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Abstract: Despite the increasing enrolment in higher education in sub-Saharan Africa, the systematic understanding of
students’ academic major satisfaction in these contexts has not received significant research interest. We examined the
academic major satisfaction of students in the Nigerian context by the sense of autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Participants were 452 students from Fine and Applied Arts (FAA, n = 207, 32.9% female, mean age = 20.86, SD = 3.40)
and philosophy (n = 245, 42.9% female, mean age = 21.43, SD = 3.38 years) at a large Nigerian public university. They
completed the Basic Needs Satisfaction Scale and the Academic Major Satisfaction Scale, as well as a socio-demographic
questionnaire. Results following regression analysis and post-hoc t-tests indicated that while FAA students were more
satisfied with their major than those in philosophy overall. Philosophy students reported significantly higher relatedness
than the FAA students. FAA students did not rate autonomy and competence higher than Philosophy students. Within
academic majors, high autonomy was associated with greater academic major satisfaction for only FAA students, whereas
FAA and Philosophy students with high competence and relatedness reported increased academic major satisfaction.
Findings suggest students self-determine their academic major satisfaction in the Nigerian educational setting by primarily
autonomy and competence considerations.
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Introduction
How students choose academic majors may be related
to their psychological needs’ expression or realization,
which is not to discount the role of employability with the
major or future career options of individuals (Kena et al.,
2016; Weatherton & Schussler, 2021). Of the basic psycho-
logical needs behind academic major satisfaction include
involvement, engagement, and integration (e.g., Chen
et al., 2023; Chukwuorji et al., 2018; Williams et al.,
2017; Xu et al., 2024). Academic major satisfaction is
the degree to which students are content with their choice
of majors (Lehman & Nauta, 2022) or “the attraction or
positive feelings that a student associates with the college
or programme” (Marchiondo et al., 2010, p. 610). Students
who are highly satisfied with their major (or studies) are
more likely to successfully graduate from college (Elom
et al., 2023; Mostert & Pienaar, 2020; Mostert & Du Toit,
2023; Simonsen & Rundmo, 2020). Yet, student academic
major satisfaction would depend on the content of study,
of which there are comparatively fewer studies in the
Nigerian context.

Theoretical foundations

Self-determination theory (SDT, Deci & Ryan, 2000) is
a well-established psychological framework focusing on
human motivation and personality. SDT proposes intrinsic

motivation values of autonomy, competence and related-
ness to explain human choices.

Autonomy refers to the feeling of being in control of
one’s own behaviours and goals (Ryan & Deci, 2020). In
an academic setting, autonomy represents students’ feeling
that they have a sense of self-direction and control over
their educational choices and learning. When students per-
ceive a high level of autonomy in their major, they are more
likely to make more satisfying career choices (Germeijs &
Verschueren, 2006) and be satisfied with their choice of
academic major (Jeno et al., 2019; Le et al., 2014; Nerona,
2021; Schenkenfelder et al., 2020; Vansteenkiste et al.,
2005; Xu et al., 2023). Autonomy-supportive teaching
methods have led to increased intrinsic motivation and
satisfaction among students (Black & Deci, 2000). Apart
from the studies that have been conducted among gen-
eral students, support for the strong connection between
autonomy and academic major satisfaction exists among
medical students (Kusurkar et al., 2013).

Competence involves mastering challenging tasks,
learning different skills and the capability to bring about
change in one’s environment (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In
the college setting, competence is reflected in students’
perception of their ability to succeed and excel in their
academic major. When students believe they are capable
and effective in their studies, they are more likely to enjoy
and feel satisfied with their academic path (Jeno et al.,
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2019; Schenkenfelder et al., 2020; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009)
or vocational education training (Volodina et al., 2019).

Relatedness is the feeling of connection to others
and unconditional respect from other people (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). For students, it is regarded as the extent to
which they feel connected to their peers, advisors, faculty,
and the academic community. A sense of belonging and
connection within the academic community enhances stu-
dents’ satisfaction with their major (Baumeister & Leary,
1995). Students who experienced higher levels of auton-
omy reported a greater sense of contentment with their
academic fields of study (Jeno et al., 2019; Schenkenfelder
et al., 2020; Soria & Stebleton, 2013) and were more
satisfied with their vocational education training (Volodina
et al., 2019).

