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Perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback 
among undergraduates: an educational identities approach
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aPsychology, Staffordshire University, Stoke-on-Trent, UK; bSport, Health Sciences and Social Work, Oxford 
Brookes University, Oxford, UK; cPsychology, Sociology and Education, Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh, UK

ABSTRACT
Engaging with feedback has been widely shown to support learning, but 
levels of engagement with feedback among individual students varies 
considerably. This study assessed educational identities to understand 
this variation, while also seeking to confirm the distinct but related role 
of perceptions of feedback. One hundred and seventy undergraduate 
students in the UK completed an online questionnaire to assess their per-
ceptions of feedback, engagement with feedback, learner identity, con-
sumer identity, and discipline identity, as well as provide age, gender, 
ethnicity, and level of study. As predicted, perceptions of feedback was 
significantly positively correlated with engagement with feedback, and 
learner identity and discipline identity were also significantly positively 
correlated with perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. 
Data were subsequently analysed to test various hypotheses about the 
interactions among these variables. Critically, we found support for the 
proposed mediating effect of perceptions of feedback on the relation 
between learner identity and engagement with feedback, however, con-
sumer identity did not moderate this effect. These findings suggest that 
students who demonstrate the greatest engagement with feedback are 
those with a strong learner identity, thus, interventions to promote 
learner identity may increase students’ engagement with feedback and 
ultimately improve their outcomes.

Educators spend considerable time providing students with feedback, usually in the form of writ-
ten comments on assessments (Carless 2006). Educators may perceive that this is time well spent, 
because feedback has been identified to be one of the biggest influences on students’ academic 
success (Hattie and Timperley 2007; Wisniewski, Zierer, and Hattie 2019). However, it is becoming 
increasingly recognised that it is students’ engagement with this feedback that is key to their 
success (Handley, Price, and Millar 2011; Winstone et  al. 2017; Carless 2022), yet, student engage-
ment with feedback is often disappointingly low (Carless 2006; Ali, Ahmed, and Rose 2018; Yu 
et  al. 2021). Furthermore, students often do not believe that it is useful to them because they 
perceive that it lacks detail, and is received too long after the work was completed (Deeley et  al. 
2019). This has resulted in recommendations being made regarding the delivery methods and 
modes of the feedback, and on the responsibility of the educator to provide constructive and 
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detailed feedback (O’Donovan, Price, and Rust 2008; Nash and Winstone 2017; Haughney, 
Wakeman, and Hart 2020). The goal of these recommendations is to improve students’ percep-
tions of feedback and thereby their engagement with it. However, the much-assumed positive 
relation between perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback has not been directly 
tested, thus the first aim of the current study was to test this assumption. In addition, relatively 
little is known about factors related to the students themselves, as opposed to the feedback, that 
may influence both their feedback perceptions and engagement. The second aim of the current 
study was, therefore, to examine how students’ educational identities may interact with their 
perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback.

Predictors of perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback

Students’ perceptions of feedback depend on their appreciation of the function of feedback and 
its potential to improve their future performance (Hattie and Timperley 2007). Perceptions also 
depend on the timeliness of the feedback, its nature and tone, and feedback content (Higgins, 
Hartley, and Skelton 2001; Carless 2006; Jönsson et  al. 2019). If feedback is not perceived as 
useful by students, it is unlikely to impact their subsequent work (Lipnevich and Smith 2009) 
because their perceptions will determine their affective, cognitive, and behavioural responses to 
it (Van der Kleij and Lipnevich 2021). Jonsson’s (2013) review of 103 studies focusing on barriers 
and facilitators to students using feedback confirmed the potential role of perceptions of feed-
back as influencing student engagement with feedback; however, this link between perception 
and engagement remains to be empirically tested.

Many interventions have been developed with the aim of increasing students’ perceptions of 
feedback in order to try and improve their engagement with it. These also assume that if feedback 
is perceived more positively, students will be more likely to engage with it. Winstone et  al. (2017) 
reviewed 105 evaluations of such interventions. While these were generally reported to increase 
student self-reported engagement with feedback, difficulties were also described; for example, 
some learners did not fully engage with the interventions. Furthermore, Winstone et al. (2017) com-
mented that the students who committed themselves to these interventions were often those who 
were already highly motivated and likely to be achieving good levels of academic success.

