
 

 

 

 
 

  

  

Self-efficacy in first-year university students: a descriptive study 

Paula Álvarez-Huerta
1
, Iñaki Larrea

1
, Alexander Muela

2
, Jose Ramón Vitoria

1
  

1
Innovation and Intervention in Inclusive Education, Mondragon University, Spain, 

2
Department of Personality, Assessment and Psychological Treatment, University of the 

Basque Country UPV/EHU, Spain. 

Abstract 

The study and analysis of the self-efficacy beliefs of students has become an 

important line of educational research. The purpose of this study, conducted 

at Mondragon University (Spain), is to explore the different perceptions 

concerning the creative and entrepreneurial self-efficacy of students on their 

entrance to university. Results revealed clear patterns with regards to 

discipline and gender. Students commencing their degrees in social sciences 

show lower creative and entrepreneurial self-efficacy perceptions than their 

peers in other disciplines. Women show lower scores than men across 

different disciplines with the exception of women commencing engineering 

studies. 

Self-efficacy has been related to student motivation and learning and has 

been found influential in the choice of the professional career. The high 

significance of this construct in education makes the results of this study have 

clear implications for the development of learning environments that address 

the differences found between gender and disciplines. Directions for future 

research are also indicated.  
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1. Introduction 

Self-efficacy, the confidence people have in their ability to do certain tasks (Jordan & 

Carden, 2017), has become an important line of investigation in educational research. 

Several studies have revealed the key role self-efficacy plays in student performance and 

learning by means of affecting the tasks chosen by them, their effort, perseverance and 

performance (Schunk, 2003). The role of the self-efficacy construct as mediator and 

predictor of student performance, motivation and learning has been also identified in higher 

education (Van Dinther, Dochy, & Segers, 2011). This study will analyse the self-efficacy 

perceptions, with regards to creativity and entrepreneurship, of a cohort of students as they 

commence their university experience. The development of creative and entrepreneurial 

skills, an explicit learning outcome of the institution in which this study has been 

developed, has become a significant subject of study in higher education (Daly, 

Mosyjowski, & Seifert, 2016; Newman, Obschonka, Schwarz, Cohen, & Nielsen, 2018).  

Self-efficacy consists of an individual's confidence in his or her ability to effectively 

engage in behaviours towards desired goals (Bandura, 1997). There is increasing attention 

given to this construct in educational research (Van Dinther et al., 2011) and studies have 

confirmed the relationship between student self-efficacy and academic achievement 

(Bowman, Miller, Woosley, Maxwell, & Kolze, 2019). 

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy (ESE) refers to an individual's confidence in his or her 

competence to perform entrepreneurial tasks and roles (Chen, Greene, & Crick, 1998). The 

relation between entrepreneurial self-efficacy and the entrepreneurial career has been 

analysed and clear patterns emerge: those with greater self-efficacy in this field show 

greater entrepreneurial intentions and greater confidence in the development of viable 

entrepreneurial ideas (Krueger, Reilly, & Carsrud, 2000; Segal, Borgia, & Schoenfeld, 

2002). Other research shows the relationship between high entrepreneurial self-efficacy and 

behaviours related to entrepreneurship (Dempsey & Jennings, 2014; Hmieleski & Corbett, 

2007). 

Creative self-efficacy (CSE) has been defined as the confidence in one’s ability to produce 

creative results (Tierney & Farmer, 2002). This relatively recent field, has revealed 

significant associations between creative self-efficacy and creativity outcomes in education 

and in other contexts (Beghetto, 2006; Farmer & Tierney, 2017; Jaussi, Randel, & Dionne, 

2007; Shin & Zhou, 2007).  

Self-efficacy research has consistently shown the predictive nature of students' self-efficacy 

beliefs in career entry behaviours, such as university degree choices and academic 

performance (Lent & Hackett, 1987; Markman, Balkin, & Baron, 2002). 
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The relationship between gender and self-efficacy has long been a focus of research. 

