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IMPACT OF COOPERATIVE AND COMPETITIVE ORIENTATION ON STUDENT ENGAGEMENT AMONG UNIVERSITY STUDENTS: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF SELF-EFFICACY

Abstract
Aims: This study aims to examine the impact of cooperative orientation and competitive orientation on student engagement, while also testing the mediating role of self-efficacy within the proposed research model.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Research design: This study adopts a quantitative research approach.
Setting and time: The study was conducted with university students in Ho Chi Minh City from August to September 2025.
Methods: The sample consisted of 460 university students. Data were collected through a self-report survey and analyzed using SPSS 26.0 and SmartPLS 4.0. The Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) approach was employed to examine the relationships among variables in the research model.
Results: The findings indicate that cooperative orientation has a positive effect on self-efficacy (β = 0.385; p = 0.001) and student engagement (β = 0.284; p = 0.001). In addition, competitive orientation has a positive effect on self-efficacy (β = 0.148; p = 0.001) but does not have a direct effect on student engagement (β = −0.013; p = 0.751). Meanwhile, self-efficacy has a significant positive effect on student engagement (β = 0.496; p = 0.001). The analysis also reveals that self-efficacy mediates the relationship between cooperative orientation and student engagement (β = 0.191, p = 0.001), as well as between competitive orientation and student engagement (β = 0.074, p = 0.001).
Conclusion: Self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationships between cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, and student engagement. The findings also suggest that cooperative orientation can enhance student engagement by strengthening self-efficacy, thereby clarifying the psychological mechanism linking individuals’ interaction orientations and student engagement in higher education contexts.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Student engagement is one of the key factors that contributes to enhancing learning quality and students’ personal development in modern educational contexts (Carini et al., 2006; Reyes et al., 2012; Li & Xue, 2023). This concept is commonly approached as a multidimensional construct, encompassing behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement in learning activities (Fredricks et al., 2004; Appleton et al., 2008; Kahu, 2013; Li & Xue, 2023). Previous studies have shown that student engagement is not only reflected in task completion but also indicates students’ proactiveness, connectedness, and sustained effort in the learning process (Kuh, 2009; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Reeve et al., 2020). Students with higher levels of engagement tend to achieve better academic outcomes, exhibit stronger learning motivation, and maintain longer-term commitment to the university environment (Carini et al., 2006; Schaufeli et al., 2002).
In higher education, individuals’ cooperative and competitive orientations influence learning attitudes as well as students’ levels of engagement in academic activities. Cooperative orientation facilitates mutual support, enhances positive interactions, and fosters a sense of connectedness among students, thereby promoting engagement (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Gillies, 2016; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). In contrast, competitive orientation may encourage individual effort and achievement goals, but it may also increase psychological pressure, anxiety, and social comparison in learning contexts (Darnon et al., 2012; Murayama & Elliot, 2012; Sommet et al., 2015).
In addition, self-efficacy is considered a crucial psychological resource that influences how students approach learning tasks, sustain effort when facing difficulties, and actively engage in learning activities (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016). According to social cognitive theory, individuals with higher self-efficacy tend to set higher goals, demonstrate greater persistence, and engage more actively in task-related processes (Bandura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000). Empirical evidence also indicates that self-efficacy is positively associated with student engagement in higher education (Chemers et al., 2001; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020).
Although previous studies have suggested that interaction-related characteristics such as cooperative and competitive orientations may influence student engagement, empirical findings remain inconsistent regarding their predictive roles. Moreover, while self-efficacy is recognized as an important psychological mechanism underlying learning behaviors, its mediating role linking interaction orientations and student engagement has not been thoroughly examined. Therefore, this study aims to investigate the effects of cooperative and competitive orientations on student engagement, as well as to examine the mediating role of self-efficacy in the context of higher education in Vietnam.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. Student Engagement