Compared to the attention given to identifying features of the feedback that have the poten-
tial to increase students’ perceptions of its usefulness and their engagement with it, little atten-
tion has been given to individual differences pertaining to students themselves. It is important 
to consider these because this will provide evidence to increase our understanding of differences 
in the extent to which individual students perceive feedback as useful and worth engaging with. 
This information may also be used to create feedback interventions to support students who 
may be least likely to engage with the feedback they receive.

There is some indication that individual differences in situational and demographic factors 
affect students’ perceptions of feedback. For example, two studies have found that students’ per-
ceptions become more negative as they progress through their degrees (Scott, Badge, and Cann 
2009; Ali, Ahmed, and Rose 2018). However, in contrast, Rowe and Wood (2008) found that stu-
dents’ perceptions remained consistent across the three years of their degrees. In terms of gen-
der, again findings are mixed: while Ali, Ahmed, and Rose (2018) found no differences in 
perceptions of feedback or engagement with feedback between males and females, other studies 
reported that females have more positive perceptions of feedback compared to males (Rowe and 
Wood 2008; Alhaysony 2016; Pitt and Winstone 2018). Finally, age has not been found to be 
related to students’ perceptions of feedback or engagement with feedback (Ali, Ahmed, and Rose 
2018) and we know of no peer-reviewed research that examines the impact of ethnicity. In rela-
tion to these limited and sometimes contradictory findings, in the current study we conducted 
exploratory analysis to examine the possible impact of these factors on perceptions of feedback 
and engagement with feedback within our sample.
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An educational identities approach

An alternative approach to investigating individual differences in students’ perceptions of feed-
back and engagement with feedback involves examining psychological factors, such as those 
associated with educational identities. When we look at students’ engagement with learning 
more broadly, we see increasing evidence that the strength of their identities as ‘learners’ and 
educational ‘consumers’ are important (Bliuc et  al. 2011; Lund Dean and Jolly 2012; Martin et  al. 
2014; Bunce and Bennett 2021). Identities, or our self-concepts, influence our attitudes, values, 
beliefs, and goals, and ultimately our behaviour. Our identities describe the ways in which we 
view ourselves, and they help us to make sense of the world around us (Haslam 2017). Some 
aspects of our self-concept can be defined with reference to others around us (e.g. psychology 
student or University of Oxford student). These social aspects of identity carry norms, or ‘tem-
plates’, for behaviour, in other words, ideas of how other group members think and behave. 
Knowing these norms increases the predictability of other members of the group: the stronger a 
person’s sense of identification with a particular group, the more likely they are to act in ways 
that are consistent with perceived group norms (Rathbone et  al. 2023). In an education context, 
the more that a student identifies with their student body, the more likely they are to behave in 
line with their perception of the group norms of that body (Smyth et  al. 2015). For example, if 
attendance in class is taken very seriously by students in a particular discipline, and a student 
identifies strongly as a member of their discipline, then it is more likely that the student them-
selves will attend classes.

Empirical evidence for a link between student identities and attainment was provided by Bliuc 
et  al. (2011) and Platow, Mavor, and Grace (2013). They found that students for whom being a 
member of their discipline (in both cases psychology) was central to their identity, achieved 
higher grades than students for whom discipline identity was less central. This relation could be 
explained by approaches to learning: students with a strong discipline identity were more likely 
to adopt a deep approach to learning (characterised by an intention to make meaning and con-
nect new knowledge with existing knowledge) than a surface approach (selective processing of 
information to meet task requirements, such as rote memorisation). This suggests that students 
who have a stronger discipline identity may be more likely to have positive perceptions of feed-
back and engagement with it.