Applied to academic satisfaction, intrinsic motivation
of students in fine arts was significantly higher than those
in other majors (except physical education and music) in
Taiwan (Hsu & Chi, 2022). The same was true of Turkish
students majoring in education (Cimsir, 2019; Hasret &
Baltaci, 2021), American nursing students (Burks, 2022),
and Korean physical therapy students (Kim & Lee, 2015).
Evidence is lacking on the Nigerian context.

The Nigerian university context: Influences on academic
major choices
The choice of academic major among Nigerian university
students is influenced by a variety of factors, including
personal interests, family influence, occupational prestige,
institutional factors, and career prospects. Students often
select majors that align with their passions and interests,
considering this alignment crucial for academic success
and future career satisfaction (Adeyanju et al., 2020). Fam-
ily characteristics such as parental motivation, education
level, socio-economic status, occupational status, expecta-
tions and level of parental guidance play a significant role
in major selection among Nigerian students, with students
sometimes choosing fields preferred by their parents (Ade-
feso-Olateju & Akowonjo, 2018; Ehigbo & Akinlosotu,
2016; Amoor & Aliyu, 2014; Egbo, 2017; Ekeng et al.,
2022). In addition, tuition fees and the availability of
financial aid or scholarships also determine the afford-
ability of certain programs, influencing students’ choices
accordingly (Ahmed et al., 2022; Manishimwe et al.,
2025; Yunusa et al., 2021). Similarly, recommendations
and experiences of friends and relations also sway stu-
dents toward particular academic majors (Egbo et al.,
2024; Kolawole et al., 2022; Ogunleye, 2018).

Furthermore, the perceived prestige and social rank-
ing associated with a course impact Nigerian students’
choice of courses (Akodu et al., 2018; Owuamanam,
1982). Often, poor knowledge and awareness of specific
fields of study among students and the public may make
them associate higher occupational prestige with better
career prospects and potential earnings (Badmus & Jita,
2023; Odunaiya et al., 2022). In a country where proximity
to home, safety, and ease of transportation are important
considerations in deciding institutions to attend, a student’s
desired course or program of study may not be offered
at a chosen university thereby making them settle for the
available courses in that institution rather than go for their

field of interest in another university located elsewhere
(Adefulu et al., 2020). Due to lack of placements in the
desired course in tertiary institutions and high unemploy-
ment rates, the choice of courses and the courses studied
by graduates do not always correspond with professional
trajectory. One out of every three Nigerian undergraduate
student studied courses the university assigned to them
as against their preferred courses (Ajibola et al., 2017).
In order to create programs and support systems that
meet the needs and goals of students, educational policy
makers and university administrators must have a thorough
understanding of the factors that influence the student’s
choices of academic major.

Philosophy is not a most desired field of study by
most students who are seeking admissions into Nigerian
universities (Schoolcrib, 2023). It is when students do not
get enrolled into the popular (“professional”) courses that
they settle for advertised courses such as philosophy. Fine
and Applied Arts (FAA) is a field of study which requires
skills and interest, and most of the students who enroll
in FAA often applied to study it through the university
entrance examinations. We therefore decided to focus on
these two majors for purposes of comparison.

Goals of the study. We aimed to examine academic
major satisfaction of students in philosophy and FAA. We
hypothesized as follows:

1. FAA students are higher than philosophy students in
autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

2. FAA students are higher than Philosophy students in
satisfaction with their academic major.

3. Autonomy, relatedness and competence needs are
associated with academic major satisfaction for both FAA
and Philosophy students.

Method

Participants and setting
The sample included 452 students from FAA (n = 207) and
Philosophy (n = 245) departments at a large Nigerian pub-
lic university. The age of participants in this study ranged
from 18 to 49 years (M = 21.14, SD = 3.47). Participants’
demographic characteristics are shown in Table 1.