Student engagement is a central concept in educational research in recent years, used to describe the degree of learners’ investment in learning activities (Fredricks et al., 2016; Tran & Nguyen, 2024). According to Fredricks et al. (2004), student engagement is a multidimensional construct consisting of behavioral, emotional, and cognitive components. Appleton et al. (2008) argue that engagement reflects the dynamic interaction between learners and the learning environment, where both individual and contextual factors influence learning behaviors. Expanding this perspective, Kahu (2013) conceptualizes student engagement as an outcome of interactions among personal characteristics, structural elements of the learning environment, and mediating psychological processes. Accordingly, engagement is not a fixed trait but varies depending on context and learning experiences.
In higher education, Zhoc et al. (2019) define student engagement as the level of active investment in the learning process, expressed through behavioral, cognitive, emotional, and social interactions within the academic environment. This concept encompasses not only observable academic activities but also cognitive effort and emotional attachment to learning. Recent studies have consistently demonstrated that student engagement is positively associated with academic performance, learning satisfaction, mental health, and personal development among university students (Carini et al., 2006; Kuh, 2009; Bergdahl et al., 2020; Bergdahl et al., 2024).

2.2. Cooperative and Competitive Orientation

Based on social interdependence theory, Johnson and Johnson (2009) argue that cooperative and competitive orientations reflect how individuals perceive the relationship between their own goals and those of others, which in turn influences their behaviors and interactions. These orientations can be viewed as relatively stable tendencies that reflect individuals’ preferences for cooperation or competition in social interactions (Chen et al., 2011). In educational contexts, these factors play an important role in shaping how learners interact with peers, participate in learning activities, and achieve academic goals (Chen et al., 2023).
Specifically, cooperative orientation reflects an individual’s tendency to prioritize coordination and the achievement of shared goals. Students with high levels of cooperative orientation tend to actively share knowledge, exchange ideas, and support one another during the learning process. Research indicates that cooperative orientation promotes positive interaction, enhances learning motivation, and facilitates student engagement (Gillies, 2016; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018).

In contrast, competitive orientation reflects an individual’s tendency to strive for better performance than others through social comparison. Studies suggest that competition can enhance effort and achievement orientation, thereby encouraging learners to invest more in academic tasks (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). Similarly, Roseth et al. (2008) argue that competitive goal structures may stimulate effort and the desire for high achievement.
However, excessive emphasis on a high level of competitive orientation may increase psychological pressure and learning anxiety, reduce autonomous motivation, and limit student engagement (Darnon et al., 2012).

2.3. Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is one of the core constructs in social cognitive theory. According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy refers to an individual’s capability to organize and execute the actions required to achieve desired goals. This factor directly influences how individuals select tasks, the level of effort they invest, their persistence in the face of difficulties, and their responses to failure (Artino, 2012).

In higher education contexts, Zimmerman (2000) suggests that students with high self-efficacy tend to demonstrate better self-regulated learning and more active participation in academic activities. Empirical studies have also shown a positive relationship between self-efficacy and student engagement (Chemers et al., 2001; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). Students with higher confidence in their learning capabilities are more likely to actively participate in discussions, complete academic tasks, and maintain engagement with academic activities. Therefore, self-efficacy is considered a crucial psychological factor that promotes student engagement.

2.4. The Impact of Cooperative and Competitive Orientation on Student Engagement 

Cooperative orientation is characterized by positive interdependence among members, in which students share goals and support each other during the learning process (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). It facilitates idea exchange, collaborative problem-solving, and constructive academic interactions, thereby enhancing student engagement (Gillies, 2016; Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). Numerous studies have demonstrated that cooperative orientation positively affects multiple dimensions of student engagement, including behavioral, emotional, and cognitive engagement (Herrmann, 2013; Okolie et al., 2022). Through cooperative activities, students tend to exhibit higher levels of proactiveness, experience stronger social connectedness, and invest more cognitive effort in learning tasks. Based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H1: Cooperative orientation has a positive effect on student engagement.
In contrast, within learning environments, competitive orientation is often associated with performance comparison and the pursuit of outperforming others. According to achievement goal theory, competition can stimulate individual effort and performance orientation, thereby promoting engagement in certain contexts (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). However, studies also indicate that excessive competition may increase learning anxiety, psychological pressure, and controlled forms of motivation, which in turn negatively affect student engagement (Darnon et al., 2012; Sommet et al., 2015). Recent research further suggests that the relationship between competitive orientation and student engagement remains inconsistent and depends on how students interpret competitive environments and their psychological resources (Zhoc et al., 2020). Therefore, this study proposes:
H2: Competitive orientation has an effect on student engagement.

