socio-academic variables related to 
dropout intention: a predictive model made during the pandemic. Sustain. For. 14, 
831–843. doi: 10.3390/su14020831

Maluenda-Albornoz, J., Zamorano-Veragua, M., and Berríos-Riquelme, J. (2023). 
University dropout: predictors and mediators in first-year Chilean university students. 
Rev. Costarric. Psicol. 42, 45–64. doi: 10.22544/rcps.v42i01.03

Marczuk, A., and Strauss, S. (2023). Does context matter? The gendered impact of 
study conditions on dropout intentions from higher education. Z. Erziehungswiss. 26, 
1349–1371. doi: 10.1007/s11618-023-01175-7

Medrano, L. A., Moretti, L., and Ortiz, A. (2015). Medición del engagement académico 
en estudiantes universitarios. Revista Iberoamericana de Diagnóstico y Evaluación-e 
Avaliação Psicológica 2, 114–124.

Metcalf, D., and Wiener, K. (2018). Academic self-efficacy in a twenty-first-century 
Australian university: strategies for first generation students. High. Educ. Res. Dev. 37, 
1472–1488. doi: 10.1080/07294360.2018.1484705

Miller, D. M., Scott, C. E., and McTigue, E. M. (2016). Writing in the secondary-level 
disciplines: a systematic review of context, cognition, and content. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 
30, 83–120. doi: 10.1007/s10648-016-9393-z

Ministerio de Universidades (2022). Datos y cifras del Sistema Universitario Español. 
Publicación 2021-2022. [facts and figures of the Spanish university system. Publication 
2021-2022.]: Secretaría General Técnica del Ministerio de Universidades del Gobierno 
de España. Available at: https://transparencia.gob.es/transparencia/transparencia_Home/ 
index/MasInformacion/Informes-de-interes/Educacion/DatosCifrasSistema 
Universitario2021-2022.html

Moncada, L., Negrete, F., Arias, M., and Armijos, R. (2019). Analysis of the triad: 
academic integration, permanence and geographic dispersion. Rev. Iberoam. Educ. 
Distancia 22, 271–288.

Morelli, M., Chirumbolo, A., Baiocco, R., and Cattelino, E. (2021). Academic failure: 
individual, organizational, and social factors. Psicol. Educ. 27, 167–175. doi: 
10.5093/psed2021a8

Morelli, M., Chirumbolo, A., Baiocco, R., and Cattelino, E. (2023). Self-regulated 
learning self-efficacy, motivation, and intention to drop-out: the moderating role of 
friendships at university. Curr. Psychol. 42, 15589–15599. doi: 10.1007/ 
s12144-022-02834-4

Morentin-Encina, J., Velázquez, B. B., and Mateus, S. (2019). ¿Igualdad de 
oportunidades? Más que el mero acceso: Trayectorias y narrativas de jóvenes en fracaso 
y abandono educativo en España y Portugal. Rev. Fuentes 21, 143–149. doi: 
10.12795/revistafuentes.2019.v21.i2.01

Năstasă, L. E., Cocoradă, E., Vorovencii, I., and Curtu, A. L. (2022). Academic success, 
emotional intelligence, well-being and resilience of first-year forestry students. Forests 
13:758. doi: 10.3390/f13050758

Nemtcan, E., Sæle, R. G., Gamst-Klaussen, T., and Svartdal, F. (2020). Drop-out and 
transfer-out intentions: the role of socio-cognitive factors. Front. Educ. 5. doi: 
10.3389/feduc.2020.606291

Nemtcan, E., Sæle, R. G., Gamst-Klaussen, T., and Svartdal, F. (2022). Academic self-
efficacy, procrastination, and attrition intentions. Front. Educ. 7:768959. doi: 
10.3389/feduc.2022.768959

OECD (2022). Education at a Glance 2022: OECD Indicators: OECD. 
Available at: https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/education-at-a-glance-2022_ 
3197152b-en.html