Table 1 indicates that there were more male students in
the entire sample for both majors than female students. For
their academic year, the FAA subsample had slightly more
freshmen (35.7%) and sophomores (37.7%). Philosophy
subsample had more sophomores (32.7%) followed by
juniors (26.9%). There were overwhelmingly more Chris-
tians in the entire sample because the southeast region of
Nigeria where the University of Nigeria is located, is a
predominantly Christian population. As expected, a greater
majority of the FAA students (96.6%) made the decision
to study FAA during their UTME application compared to
the philosophy students (42.0%). Regarding relationship
status, participants in the entire sample were mostly single.

Measures

Academic major satisfaction scale (AMSS)
The six-item AMSS (Nauta, 2007) is on a 5-point Likert-
type scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
A sample item is “Overall, I am happy with the major I’ve
chosen.” The reliability and validity of the AMSS has been
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of study participants

Variable Category FAA (N = 207) Philosophy (N = 245)

n % n %

Gender Male 139 67.1 140 57.1
Female 68 32.9 105 42.9

Year of study Freshmen 74 35.7 54 22.0
Sophomores 78 37.7 80 32.7

Juniors 25 12.1 66 26.9
Seniors 30 14.5 45 18.4

Religion Christian 203 98.1 239 97.6
Muslim 4 1.9 1 0.4

African Traditional Religion 0 0 2 0.8
Atheist 0 0 3 1.2

Choice of major Yes 200 96.6 103 42.0
No 7 3.4 142 58.0

Relationship status Never married 207 100 240 98.0
Married 0 0 5 2.0

Note. Choice of major (Yes/No) refers to whether the student selected to study the major during
the University Tertiary Matriculation Examination (UTME).

established in previous studies in Nigeria with αs of 0.91
(Ebulum & Chidiobi, 2016) and 0.90 (Elom et al., 2023).
We obtained a α of 0.88 in the present study.

Basic needs satisfaction at college scale (BNSC-S)
We used the 16 items of the context-specific BNSC-
S (Jenkins-Guarnieri et al., 2015) to measure levels of
autonomy (e.g., I am free to express my ideas and opinions
at school), competence (e.g., I have been able to learn
interesting new skills in college), and relatedness (e.g., I
get along with people at university) among the students.
Respondents rated their level of need satisfaction using
a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Not at all true) to 5
(Very true) with a midpoint anchor on response option 3
(Somewhat true). Internal consistency reliability estimates
(αs) for the three subscales were 0.78 (autonomy), 0.72
(competence), and 0.83 relatedness (Jenkins-Guarnieri
et al., 2015). For the current study, we observed αs
of 0.76, 0.75 and 0.80 for autonomy, competence, and
relatedness, respectively.

Procedure
We obtained approval for the study from the psychology
research ethics review committee of the University of
Nigeria Nsukka. The students consented. They were also
informed of their right to withdraw from participation in
the study without any consequences or explanation of the
reason for their withdrawal. The students completed the
surveys during normal class hours

Statistical analyses
Data were analyzed with the SPSS for Windows (version
28). Independent samples t-test was used to test the differ-
ences between FAA and philosophy students in autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Bivariate analysis was con-
ducted using Pearson’s correlation to test the relationship
between the demographic factors and the study’s variables,
while multivariate linear regression was used to determine

the association between basic psychological needs and
academic major satisfaction. Demographic factors (age,
gender, year of study, and choice of major) that had signif-
icant correlations with the study’s variables were added to
the first step of the regression analysis as covariates.

Results

Differences between FAA and philosophy students in
autonomy, competence, and relatedness
In Table 2, we did not find any significant difference
between the FAA and philosophy students in autonomy
{t(452) = 0.32}and competence {t(452) = 0.33}. However,
philosophy students reported greater relatedness than FAA
students {t(452) = −3.74, p < 0.011}. Our hypothesis 1
that FAA students would differ from philosophy majors
in autonomy, competence, and relatedness was partly sup-
ported.