2.5. The Impact of Cooperative and Competitive Orientation on Self-Efficacy 

According to social cognitive theory, self-efficacy develops through mastery experiences, observational learning, and social feedback received during interactions with the environment (Bandura, 1997). In educational contexts, these sources ty Cancerally emerge through learning activities and interactions with peers and instructors. From an individual characteristics perspective, students with higher cooperative orientation tend to actively share knowledge, seek support, and participate in collaborative learning activities. These cooperative experiences provide more opportunities for positive feedback and successful learning experiences, thereby strengthening self-efficacy (Zimmerman, 2000).

Conversely, competitive orientation reflects individuals’ tendency to evaluate their abilities through social comparison. In learning environments, students may enhance their self-efficacy when they achieve superior academic performance compared to peers. However, social comparison may also lead to negative self-evaluations when outcomes do not meet expectations (Murayama & Elliot, 2012). Empirical studies indicate that academic performance and individuals’ interpretations of success or failure in competitive contexts significantly influence their level of self-efficacy (Chemers et al., 2001).
Based on these arguments, cooperative and competitive orientations are expected to influence self-efficacy in learning contexts. Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H3: Cooperative orientation has a positive effect on self-efficacy.
H4: Competitive orientation has an effect on self-efficacy.
2.6. The Impact of Self-Efficacy on Student Engagement

Self-efficacy is considered a key psychological factor that drives learning behaviors and motivation. From a social cognitive perspective, when students believe in their ability to perform learning tasks, they are more likely to actively engage in academic activities, sustain effort, and persist when facing challenges (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy encourages learners to invest time and effort in academic tasks, thereby increasing their level of engagement with the learning process. Empirical studies consistently show that self-efficacy is positively associated with student engagement. Students with high self-efficacy tend to participate more actively in learning activities, demonstrate greater effort, and maintain better focus during the learning process (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2016; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). In addition, self-efficacy promotes the use of effective learning strategies and enhances students’ engagement with academic tasks (Zimmerman, 2000). These findings suggest that when learners have confidence in their abilities, they are more likely to engage actively in learning activities. Based on these theoretical and empirical foundations, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H5: Self-efficacy has a positive effect on student engagement.
2.7. The Mediating Role of Self-Efficacy

Numerous studies have confirmed that self-efficacy is positively associated with student engagement by promoting persistence, proactiveness, and cognitive investment in learning tasks (Chemers et al., 2001; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). According to Kahu’s (2013) framework, characteristics of the learning environment may influence student engagement through mediating psychological processes, among which self-efficacy plays a central role. Recent studies also indicate that environmental factors, such as cooperative learning, do not necessarily have direct effects on engagement but primarily operate through psychological–social mediating mechanisms (Li, 2025). Therefore, self-efficacy is expected to mediate the relationships between cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, and student engagement.
H6: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between cooperative orientation and student engagement.
H7: Self-efficacy mediates the relationship between competitive orientation and student engagement.
In summary, theoretical foundations and empirical evidence suggest that cooperative orientation and competitive orientation may influence students’ self-efficacy, which in turn promotes student engagement. Based on these arguments, the study proposes the hypotheses and conceptual framework as illustrated in Figure 1.

[image: ]Figure 1. Proposed Conceptual Framework

3. Methodology

3.1. Sample

This study employed a convenience sampling method. Data were collected through a self-report survey administered online via Google Forms at several universities in Ho Chi Minh City from August to September 2025. The data collection process adhered to research ethics principles, ensuring voluntary participation, anonymity, and confidentiality of participants’ information.
A total of 482 questionnaires were collected. After excluding 22 invalid responses due to missing data or patterned answering, 460 valid responses were retained for subsequent analyses, yielding a valid response rate of 95.4%. This sample size meets the minimum requirements for structural equation modeling using the PLS-SEM approach, ensuring the reliability and stability of the estimates (Hair et al., 2022).

3.2. Measures

3.2.1. Student Engagement Scale

Student engagement was measured using the Higher Education Student Engagement Scale (HESES) developed by Zhoc et al. (2019). The scale consists of 28 items across five dimensions: academic engagement, cognitive engagement, emotional engagement, social engagement with peers, and social engagement with instructors. Participants rated their level of agreement with each statement on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In this study, the scale demonstrated good reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha = 0.872, composite reliability (ρa) = 0.876, and composite reliability (ρc) = 0.897.