Óturai, G., Riener, C., and Martiny, S. E. (2023). Attitudes towards mathematics, 
achievement, and drop-out intentions among STEM and non-STEM students in 
Norway. Int. J. Educ. Res. Open 4. doi: 10.1016/j.ijedro.2023.100230

Page, M. J., McKenzie, J. E., Bossuyt, P. M., Boutron, I., Hoffmann, T. C., Mulrow, C. D., 
et al. (2021). Declaración PRISMA 2020: una guía actualizada para la publicación de 

revisiones sistemáticas. Revista Española de Cardiología, 74, 790–799. doi: 10.1016/j.
recesp.2021.06.016

Patricio-Gamboa, R., Alanya-Beltrán, J., Acuña-Condori, S. P., and 
Poma-Santivañez, Y. (2021). Perceived self-efficacy geared towards education: systematic 
review. Espirales Revista Multidisciplinaria de investigación 5, 32–45. doi: 
10.31876/er.v5i37.791

Saefudin, W., Sriwiyanti, S., and Yusoff, S. H. M. (2021). Role of social support toward 
student academic self-efficacy in online learning during pandemic. Jurnal Tatsqif 19, 
133–154. doi: 10.20414/jtq.v19i2.4221

Seligman, M., and Adler, A. (2018). Positive education. En J. F. Helliwell, R. Layard 
and J. Sachs (Eds.), Global happiness policy report (pp. 52–73). Global Happiness 
Council. Available at: https://l1nq.com/ud0QY

Sosu, E. M., and Pheunpha, P. (2019). Trajectory of university dropout: investigating 
the cumulative effect of academic vulnerability and proximity to family support. Front. 
Educ. 4, 1–10. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2019.00006

Suhlmann, M., Sassenberg, K., Nagengast, B., and Trautwein, U. (2018). Belonging 
mediates effects of student-university fit on well-being, motivation, and dropout 
intention. Soc. Psychol. 49, 16–28. doi: 10.1027/1864-9335/a000325

Tinto, V. (1975). Dropout from higher education: a theoretical synthesis of recent 
research. Rev. Educ. Res. 45, 89–125. doi: 10.3102/00346543045001089

Tinto, V. (2017). Reflections on student persistence. Student Success 8, 1–8. doi: 
10.5204/ssj.v8i2.376

Tomás, J. M., and Gutiérrez, M. (2019). Aportaciones de la teoría de la 
autodeterminación a la predicción de la satisfacción académica en estudiantes 
universitarios [Contributions of self-determination theory to the prediction of academic 
satisfaction in university students.]. Rev. Investig. Educ. 37, 471–485. doi: 
10.6018/rie.37.2.328191

Torrado, M., and Figuera, P. (2019). Estudio longitudinal del proceso de abandono y 
reingreso de estudiantes de Ciencias Sociales: el caso de Administración y Dirección de 
Empresas. Educar, 55, 401–417. doi: 10.5565/rev/educar.1022

UNESCO (2023). Avances hacia el ODS 4 en educación superior: desafíos y 
respuestas políticas en América Latina y el Caribe. [Progress towards SDG 4 in higher 
education: challenges and policy responses in Latin America and the Caribbean.] 
UNESCO. Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000384366

Van Herpen, S. G. A., Meeuwisse, M., Hofman, W. H. A., Severiens, S. E., and 
Arends, L. R. (2017). Early predictors of first-year academic success at university: pre-
university effort, pre-university self-efficacy, and pre-university reasons for attending 
university. Educ. Res. Eval. 23, 52–72. doi: 10.1080/13803611.2017.1301261

Vancouver, J. B., and Kendall, L. N. (2006). When self-efficacy negatively relates to 
motivation and performance in a learning context. J. Appl. Psychol. 91:1146. doi: 
10.1037/0021-9010.91.5.1146

Vancouver, J. B., Thompson, C. M., Tischner, E. C., and Putka, D. J. (2002). Two 
studies examining the negative effect of self-efficacy on performance. J. Appl. Psychol. 
87, 506–516. doi: 10.1037//0021-9010.87.3.506