Differences between FAA and philosophy students in
academic major satisfaction
Table 2 showed that FAA subsample is more satisfied with
their major than the students in philosophy major {t(452)
= 9.70, p < 0.001}. We anticipated that FAA students
would differ from philosophy majors in academic major
satisfaction, and this was supported by the finding. Our
hypothesis 2 was supported.

For the FAA students, female gender and being in
higher year of study were associated with higher satis-
faction with academic major in Table 3. Autonomy had
moderate positive association with competence and relat-
edness in both subsamples. Contributions of autonomy,
competence, and relatedness were associated to academic
major satisfaction for both FAA and philosophy students.

Results of the hierarchical multiple regression for the
test of the hypotheses are shown in Table 4. In Step 1, age,
gender, year of study and choice of academic major were
included in the regression model as control variables. Age
and gender were positively associated with FAA student’s
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and independent samples t-test for group differences on age, basic
needs satisfaction and academic major satisfaction (AMS)

Variable FAA Philosophy t(450) 95% CI p-value

Mean SD Mean SD

Age 21.43 3.38 20.86 3.40 −1.92 [−1.27, 0.02] 0.056
Autonomy 15.37 3.10 15.27 3.65 0.32 [−0.53, 0.74] 0.750
Competence 20.07 3.93 19.94 4.48 0.33 [−0.65, 0.92] 0.739
Relatedness 19.22 3.10 20.52 4.12 −3.74 [−1.99, 0.62] [0.000]
Academic major satisfaction 22.96 5.25 18.97 3.42 9.70 [3.18, 4.80] [0.000]

Table 3. Pearson’s correlations of demographic variables, basic needs satisfaction and AMS for FAA (below the
diagonal) and philosophy students (above the diagonal) students

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Age — −0.26*** 0.31*** −0.27*** 0.01 0.02 −0.01 −0.10
2 Gender −0.27*** — −0.10 0.32 −0.04 −0.10 0.01 0.01
3 Year of study 0.36*** −0.16* — −0.18** 0.01 −0.07 −0.04 0.04
4 Choice of major 0.13 −0.13 0.17* — −0.03 0.04 −0.04 0.03
5 Autonomy 0.05 0.01 −0.04 −0.10 — 0.23*** 0.33*** 0.03
6 Competence −0.01 −0.01 −0.05 −0.07 0.30*** — 0.01 0.17**
7 Relatedness 0.10 −0.03 −0.08 0.06 0.21** 0.20** — 0.16*
8 Academic major satisfaction 0.23** 0.12 0.18* −0.01 0.38*** 0.25*** 0.08 —

Note. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; Gender (coded 0 = male, 1 = female); Choice of major (coded 0 = Yes,
1 = No).

Table 4. Hierarchical multiple regression predicting academic major satisfaction by basic needs satisfac-
tion at college

Predictors FAA Philosophy

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2

B β B β B β B β

Age 0.38 0.24** 0.37 0.24*** −0.13 −0.13 −0.14 −0.13
Gender 2.26 0.20** 2.22 0.20** −0.13 −0.02 −0.01 −0.01
Year of study 0.65 0.13 0.63 0.12 0.33 0.07 0.29 0.09
Choice of major −1.22 −0.04 0.61 0.02 0.06 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
Autonomy 0.60 0.36*** −0.08 −0.08
Competence 0.26 0.19** 0.16 0.21**
Relatedness 0.35 0.21** 0.18 0.22**
R2 0.10 0.30 0.02 0.09
R2 Change 0.10 0.20 0.02 0.07
F (4, 202) 5.84*** (7, 199) 12.17*** (4, 238) 0.91 (7, 235) 3.21**
F Change (4, 202) 5.84*** (3, 199) 18.58*** (4, 238) 0.91 (3, 235) 6.20***

Note. **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; Gender (coded 0 = male, 1 = female); Choice of academic major (coded
0 = Yes, 1 = No).