Wilson, Kickul and Marlino (2007) have found gender differences in entrepreneurial self-

efficacy at the student level, with women having less confidence, on average, about their 

entrepreneurial capacity in relation to men. In addition, as suggested by Bandura, 

Barbaranelli, Caprara and Pastorelli ( 2001) women may be more strongly influenced than 

men by perceptions of lower skill in entrepreneurship. 

Regarding creative self-efficacy and gender, the studies have showed weak differences, 

with men showing higher CSE scores and overestimating their creativity and women 

underestimating it (Beghetto, 2006; Karwowski, 2011; Karwowski, Lebuda, Wisniewska, 

& Gralewski, 2013). 

To our knowledge, and despite the vast literature on entrepreneurial and creative self-

efficacy, there have been no studies analysing the different creative and entrepreneurial 

self-perceptions of students on entrance to different university disciplines, the focus of this 

study.  

2. Methods 

The study involved all full-time students newly enrolled in the first year of Mondragon 

University, a private university located in the Basque Country (Spain). The four different 

Faculties of Mondragon University took part in the study; 89 students of the Faculty of 

Gastronomic Sciences, 177 students of the Faculty of Business Studies, 225 students of the 

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences and 301 students of the Faculty of Engineering 

participated in this study. Forty-four percent of the respondents were female (Mage = 18.22, 

SD = 1.58), fifty-five percent male (Mage = 18.55, SD = 2.45). The 710 students (Mage = 

18.40, SD = 2.11) completed the entire questionnaire during class time.  

The researchers were in charge of explaining the nature of the research, the access to the 

questionnaire and the procedures, as well as the privacy of the data. 

Following the process of translation-back translation commonly used in research, the scales 

related to self-efficacy were translated independently from English into Basque and 

Spanish, to be later translated into English by two bilingual people and reviewed by the 

research team (Brislin, 1980). 

Instruments. Creative self perceptions was assessed with Tierney and Farmer's creative 

self-efficacy measure (Tierney & Farmer, 2002). A sample item from this scale is: “I have 

confidence in my ability to solve problems creatively.” 

We used the four-item scale of Zhao et al. (Zhao, Hills, & Seibert, 2005) for assessing 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy. This scale measures the confidence of a person with respect to 
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the identification of business opportunities, creation of new products, creative thinking, and 

commercialization of ideas (Bullough, Renko, & Myatt, 2014). 

3. Results  

Table 1 displays means and standards deviations resulting from the sum of the 

corresponding items among the variables of interest. For the general sample, it was found 

that women had significantly both lower entrepreneurial and creative self-efficacy scores 

than men. 

 Table 1. Descriptive statistics 

 Gender Faculty Mean SD N 

CSE Women Business Studies 15,72 2,06 85 

Humanities and Educational Sciences 14,99 1,72 122 

Gastronomy 15,57 1,72 30 

Engineering 15,70 1,80 82 

Total 15,42 1,86 319 

Men Business Studies 16,12 2,16 66 

Humanities and Educational Sciences 15,30 1,81 86 

Gastronomy 15,77 2,81 52 

Engineering 15,75 1,77 187 

Total 15,72 2,02 391 

ESE Women Business Studies 14,99 2,25 85 

Humanities and Educational Sciences 13,21 2,95 122 

Gastronomy 14,80 2,26 30 

Engineering 15,22 2,01 82 

Total 14,35 2,64 319 

Men Business Studies 15,29 2,17 66 

Humanities and Educational Sciences 13,83 2,35 86 

Gastronomy 15,71 2,20 52 

Engineering 14,87 2,02 187 

Total 14,82 2,22 391 
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However, as Table 1 shows, these differences depend on the discipline of study. Students 

initiating their studies in the Faculty of Engineering show a distinct self-efficacy pattern. 