The extent to which students identify more broadly as learners and/or educational consumers 
has also been shown to impact attainment. Bunce, Baird, and Jones (2017) measured the strength 
of students’ identities as learners and consumers in a multi-disciplinary and multiple university 
survey of over 600 tuition fee-paying students in England, UK. They measured learner identity 
broadly in terms of studying motivations (e.g. studying because it is inherently enjoyable versus 
to obtain an external reward of a degree), studying behaviours/engagement (e.g. taking notes, 
attending classes), and approaches to learning (e.g. using deep approaches). Consumer identity 
was measured following Saunders (2015) higher education customer orientation scale, which 
assesses students’ academic beliefs (e.g. ‘For the most part, education is something I receive, not 
something I create’) and educational priorities (e.g. ‘The main purpose of my college education 
should be maximizing my ability to earn money’). Bunce, Baird, and Jones (2017) found import-
ant relations between students’ identities as learners and consumers and their self-reported 
attainment. As predicted, learner and consumer identity were negatively correlated, but learner 
identity was positively correlated with attainment, and consumer identity was negatively cor-
related with attainment. They also found that when consumer identity was taken into account, 
the positive relation between learner identity and attainment reduced. In a follow-up study using 
a similar sample, Bunce and Bennett (2021; see also Taylor-Bunce, Bennett, and Jones 2022) also 
showed that a consumer identity was negatively related to attainment, and approaches to learn-
ing mediated this relation: a stronger consumer identity was less likely to be associated with 
deep approaches to learning and more likely to be associated with surface approaches to 
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learning, thus helping to explain the negative relation between consumer identity and attain-
ment. Finally, Jones, Taylor, and Johnson (2024) confirmed the negative impact of consumer iden-
tity on the relation between students’ identities as members of their discipline and attainment in 
Scotland (a non-fee-paying context) in a sample of students traditionally under-represented at 
university (e.g. students from the global ethnic majority, first in family to attend university, mature 
students, etc). They found that there was a positive relation between discipline identity and 
attainment when these students had a weaker (-1 SD) consumer identity, but when they had a 
stronger (+1 SD) consumer identity, this relation disappeared. Thus, consumer identity moderated 
the relation between identity and attainment in this sample, and the findings provide further 
evidence of the impact of competing identities on attainment.

Current study

These empirical findings led us to test several predictions about how students’ identities as 
learners and educational consumers may relate to their perceptions of feedback and engage-
ment with feedback. Given that engagement with feedback is correlated with attainment 
(Brown, Peterson, and Yao 2016; Adams et  al. 2020), we assumed that the findings from studies 
on identities and attainment, as discussed above, would provide a useful empirical and theo-
retical basis for making the following hypotheses. Note that while we assessed both discipline 
identity and learner identity, these variables were highly correlated. Therefore, the analysis 
reported focused on the potentially interacting effects of learner identity and consumer iden-
tity on perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback, while controlling for discipline 
identity.

We hypothesised that learner identity would be positively related to both perceptions of feed-
back and engagement with feedback, and that consumer identity would be negatively related to 
perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. We also expected that there would be 
a mediation effect of perceptions of feedback on the relation between learner identity and 
engagement with feedback, i.e. learner identity would be positively related to engagement with 
feedback because learner identity has a positive impact on perceptions of feedback. We then 
examined the potential moderation of consumer identity on this mediation model. We hypothe-
sised that when a student’s level of consumer identity was high or medium, but not low, the 
mediating effect of perceptions of feedback on the relation between learner identity and engage-
ment with feedback would be reduced.

Hypotheses

H1a: Perceptions of Feedback will positively predict Engagement with Feedback.

H1b: Learner Identity will positively predict both Perceptions of Feedback and Engagement with Feedback.

H1c: Consumer identity will negatively predict both Perceptions of Feedback and Engagement with Feedback.

H2: Perceptions of Feedback will mediate the relation between Learner Identity and Engagement with 
Feedback.

H3a: Consumer Identity will moderate the relation between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback: 
at high and medium levels of consumer identity, the relation between these two variables will be weakened, 
but at low levels of consumer identity the relation will remain.