Vidal, J., Gilar-Corbi, R., Pozo-Rico, T., Castejon, J. L., and Sanchez-Almeida, T. 
(2022). Predictors of university attrition: looking for an equitable and sustainable higher 
education. Sustain. For. 14. doi: 10.3390/su141710994

Vizoso-Gómez, C., and Arias-Gundín, O. (2018). Resiliencia, optimismo y 
burnout académico en estudiantes universitarios [Resilience, optimism and 
academic burnout in university students.]. Eur. J. Educ. Psychol. 11, 47–59. doi: 
10.30552/ejep.v11i1.185

Walton, G. M., and Cohen, G. L. (2007). A question of belonging: race, social fit, and 
achievement. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 92, 82–96. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.92.1.82

Wang, H., Chu, J., Loyalka, P., Xin, T., Shi, Y., Qu, Q., et al. (2016). Can social–
emotional learning reduce school dropout in developing countries? J. Policy Anal. 
Manage. 35, 818–847. doi: 10.1002/pam.21915

Wray, E., Sharma, U., and Subban, P. (2022). Factors influencing teacher self-efficacy 
for inclusive education: a systematic literature review. Teach. Teach. Educ. 117. doi: 
10.1016/j.tate.2022.103800

Zumárraga-Espinosa, M. (2023). Academic resilience, performance and intention to 
drop out in university students in Quito. Rev. Latinoam. Cienc. Soc. Niñez Juventud 21, 
371–399. doi: 10.11600/rlcsnj.21.3.5949

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1553485
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.893894
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.1159864
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14020831
https://doi.org/10.22544/rcps.v42i01.03
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11618-023-01175-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1484705
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-016-9393-z
https://transparencia.gob.es/transparencia/transparencia_Home/index/MasInformacion/Informes-de-interes/Educacion/DatosCifrasSistemaUniversitario2021-2022.html
https://transparencia.gob.es/transparencia/transparencia_Home/index/MasInformacion/Informes-de-interes/Educacion/DatosCifrasSistemaUniversitario2021-2022.html
https://transparencia.gob.es/transparencia/transparencia_Home/index/MasInformacion/Informes-de-interes/Educacion/DatosCifrasSistemaUniversitario2021-2022.html
https://doi.org/10.5093/psed2021a8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-02834-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-022-02834-4
https://doi.org/10.12795/revistafuentes.2019.v21.i2.01
https://doi.org/10.3390/f13050758
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2020.606291
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.768959
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/education-at-a-glance-2022_3197152b-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/education-at-a-glance-2022_3197152b-en.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedro.2023.100230
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.recesp.2021.06.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.recesp.2021.06.016
https://doi.org/10.31876/er.v5i37.791
https://doi.org/10.20414/jtq.v19i2.4221
https://l1nq.com/ud0QY
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2019.00006
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000325
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543045001089
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v8i2.376
https://doi.org/10.6018/rie.37.2.328191
https://doi.org/10.5565/rev/educar.1022
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000384366
https://doi.org/10.1080/13803611.2017.1301261
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.5.1146
https://doi.org/10.1037//0021-9010.87.3.506
https://doi.org/10.3390/su141710994
https://doi.org/10.30552/ejep.v11i1.185
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.1.82
https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21915
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2022.103800
https://doi.org/10.11600/rlcsnj.21.3.5949

	Relationship between self-efficacy and university dropout: a systematic review
	1 Introduction
	2 Method
	2.1 Search strategy and eligibility criteria
	2.2 Quality criteria
	2.3 Data extration
	2.4 Bias assessment

	3 Results
	3.1 How many studies published since 2014 are related to both university dropout and self-efficacy, where were they done, and with what samples?
	3.2 How are university dropout and self-efficacy conceptualized?
	3.3 What types of self-efficacy do the selected scientific studies address? What kind of design do these studies follow?
	3.4 How is self-efficacy related to university dropout?
	3.5 What measures or recommendations do the scientific community propose to improve self-efficacy and prevent dropout?

	4 Discussion

	References