academic major satisfaction. Year of study and choice

of academic major were not significantly associated with

academic major satisfaction. The model was significant,

and it explained 10% of the variance in academic major

satisfaction. In step 2, the three basic needs were added

to the regression model. Autonomy (β = 0.36, p <

0.001), competence (β = 0.19, p < 0.01), and relatedness

(β = 0.21, p < 0.01) were positively associated with aca-
demic major satisfaction for FAA students. The Bs showed
that for each one unit rise in autonomy, competence,
and relatedness, academic major satisfaction increased by
0.60, 0.26, and 0.35 units, respectively. The model was
significant and the �R2 indicates that adding basic needs
satisfaction to the model explained an additional 20% of
the variance in FAA students’ academic major satisfaction.
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For the philosophy students, none of the demographic
factors was significantly associated with academic major
satisfaction in step 1. The model was not significant. In
step 2, autonomy was not significantly associated with
philosophy student’s academic major satisfaction. Compe-
tence (β = 0.21, p < 0.01) and relatedness (β = 0.22, p
< 0.01) were positively associated with academic major
satisfaction. The Bs showed that for each one unit rise in
competence and relatedness, academic major satisfaction
increased by 0.16 and 0.18 units, respectively. The model
was significant and the �R2 indicates that adding the
three basic needs to the model explained an additional
7% of the variance in philosophy students’ academic
major satisfaction. Our earlier hypothesis which stated that
autonomy, competence, relatedness would be associated
with academic major satisfaction was supported for the
FAA subsample but partly supported for the philosophy
subsample. Hypothesis 3 was supported for FAA students
and partly supported for philosophy students.

Discussion
We did not find any significant difference between the FAA
and philosophy students in autonomy and competence.
However, philosophy students reported greater relatedness
than FAA students. One important area of autonomy is
the ability of students to spend time and effort in their
work based on guided assignments in classes, without
the restrictions imposed by the curriculum and course
outlines (Dowlin, 2014). It is possible that the FAA and
philosophy faculty allow students to thrive in the best
possible way without unduly following the boundaries of
the curriculum. Administratively, the philosophy depart-
ment at the University of Nigeria is in the social sciences,
while FAA department is under arts, but evaluation of the
current curriculum and methodology of philosophy in the
university shows that it is tilted towards the humanities.
The humanities have seven core competencies: scientific
inquiry, creative and artistic expression, communication,
critical thinking, ethical reasoning, global and cultural
awareness, and information literacy. All disciplines in the
humanities must not equally meet all the core compe-
tencies. For instance, FAA requires at least four of the
learning outcomes (Columbia State Community College,
n.d). Therefore, the degree of any observed differences in
student learning outcomes depends on the extent to which
any institution focuses on areas that are aligned to a given
competency in their curriculum.

Although it may be argued that competence is more
aligned with the physical objects of FAA, it should be
noted that both FAA and philosophy require talent, knowl-
edge, skill, and commitment (Lyonette et al., 2017). The
teaching curriculum of FAA seeks to provide students with
a deeper understanding of contemporary issues through the
development of creativity, harmony, empathy, and cultural
awareness. These goals are also within the domain of the
courses that are taught in philosophy. We believe that while
the approach to these aims may vary, the endpoint seems
to yield the same results in meeting the competency needs
of students.

The difference in relatedness may be explained by
the nature of the fields of study. Students majoring

in philosophy study the epistemological, political, and
social foundations of human nature and society. Interper-
sonal communication and critical thinking abilities are
key aspects of the discipline of philosophy (Ciubotariu,
2024; Zalta & Nodelman, 2022) which may make it more
likely for philosophy students to report greater fulfilment
of their relational needs. In teaching the courses in phi-
losophy, the seminars and assignments are more likely to
be done in groups. In their group discussions, there is
the tendency to have greater exchange of ideas about per-
ception and reality or explorations of important questions
concerning human existence (Zalta & Nodelman, 2022).
For the students in FAA, they often perform their painting,
drawing, or carving individually. This limited possibility
of working with other students in their academic tasks may
make them feel more independent in their academic work
compared to the philosophy students who are likely to have
greater interactions with their classmates.