H3b: Consumer Identity will moderate the extent to which Perceptions of Feedback mediates the relation 
between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback: at high and medium levels of consumer identity, 
the impact of learner identity on engagement with feedback will be reduced, but at low levels of consumer 
identity this relation will not be affected.
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Method

Participants

The survey was accessed by 322 respondents. One-hundred and fifty-two participants were 
removed due to incomplete, very quick (< 3 min), or unsuitable responses (e.g. they did not con-
firm they were studying an undergraduate degree in England). This resulted in data from 170 
undergraduate students (age range 18–53 years, M = 26.05, SD = 8.44) across multiple universities 
and multiple disciplines being included. Of the sample, 125 (74%) identified as female, 43 (25%) 
identified as male, and 2 (1%) identified in another way. In relation to ethnicity, 155 (91%) iden-
tified as white, 6 (3.5%) as African, 6 (3.5%) as Asian, and 3 (2%) as being from a mixed ethnic 
group. Thirty-seven (22%) students were in their first year of study, 98 (58%) in their second year, 
and twenty-seven (17%) in their final year (8(4%) did not respond to this question). The sample 
was recruited through social media and emails sent to students by their lecturers. To encourage 
completion, students were given the opportunity to enter a prize draw to win one of five £10 
vouchers at the end of the survey. All participants gave informed consent, and ethical approval 
was obtained from Staffordshire University Ethics Committee.

Procedure

All participants accessed the study through a link shared via email or social media. After reading 
the information sheet and giving informed consent, participants were asked to provide demo-
graphic details (age, gender, ethnicity, level of study, and main subject of study). Participants 
then completed each of the measures described below. At the end of the survey, they were 
debriefed and offered the opportunity to enter an optional prize draw by providing their email 
address in a separate online form.

Measures

Learner Identity was measured using the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (sub-
scales: Control of Learning Beliefs, Self-Efficacy for Learning and Performance, Intrinsic Goal 
Orientation, Task Value) (Pintrich et  al. 1993). Participants responded to the 23 items on a 7-point 
scale (1 = not at all true of me, 7 = very true of me), and very good reliability was found (Cronbach’s 
α = 0.917).

Discipline Identity was measured using Cameron’s (2004) Social Identity Scale. It was adapted 
for each student according to their reported discipline, for example, ‘In a group of [main subject 
of study] students, I really feel that I belong’. Participants responded to these items on a 6-point 
scale (1 = not at all true of me, 6 = very true of me), and the reliability of the scale was good 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.892).

Consumer Identity was measured using the Customer Orientation Scale (Saunders 2015). Some 
wording was slightly adapted for a UK context as opposed to an American one. This scale com-
prises 18 items, to which participants responded on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree). It had good reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.885).

Perceptions of Feedback and Engagement with Feedback were measured using Ali, Ahmed, 
and Rose’s (2018) 26-item scale. Participants responded to each item on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The sub-scale measuring perceptions of feedback contained items 
relating to the perceived purpose of the feedback, effectiveness, and quality of feedback, while 
the engagement subscale contained items relating to the activities students undertook with the 
feedback received (for example reading it, developing action plans, etc). Both subscales had good 
reliability (Cronbach’s α: Perception = 0.722, Engagement = 0.763).
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Results

The data were checked for outliers, patterns in missing values, and violations of assumptions for 
parametric data, and no issues were identified. Descriptive statistics and raw correlations for the 
demographic, situational, and educational identity variables are provided in Table 1. Prior to the 
main analysis, potential demographic and situational differences in Perceptions of Feedback and 
Engagement with Feedback were explored. Regarding Gender, there were no significant differ-
ences in Perceptions of Feedback or Engagement with Feedback among females compared to 
males (Perceptions: t(55.41) = 1.69, p = 0.096, d = 0.36; Engagement: t(57.2) = 1.08, p = 0.284, 
d = 0.23). There were also no differences according to Year Group (first-, second-, final-year stu-
dents, Perceptions: F(2, 159) = 1.3, p = 0.275, partial η2=0.02; Engagement: F(2, 159) = 0.63, 
p = 0.533, partial η2=0.01). For Ethnicity (white, global ethnic majority) there was no difference for 
Perceptions, F(1, 167) = 0.388, p = 0.534, partial η2=0.02, or Engagement, F(1, 167) = 0.14, p = 0.901, 
partial η2=.01. However, regarding Age, there was a significant positive correlation between Age 
and Perceptions of Feedback, r(169) = 0.19, p = 0.01, meaning that with increasing age, feedback 
was perceived more positively. However, there was no correlation between Age and Engagement 
with Feedback, r(169) = 0.12, p=.134. Nonetheless, Age was controlled for in subsequent analyses 
given its relation with Perceptions of Feedback.