Women in the Faculty of Engineering have similar CSE scores to men and higher ESE 

scores than men. An interesting parallel finding from this study is that students initiating 

their degrees in different disciplines present different self-efficacy patterns. As seen in 

Table 1, students commencing studies in the Faculty of Humanities and Educational 

Sciences show lower ESE and CSE scores than their university peers.  

4. Discussion 

The present study reveals differences regarding self-efficacy perceptions of men and 

women. Some researchers argue that these differences may have their origin in the 

stereotypical beliefs about gender that students have (Eisenberg, Martin, & Fabes, 1996; 

Harter, Waters, & Whitesell, 1997). These divergences are highly relevant because of their 

predictive role in future professional choices (Bandura et al., 2001). The corroboration of 

the gender differences that exist in this educational stage is an opportunity to address 

problems that can contribute to continuing the persistent gender disparity in the 

professional career. 

Interestingly, women commencing their studies in the Faculty of Engineering show a 

distinct entry profile, these women commencing degrees in which they traditionally 

represent a minority (30% in our study) show a differentiated profile to their peers from 

other disciplines, Given the consideration of self-efficacy expectations as a mediator in 

career decisions (Ancis & Phillips, 1996; Bandura et al., 2001), this finding seems to 

document the relation between perceived occupational efficacy and career choice found in 

the literature (Betz & Hackett, 1983). 

Another finding from the study is the lower self-efficacy perceptions, both creative and 

entrepreneurial, found in those students commencing their studies in social sciences 

disciplines. If, as the literature shows, perceptions of self-efficacy are decisive in the choice 

of the professional career (Lent & Hackett, 1987) a possible explanation for this lower self-

efficacy could be that neither creativity nor entrepreneurship are perceived by this cohort of 

students as essential skills in humanities and educational science degrees. 

However, both creative and entrepreneurial skills are distinctive features of a mindset that 

can prepare students to develop in a future characterised by change. The development of 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy is a valid objective in itself in higher education institutions, 

due to its recognised predictive role in the development of not only entrepreneurial 

intentions but also entrepreneurial behaviours (Krueger & Deborah Brazeal, 1994; Zhao, 

Hills, & Seibert, 2005). Regarding creativity, higher levels of creative self-efficacy have 

been related, not only to greater creative performance, but also to greater confidence in 
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academic skills and greater educational projection (Beghetto, 2006; Robbins & Kegley, 

2010; Tierney & Farmer, 2004). 

With regards to the research limitations, the study was limited to Mondragon University 

and therefore generalisability of the findings might be limited to this context. Additional 

quantitative and qualitative research is necessary to explore the external validity of the 

presented findings with regard to other countries, universities, and disciplines.  

Furthermore, in the literature, concerns are raised about the use of one's perceptions, as they 

are potentially prone to biases and inaccuracies, and can cause problems when used as 

indicators of skills (Dunning, Heath, & Suls, 2004). However, this may not apply when 

what is required is a subjective assessment of the skill. In constrast it is worth noting that 

making an assessment of subjective capacity may be a step towards developing creative 

potential (Beghetto, 2007). 

Undergraduate years are seen as a critical opportunity for students, representing the 

moment in which their confidence in their own skills is built and choices are made about 

future professional career (Moss-Racusin, Dovidio, Brescoll, Graham, & Handelsman, 

2012). The significance of this educational stage and the malleable nature of the self-

efficacy construct may support the design of educational interventions based on the self-

efficacy development sources contemplated within social cognitive theory.  In the view of 

the present study, these interventions should be directed at reducing the existing gender gap 

and changing pre-existing mental frameworks regarding the characteristics of professional 

profiles in different disciplines.  

Future research could analyse the development of the self-efficacy perceptions of this 

cohort of students as they continue their university experience. The study of the 

environmental factors contributing to higher creative and entrepreneurial self-efficacy 

scores across genders and disciplines would provide valuable information, of particular 

interest to those researchers working in higher educational settings.  
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