3.2.2. Cooperative and Competitive Orientation Scale

Cooperative orientation and competitive orientation were measured using the Cooperative and Competitive Orientation Scale developed by Chen, Xie, and Chang (2011). The scale includes 13 items, comprising two dimensions: cooperative orientation (7 items) and competitive orientation (6 items). Participants rated their level of agreement with each statement on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In this study, the scales demonstrated good reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.856 for cooperative orientation and 0.799 for competitive orientation. Composite reliability (ρa) values were 0.861 and 0.826, respectively, while composite reliability (ρc) values were 0.890 and 0.847.

3.2.3. Self-Efficacy Scale

Self-efficacy was measured using the General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) developed by Schwarzer and Jerusalem (1995). The scale consists of 10 items assessing individuals’ confidence in their ability to perform and complete tasks. Participants rated their level of agreement with each statement on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (exactly true). In this study, the scale demonstrated excellent reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha = 0.947, composite reliability (ρa) = 0.948, and composite reliability (ρc) = 0.951.

3.3. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 26.0 and SmartPLS 4.0. Initially, SPSS was employed for data cleaning and descriptive statistical analyses. Subsequently, the relationships among the variables in the research model were examined using partial least squares structural equation modeling. 

Following the guidelines of Hair et al. (2022), the data analysis was conducted in two stages: measurement model evaluation and structural model assessment. First, the measurement model was assessed to examine the reliability and validity of the constructs. Indicator reliability was evaluated based on outer loadings, with values exceeding 0.70 considered acceptable. Internal consistency reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR), with threshold values of 0.70 or higher. Convergent validity was established through the average variance extracted (AVE), which should be greater than 0.50. Discriminant validity was assessed using the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT), with values below 0.85 indicating adequate discriminant validity.	

Second, the structural model was evaluated to examine the relationships among constructs. Multicollinearity was assessed using the variance inflation factor (VIF), with values below 5 indicating no critical issues. The model’s explanatory power was evaluated using the coefficient of determination (R²), while effect sizes were assessed using f². Path coefficients were analyzed to test the proposed hypotheses. Finally, bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples was performed to assess the statistical significance of the path coefficients and indirect effects.

4. Results
Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the sample
	Characteristics
	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage 

	Gender
	Male
	163
	35.4

	
	Female
	297
	64.6

	University
	Ho Chi Minh City University of Education
	68
	14.8

	
	Ho Chi Minh City University of Technology 
	71
	15.4

	
	Industrial University of Ho Chi Minh City
	321
	69.8

	Year of Study
	Freshman 
	299
	65.0

	
	Sophomore 
	60
	13.0

	
	Junior 
	51
	10.9

	
	Senior 
	50
	11.1

	Academic Performance
	Excellent
	116
	25.2

	
	Good
	166
	36.1

	
	Average
	167
	36.3

	
	Below Average
	11
	2.4

	Total
	
	460
	100



Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the research sample. The measurement model was subsequently assessed to examine the reliability and validity of the constructs. The sample consists of 460 students, of which 64.6% are female and 35.4% are male. In terms of institutional affiliation, the majority of students are from Industrial University of Ho Chi Minh City (69.8%), followed by Ho Chi Minh City University of Technology (15.4%) and Ho Chi Minh City University of Education (14.8%). Regarding the academic year, first-year students account for the largest proportion (65.0%), while second-, third-, and fourth-year students represent 13.0%, 10.9%, and 11.1%, respectively. In terms of self-reported academic performance, most students report achieving good (36.1%) and fairly good (36.3%) levels, followed by excellent (25.2%), while only 2.4% report average performance.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix of study variable
	Variables
	Mean
	SD
	Skewness
	Kurtosis
	1
	2
	3
	4

	1. Cooperation
	3.87
	0.77
	-0.97
	2.10
	–
	
	
	

	2. Competitive
	3.16
	0.89
	-0.05
	-0.20
	.153**
	–
	
	