Predictors of engagement with feedback (Hypotheses 1a, 1b, and 1c)

To test the hypotheses outlined in H1a - H1c, that Perceptions of Feedback, Learner Identity, and 
Consumer Identity will predict Engagement with Feedback, a multiple linear regression was con-
ducted. This was significant, F (3, 168) = 53.03, p < 0.001, with R2 adjusted = 0.482: Perceptions of 
Feedback was positively related to Engagement with Feedback, B = 0.455, p < 0.001, thus support-
ing Hypothesis 1a. The analysis also revealed that Learner Identity was positively related to both 
Perceptions of Feedback, B = 0.445, p < 0.001, and Engagement with Feedback, B = 0.192, p < 0.001, 
thus supporting Hypothesis 1b. Consumer Identity, however, was not a significant predictor of 
Perceptions of Feedback, B = 0.051, p = 0.250, or Engagement with Feedback, B = 0.055, p = 0.450, 
thus, Hypothesis 1c was not supported.

Simple mediation of perceptions of feedback on the relation between learner identity 
and engagement with feedback (Hypothesis 2)

Next, we examined the potential mediating effect of Perceptions of Feedback on the relation 
between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback, controlling for Age, Discipline Identity 

Table 1. D escriptive statistics (mean and SD) and correlations between variables.

Variable Mean (SD) 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9.

1. Age 26.05(8.44)

2. Learner Identity 5.57 (0.81) .170*
3. Discipline Identity 4.21 (1.03) .153* .503**
4. Consumer Identity 2.68 (0.67) −0.202* −0.301** −0.161*
5. Perceptions of 

Feedback
3.82 (0.60) .195* .456** .512** −0.149

6. Engagement 
with Feedback

3.89 (0.52) .115 .519** .411** −0.100 .654**

7. Gender – .050 .007 .153* .229** −0.164* −0.092
8. Year Group – −0.020 −0.069 −0.047 .171* −0.058 −0.045 −0.010
9. Ethnicity – −0.059 −0.056 .047 .013 −0.048 −0.009 .095 .062

N = 170, *correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed), **correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
Gender, 0 = Female, 1 = Male; Year Group, 1 = 1st year, 2 = 2nd year, 3 = Final year; Ethnicity, 0 = other, 1 = white.
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and Consumer Identity (see Figure 1). We used PROCESS Model 4, running the analysis based on 
5,000 bootstrap samples to describe the confidence intervals of indirect effects (Preacher and Hayes 
2008; Hayes 2009). This determines an indirect effect to be significant when the confidence inter-
vals do not contain a zero, as opposed to the individual paths. Age was not a significant covariate 
(B = 0.0068, Standard Error, SE = 0.0046, Lower Level Confidence Interval, LLCI = −0.0024, Upper Level 
Confidence Interval, ULCI = 0.0160), and nor was Consumer Identity (B = −0.0084, SE = 0.0606, 
LLCI = −0.1280, ULCI = 0.1111), but Discipline Identity was significant (B = 0.2167, SE = 0.0434, LLCI 
= 0.1311, ULCI = 0.3024) owing to its positive correlation with Perceptions of Feedback, r(169) = 
0.19, p=.01. In spite of the significant effect of Discipline Identity, the data supported Hypothesis 2 
whereby Perceptions of Feedback remained a significant mediator of the relation between Learner 
Identity and Engagement with Feedback (B = 0.0895, SE = 0.0283, LLCI = 0.0366, ULCI = 0.1493). 
There was also a direct relation between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback in the 
presence of Perceptions of Feedback (B = 0.1928, SE = 0.0444, LLCI =0.1052, ULCI = 0.2805), thus the 
model indicates partial mediation. In other words, Learner Identity positively predicted Engagement 
with Feedback because of its positive influence on Perceptions of Feedback. Nonetheless there was 
also a direct effect, indicating that Learner Identity had its own unique influence on Engagement 
with Feedback, in addition to the influence it had through Perceptions of Feedback.