We found that those in the FAA students were more
satisfied with their major than the students in philosophy.
Although they did not explicitly compare academic major
satisfaction, Hsu and Chi (2022) reported that intrinsic
motivation of students in fine arts was significantly higher
than those in other majors. However, satisfaction with
degree major could be by whether the students find the
subject worthwhile and fulfilling (Nauta, 2007; Shen &
Liao, 2022). Nigerian students prefer the Science, Tech-
nology, Engineering, Mathematics (STEM) courses, and
to them, philosophy is not a very widely desired course
in the university as compared to FAA (International Trade
Administration, 2023). Seemingly, for FAA students, they
may have the flair and interest in it which makes them more
likely to be more satisfied in their major.

Autonomy contributed positively to academic major
satisfaction of FAA students but not to that of the philos-
ophy majors. Previous studies have shown that students
who perceived that their autonomy needs were met had
higher academic major satisfaction (e.g., Kusurkar et al.,
2013). This could be explained by the greater freedoms
of FAA students their portraying reality in different forms
(Love & Worley, 2005), perhaps more than would be the
case for philosophy students with their study of the nature
of perception and reality in human existence. This is not
to discount the fact that philosophy students also have
a broad capacity to think differently about the nature of
human existence

Competence and relatedness contributed positively to
academic major satisfaction of both philosophy students
more than FAA students. This suggest that philosophy
students may value connection to other people in one’s
environment more than sense of autonomy.

Implications for student development support practices
Our findings have some practical implications for sup-
porting students to thrive in their majors with a sense
of satisfaction. For instance, instructors should create
major discipline-oriented motivations to support student
engagement and self-directed learning. They can also
utilize cross-discipline student engagement tools like the
Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) where students
collectively share knowledge and solve course-related
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(Rivera-Pérez et al., 2021), which would also their rela-
tional bonds with students (Hutson et al., 2014; Read
et al., 2017). There would be academic major differ-
ences in some domains, and FAA students may prefer
a more collaborative learning in their own field and
philosophy students may be more reflective at the per-
son level. To address this major discipline orientation,
instructors would use interdisciplinary collaboration to
enhance knowledge exchange and innovation to equip
students with diverse perspectives and ways of thinking
(Ho et al., 2023). Interdisciplinary dialogue can also
encourage group learning, allowing students to col-
laborate in creating solutions to challenging issues or
real-world problems during class instructions, develop
increased self-confidence, and improve their decision-
making abilities (Erdogan, 2019; Warsah et al., 2021).

The prospects of employment after graduation may
be one of the reasons for the lower academic major
satisfaction among philosophy students. To improve the
academic major satisfaction of philosophy students, fac-
ulty should strive to make the discipline more marketable
by making their students acquire research writing skills
for interdisciplinary research opportunities (see also Rix,
2023), for example.

Limitations of the study and suggestions for further
research
First, we relied on self-report measures for the study which
has the potential for unknown personal biases. Future
research should add measures of social desirability or use
multiple data collection approaches (e.g., reports from
peers, family members, or academic advisors) to overcome
this limitation. Second, we employed a cross-sectional
design which prevented us from measuring the long-term
effects of the SDT actors on students’ academic major
satisfaction. A longitudinal design will help in clearly
unraveling the effects of the SDT factors and establishing
possible causal relations among the variables.

Third, the sample included students from a single
Nigerian university, so the results should be considered
with caution. Future studies should include participants
from universities other regions of Nigeria and/or other
African countries as well as other majors for higher
external validity.

Conclusion
Our findings indicate that FAA students were more sat-
isfied with their major than those in philosophy overall.
Philosophy students reported significantly higher relat-
edness than the FAA. Moreover, philosophy students
rated competence and relatedness higher than the FAA
students. Within academic major, autonomy was asso-
ciated with academic major satisfaction for only FAA
students, whereas both competence and relatedness were
positively associated with academic major satisfaction
for FAA and Philosophy students. By fulfilling students’
autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs, educational
institutions can create environments that support students’
intrinsic motivation and overall well-being. Our results
support the importance of fostering a sense of mastery

and belongingness in both FAA and philosophy students,
highlight the critical role of volitional autonomy for the
FAA students, and provide evidence that academic major
satisfaction would vary by discipline or study.
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