	3. Self-efficacy
	3.05
	0.53
	-0.12
	0.12
	.405**
	.184**
	–
	

	4. Learning engagement
	3.73
	0.66
	-0.23
	0.54
	.482**
	.125**
	.603**
	–

	Note. p < .05



Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and Pearson correlation matrix among the study variables. The mean value of cooperative orientation is 3.87 (SD = 0.77), competitive orientation is 3.16 (SD = 0.89), self-efficacy is 3.05 (SD = 0.53), and student engagement is 3.73 (SD = 0.66). The skewness and kurtosis values of all variables fall within acceptable thresholds according to Hair et al. (2019), indicating that the data distribution is appropriate for further analysis.
Furthermore, the Pearson correlation matrix shows that all variables are positively correlated and statistically significant. Self-efficacy has the strongest correlation with student engagement (r = 0.603; p = 0.01), followed by cooperative orientation (r = 0.482; p = 0.01), while competitive orientation has a weaker correlation (r = 0.125; p = 0.01). All correlation coefficients are below 0.80, indicating that there is no serious multicollinearity issue among the variables in the model.

Table 3. Reliability and convergent validity of the constructs
	Latent Variables
	Outer Loading
	Cronbach’s Alpha
	rho_A
	 (CR)
	AVE

	Cooperative
	
	0.856
	0.861
	0.890
	0.536

	CO1
	0.777
	
	
	
	

	CO2
	0.749
	
	
	
	

	CO3
	0.771
	
	
	
	

	CO4
	0.682
	
	
	
	

	CO5
	0.695
	
	
	
	

	CO6
	0.712
	
	
	
	

	CO7
	0.734
	
	
	
	

	Competitive
	
	0.799
	0.826
	0.847
	0.481

	CP1
	0.657
	
	
	
	

	CP2
	0.648
	
	
	
	

	CP3
	0.684
	
	
	
	

	CP4
	0.762
	
	
	
	

	CP5
	0.671
	
	
	
	

	CP6
	0.732
	
	
	
	

	Self-efficacy
	
	0.947
	0.948
	0.951
	0.423

	SE1
	0.537
	
	
	
	

	SE2
	0.683
	
	
	
	

	SE3
	0.602
	
	
	
	

	SE4
	0.729
	
	
	
	

	SE5
	0.718
	
	
	
	

	SE6
	0.735
	
	
	
	

	SE7
	0.668
	
	
	
	

	SE8
	0.742
	
	
	
	

	SE9
	0.734
	
	
	
	

	SE10
	0.658
	
	
	
	

	Learning Engagement
	
	0.872
	0.876
	0.897
	0.467

	AFES1
	0.678
	
	
	
	

	AFES2
	0.734
	
	
	
	

	AFES3
	0.687
	
	
	
	

	AFES4
	0.700
	
	
	
	

	ALS1
	0.530
	
	
	
	

	ALS2
	0.556
	
	
	
	

	ALS4
	0.566
	
	
	
	

	BES1
	0.600
	
	
	
	

	BES2
	0.557
	
	
	
	

	BES3
	0.643
	
	
	
	

	BES4
	0.661
	
	
	
	

	CES1
	0.641
	
	
	
	

	CES2
	0.731
	
	
	
	

	CES3
	0.708
	
	
	
	

	CES4
	0.655
	
	
	
	

	OES1
	0.596
	
	
	
	

	OES2
	0.647
	
	
	
	

	OES3
	0.558
	
	
	
	

	OES4
	0.537
	
	
	
	

	PES1
	0.710
	
	
	
	

	PES2
	0.718
	
	
	
	

	PES3
	0.671
	
	
	
	

	PES4
	0.696
	
	
	
	

	SETS1
	0.664
	
	
	
	

	SETS2
	0.682
	
	
	
	

	SETS3
	0.739
	
	
	
	

	SETS4
	0.603
	
	
	
	


To assess the reflective measurement model, indicator reliability was examined through outer loadings. According to Hair et al. (2021), indicators with outer loadings greater than 0.708 are considered to have adequate indicator reliability. However, indicators with outer loadings ranging from 0.40 to 0.70 may still be retained if their removal does not substantially improve composite reliability (CR) and convergent validity (AVE) of the construct (Hair et al., 2019; Hair et al., 2022). The results in Table 3 indicate that all indicator loadings are at acceptable levels, with values ranging from 0.530 to 0.777. However, indicator ALS4, belonging to the student engagement scale, has an outer loading below 0.40 and reduces convergent validity; therefore, it was removed from the model to improve measurement quality.