Moderated mediation of consumer identity on the relations between learner identity, 
perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback (Hypotheses 3a and 3b)

Regression analysis was used to investigate the potential moderating effects of Consumer Identity, 
as per Hypotheses 3a and 3b (see Figure 2). PROCESS Model 8 was used, with bootstrapping as 
recommended by Preacher and Hayes (2008). Age and Discipline Identity were entered as covari-
ates, and in all cases these were not significant.

First, we examined the evidence for Hypothesis 3a, that Consumer Identity would moderate 
the relation between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback. There were positive direct 
effects of Learner Identity on Engagement with Feedback at every level of Consumer Identity 
(low = B = 0.1480, SE = 0.0616, LLCI =0.0264, ULCI = 0.2696; medium = B = 0.1873, SE = 0.0449, 
LLCI = 0.0986, ULCI = 0.2759; high = B = 0.2265, SE = 0.0542, LLCI = 0.1196, ULCI = 0.3335). 
Therefore, Consumer Identity did not act as a moderator of the relation between Learner Identity 
and Engagement with Feedback, and Hypothesis 3a was not supported. This was further 
evidenced within the analysis by the non-significant interaction between Learner Identity  

Figure 1. S imple mediation of perceptions of feedback on the relation between learner identity and engagement with 
feedback.
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and Consumer Identity on Engagement with Feedback (B = 0.0601, SE = 0.0549, LLCI =-0.0482, 
ULCI = 0.1684).

The analysis also did not support Hypothesis 3b: Although Perceptions of Feedback was a 
significant mediator of the relation between Learner Identity and Engagement with Feedback, 
this was not related to level of Consumer Identity. This is evidenced within our analyses by the 
non-significant interaction between Learner Identity and Consumer Identity on Perceptions of 
Feedback (B = 0.0656 SE = 0.0736, LLCI = −0.0796, ULCI = 0.2108), and by the index of moderated 
mediation, which was not significant (B = 0.0320, SE = 0.0556, LLCI = −0.0505, ULCI = 0.1653). 
Indirect conditional effects at different levels of Consumer Identity showed that at low levels of 
Consumer Identity, B = 0.0615, SE = 0.0475, LLCI = −0.0360, ULCI = 0.1479, there was mediation 
through Perceptions of Feedback, but there was no mediation found at medium levels, B = 0.0828, 
SE = 0.0280, LLCI = 0.0331, ULCI = 0.1416, or at high levels, B = 0.1042, SE = 0.0454, LLCI = 0.0331, 
ULCI = 0.215, of Consumer Identity. In other words, the moderating effect of Consumer Identity 
was significant at low levels of Consumer Identity, but it was not significant at medium or high 
levels. The overall index of moderated mediation was non-significant meaning that the overall 
moderated mediation hypothesis was not supported.

Discussion

Increasing student engagement with feedback has the potential to improve educational out-
comes, yet our knowledge of what predicts that engagement remains scarce. This study investi-
gated educational identities that were theoretically hypothesised to predict individual differences 
in perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback, notably, leaner identity, discipline 
identity, and consumer identity. We found support for our central hypothesis that learner identity 
would be positively related to perceptions of feedback, which, in turn, was positively related to 
engagement with feedback, but we did not find support for our hypothesis that a consumer 
identity would be negatively related to perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. 
We further showed that perceptions of feedback partially mediated the association between 
learner identity and engagement with feedback, but consumer identity did not moderate this 

Figure 2. M oderated mediation of consumer identity on the relations between learner identity, perceptions of feedback, and 
engagement with feedback.
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association. In other words, at high and medium levels of consumer identity, the impact of the 
strength of learner identity on perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback remained. 
In terms of our exploration of demographic and situational factors, we only found a significant 
positive relation between age and perceptions of feedback, and no relations for gender, ethnicity 
or level of study. We now discuss each of these findings in turn.

In relation to Hypothesis 1a, we found evidence to support the widely assumed positive influ-
ence of perceptions of feedback on engagement with feedback. This suggests that those who 
have more positive views of the feedback they receive are more likely to report greater engage-
ment with the feedback. Our research makes an important contribution to knowledge here, as 
although this link between perceptions of feedback and subsequent engagement with it has 
been assumed, it has not been empirically tested.