Construct reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (CR). The results show that all constructs achieve good internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha ranging from 0.799 to 0.947 and CR ranging from 0.847 to 0.951, both exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.70 (Hair et al., 2022). Regarding convergent validity, although some constructs have AVE values below 0.50, AVE values lower than 0.50 may still be acceptable when composite reliability (CR) exceeds 0.60 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Therefore, the measurement model is considered adequate for proceeding to the assessment of discriminant validity and the structural model.
Table 4. Heterotrait–Monotrait Ratio (HTMT)
	Variables
	1
	2
	3
	4

	1. Cooperative
	–
	
	
	

	2. Competitive
	.200
	–
	
	

	3. Self-efficacy
	.534
	.154
	–
	

	4. Student engagement
	.470
	.230
	.666
	–



Table 4 presents the results of discriminant validity assessment using the Heterotrait–Monotrait ratio (HTMT). According to Henseler et al. (2015), discriminant validity is established when HTMT values are below 0.85. The results show that all HTMT values among the constructs are below this threshold, confirming discriminant validity.

Next, the evaluation of the structural model shows that the coefficient of determination (R²) for self-efficacy is 0.190 (adjusted R² = 0.186), indicating that the independent variables explain 19.0% of the variance in this construct. Meanwhile, student engagement has an R² value of 0.439 (adjusted R² = 0.435), indicating that the model explains 43.9% of the variance in this construct. According to Hair et al. (2022), these R² values reflect weak to moderate explanatory power in social science research.

In addition, effect size (f²) was used to assess the contribution of each independent variable to the dependent variables. The results show that self-efficacy has a large effect on student engagement (f² = 0.356). Cooperative orientation has a moderate effect on self-efficacy (f² = 0.177) and a small effect on student engagement (f² = 0.119). In contrast, competitive orientation has a very small effect on self-efficacy (f² = 0.026) and no meaningful effect on student engagement (f² = 0.000).

[image: ]Overall, the results indicate that self-efficacy plays an important role in explaining student engagement, while cooperative orientation has a more substantial influence than competitive orientation in the research model.

Figure 2. Structural Model Results
The results indicate that cooperative orientation has a positive effect on self-efficacy (β = 0.385, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.289; 0.471]). Competitive orientation also has a positive effect on self-efficacy (β = 0.148, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.048; 0.220]).
Regarding student engagement, cooperative orientation has a positive and statistically significant effect (β = 0.284, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.199; 0.360]). In contrast, the effect of competitive orientation on student engagement is not statistically significant (β = −0.013, p = 0.751, 95% CI = [−0.100; 0.062]).
The results also show that self-efficacy has a positive effect on student engagement (β = 0.496, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.418; 0.572]).

In addition, the indirect effect of cooperative orientation on student engagement through self-efficacy is significant (β = 0.191, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.138; 0.245]). Similarly, the indirect effect of competitive orientation on student engagement through self-efficacy is also statistically significant (β = 0.074, p = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.026; 0.113]).

All statistically significant effects are significant at the 5% level, and the corresponding 95% confidence intervals do not include zero.

Table 5. Structural Model Results
	Relationships
	β
	t-value
	p-value
	2.5%
	97.5%
	Outcome

	Direct effects
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cooperative → Student engagement
	0.284
	8.245
	0.001
	0.199
	0.360
	Supported

	Competitive → Student engagement
	- 0.013
	0.317
	0.751
	- 0.10-
	0.062
	Not supported

	Cooperative → Self-efficacy
	0.385
	6.828
	0.000
	0.289
	0.471
	Supported

	Competitive → Self-efficacy
	0.148
	3.405
	0.001
	0.048
	0.220
	Supported

	Self-efficacy → Student engagement
	0.496
	12.537
	.000
	0.418
	0.572
	Supported

	Indirect effects
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Cooperative → Self-efficacy → Student engagement
	0.191
	6.862
	0.001
	0.138
	0.245
	Supported

	Competitive → Self-efficacy → Student engagement
	0.074
	3.256
	0.001
	0.026
	0.113
	Supported



4. Discussion
The findings of this study provide empirical evidence regarding the relationships among cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, self-efficacy, and student engagement. Overall, cooperative orientation has a positive effect on both self-efficacy and student engagement, whereas competitive orientation only has a positive effect on self-efficacy but does not have a direct effect on student engagement. In addition, self-efficacy plays a role in promoting student engagement.

Specifically, cooperative orientation has a positive effect on both self-efficacy and student engagement. This finding is consistent with social interdependence theory (Johnson & Johnson, 2009), which suggests that cooperative orientation promotes knowledge sharing, mutual support, and positive feedback among students, thereby enhancing perceived competence and engagement in learning. This result is also consistent with previous studies. Laal and Ghodsi (2012) argue that cooperative learning creates a positive interactive environment that enhances learners’ motivation and engagement. Similarly, Zhang and Sun (2025) suggest that cooperative orientation can promote student engagement by strengthening self-efficacy.

Regarding competitive orientation, the results indicate that this factor has a positive effect on self-efficacy but does not have a direct effect on student engagement. This finding suggests that competitive orientation contributes to strengthening individuals’ perceptions of their capabilities through social comparison and achievement orientation (Elliot & Church, 1997). However, a high level of competitiveness does not necessarily lead to active engagement, as competition may increase psychological pressure and reduce engagement if adequate support is lacking (Van Ryzin & Roseth, 2018). In addition, Sarrasin et al. (2018) suggest that the impact of competition on student engagement often depends on mediating psychological mechanisms such as self-efficacy or learning motivation.

Furthermore, the results show that self-efficacy has a direct and significant effect on student engagement. This finding is consistent with social cognitive theory, in which self-efficacy is considered a central mechanism regulating learning behavior through its influence on motivation, persistence, and the selection of learning strategies (Bandura, 1997). When students believe in their ability to accomplish learning tasks, they are more likely to invest effort, persist in the face of difficulties, and actively participate in learning activities. This result is consistent with prior research. Richardson et al. (2012) found that self-efficacy is positively associated with student engagement and academic achievement. Similarly, Wang et al. (2020) reported that self-efficacy is an important predictor of both behavioral and cognitive engagement in higher education.

In addition, the mediation analysis indicates that self-efficacy plays a mediating role in the relationships between cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, and student engagement. When conceptualized as individual characteristics in learning interactions, cooperative orientation and competitive orientation may influence engagement through underlying psychological mechanisms. This finding is consistent with the motivational and contextual model proposed by Wang and Eccles (2012), which suggests that contextual factors influence student engagement through psychological variables such as self-efficacy. Similarly, Sideridis, Al-Azawei, and Pina (2020) found that self-efficacy serves as an important mediator linking individual characteristics in learning contexts to engagement and learning outcomes.

Overall, the findings highlight the central role of self-efficacy in explaining how interaction orientations influence student engagement. While cooperative orientation has both direct and indirect effects through self-efficacy, competitive orientation primarily influences student engagement through this mediating mechanism.

5. Conclusion

This study examines the effects of cooperative orientation and competitive orientation on student engagement, while also testing the mediating role of self-efficacy in higher education contexts. The findings indicate that cooperative orientation positively affects both self-efficacy and student engagement, whereas competitive orientation only has a positive effect on self-efficacy but does not directly influence student engagement. In addition, self-efficacy is identified as an important predictor of student engagement and plays a mediating role in the relationships between cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, and student engagement. These findings highlight the importance of fostering cooperative learning environments and enhancing self-efficacy to improve student engagement in higher education.

6. Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the data were collected using a self-report method, which may be subject to subjective bias from participants. Second, the sample was drawn from a specific educational context, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other student populations or contexts. Third, the cross-sectional research design only reflects relationships among variables at a single point in time and does not allow for clear causal inferences.

Future studies may employ longitudinal designs or multi-source data collection methods to further examine the mechanisms linking cooperative orientation, competitive orientation, self-efficacy, and student engagement. In addition, expanding the sample to different educational contexts may enhance the generalizability of the findings.
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