As predicted by Hypothesis 1b, we found that the extent to which a student identifies as a 
‘learner’ plays a role in their perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. While pre-
vious research has focused on the relations between learner identity, approaches to learning, and 
grades (Bliuc et  al. 2011; Platow, Mavor, and Grace 2013), the present study builds on this to 
suggest an important role of identities in perceptions of feedback and level of engagement with 
that feedback. Specifically, identifying as a learner was a significant positive predictor of both 
perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. If we consider that an identity provides 
norms for behaviour, and that a learner identity would encompass norms relating to improving 
one’s own knowledge, it is not surprising that students with a stronger learner identity had more 
positive perceptions of feedback and greater engagement with feedback.

We further tested the relations between learner identity, perceptions of feedback, and engage-
ment with feedback in a mediation model to explore Hypothesis 2, whereby we predicted that 
learner identity would be related to engagement with feedback because it supports positive per-
ceptions of feedback (e.g. attitudes such as ‘It is useful’). This hypothesis was supported: in other 
words, learner identity was positively related to perceptions of feedback, which in turn was pos-
itively related to engagement with feedback. Therefore, feedback perceptions helped to explain 
the relation between learner identity and feedback engagement. However, there remained a 
direct effect of learner identity on engagement with feedback in the presence of perceptions of 
feedback. This means that learner identity has its own unique influence on engagement with 
feedback in addition to the influence it has on engagement through perceptions of feedback. 
This emphasises the importance of a learner identity in predicting engagement with feedback, 
and extends previous research on the importance of learner identity for academic attainment 
(Bunce, Baird, and Jones 2017).

The importance of learner identity for engagement with feedback was found even when dis-
cipline identity was controlled for. Therefore, although norms among discipline groups can vary 
regarding the extent to which ‘surface’ or ‘deep’ learning approaches are perceived as appropriate 
(Smyth et  al. 2015), our findings suggest that the general norm among students for whom learn-
ing is an important part of their self-concept have positive perceptions of feedback and engage 
with it. Overall, these findings have practical implications from a learning and teaching perspec-
tive: rather than developing interventions that are discipline-specific, or that focus specifically on 
feedback use and students’ reactions towards it, energies may well be better spent on strength-
ening students’ self-concepts as learners more broadly.

Turning now to Hypotheses 3a and 3b, we expected that a stronger consumer identity would 
negatively impact the extent to which students perceived feedback as useful and felt the need 
to engage with it. This directly relates to the idea that student consumers believe that responsi-
bility for doing well rests more on the educator than on themselves (Saunders 2015). However, 
we failed to find any evidence of consumer identity moderating the relations between learner 
identity and engagement with feedback, or between learner identity and perceptions of feed-
back. In other words, regardless of whether students’ consumer identities were strong or weak, 
the relations between learner identity, perceptions of feedback, and engagement with feedback 
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were unaffected. This was not what we expected based on previous findings. For example, Bunce, 
Baird, and Jones (2017) found that a consumer identity ‘competed’ with a learner identity and 
reduced the strength of the relation between learner identity and academic performance. 
Similarly, Jones, Taylor, and Johnson (2024) found a moderating role of consumer identity on the 
relation between discipline identity and grades. Specifically, they found that among students 
with a relatively weak consumer identity, there was a positive relation between discipline iden-
tity and grades, but that this disappeared when students had a strong consumer identity. 
However, a caveat to their study was that this relation was found only in a group of students 
who are traditionally under-represented at university, and there was no moderating effect of 
consumer identity in the traditional student group. As this variable, traditional vs non-traditional 
student, was not measured in the current study, we do not know for certain what proportion 
of our sample were from traditional and non-traditional backgrounds. However, the mean level 
of consumer identity was comparable to previous research (Bunce, Baird, and Jones 2017; Jones, 
Taylor, and Johnson 2024), and the sample of students was from a range of institutions and 
disciplines. Therefore, it remains unclear why consumer identity did not have an effect in 
our study.

Finally, our research further contributes to previous findings regarding demographic and 
situational factors that may influence perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. 
We did not find significant differences between males and females, which was in line with Ali, 
Ahmed, and Rose (2018), but not in line with Rowe and Wood (2008), Alhaysony (2016), or Pitt 
and Winstone (2018), who found that males had lower engagement than females. Regarding 
age, we found that age was positively related to perceptions of feedback but not engagement 
with feedback, whereas Ali, Ahmed, and Rose (2018) found that age was not related to either. 
Concerning level of study, we did not find a difference in perceptions of feedback or engage-
ment with feedback as a function of whether students were in their first-, second, or final-year. 
This supports findings by Rowe and Wood (2008) but contradicts Ali, Ahmed, and Rose (2018) 
and Scott, Badge, and Cann (2009), who found that perceptions of feedback became more 
negative with increasing level of study. Finally, our null finding regarding ethnicity is, as far as 
we know, the first indication that this may not impact students’ perceptions of feedback or 
engagement with feedback. However, our sample was predominantly white, and previous 
research has emphasised the more negative experiences of students from the global ethnic 
majority (Bunce et  al. 2021), meaning that this finding requires further research with more 
diverse samples.

Limitations and future research

The data were collected at a single time-point, and we therefore need to be cautious about making 
directional inferences; although we focused on the extent to which learner identity predicts per-
ceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback, it is likely that the feedback received, and 
students’ perceptions and engagement with this feedback, will also influence their identity as a 
learner. To address this, future research could collect data over time to see how learner identity, 
perceptions of feedback, and engagement with feedback change in a group of students as they 
progress through their studies. Furthermore, it would be useful to measure students’ learner iden-
tities and perceptions and engagement with their feedback prior to and after an intervention 
designed to increase learner identity. This could provide further insight into the extent to which 
the relation between learner identity and engagement with feedback is causal.

The sample who took part in this study were a self-selecting sample of students attending univer-
sities in England, UK. Although most undergraduate students in England pay tuition fees, the amount 
they are charged and the ways that they pay vary according to where they come from. For example, 
a student who normally lives in England usually receives a tuition fee loan while a student who nor-
mally lives in Scotland, may not be required to directly cover any fees themselves. Consequently, the 
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sample is not homogeneous in terms of their experience of how their tuition fees are paid, and this 
could be particularly influential in terms of the extent to which they may identify as consumers of 
their education. Furthermore, due to the self-selecting nature of the sample, the data reported is from 
a group of relatively engaged students who generally reported moderately positive perceptions of 
feedback and engagement with feedback. To extend these findings, collecting data during teaching 
sessions, like the approach used by Ali, Rose, and Ahmed (2015) and Ali, Ahmed, and Rose (2018), 
may increase the representativeness of the sample, and therefore our confidence that the findings 
extend beyond the current sample. Additionally, collecting information about the students’ fee-paying 
status would allow this to be controlled for in subsequent analyses.

Practical implications

Notwithstanding the limitations above, our evidence clearly emphasises the importance of sup-
porting students to develop a strong learner identity to support their engagement with feed-
back. Our findings are based on a measure of learner identity which asks questions about 
students’ motivation for learning, specifically, their belief that they are responsible for their own 
learning, their self-efficacy in their ability to learn and do well, their enjoyment and recognition 
of the value of the content of the course, and intrinsic motivation for their learning. Therefore, 
an intervention that aims to promote these beliefs is likely to be effective in increasing both 
perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback. Interestingly, while we measured both 
learner identity in this broad sense (in line with Bunce, Baird, and Jones 2017) as well as disci-
pline identity more specifically (e.g. following Bliuc et  al. 2011), it was learner identity, not disci-
pline identity, that predicted both perceptions of feedback and engagement with feedback 
(through both mediation and direct effects), despite the fact that learner identity and discipline 
identity were highly correlated. This suggests that interventions to increase learner identity do 
not need to be discipline-specific to be effective in increasing engagement with assessment feed-
back. This is good news for higher education institutions as it suggests that interventions offered 
at a university-wide level, for example by study skills specialists, have the potential to be equal 
to, or even more effective, than more tailored discipline-specific interventions at increasing stu-
dents’ perceptions of feedback and engagement with it.
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