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Abstract: This research investigates how university students define and perceive success, an area that
is increasingly important to ensuring that a university’s brand remains aligned to the expectations of
future students. Over the next decade, university students will comprise members of Generation
Z (Gen Z), and by recognizing this group of students’ preferences and aspirations, universities can
tailor their branding, educational portfolio, and overall campus experiences to ensure that together
they resonate and satisfy evolving needs and demands. Using data based on a sample of Gen Z
undergraduate students undertaking their degrees at three case study UK post-1992 universities, this
research adopted an exploratory, interpretivist methodology. Data collected from semi-structured
interviews were analyzed using recursive abstraction to identify underlying patterns and trends
within the data. The research identified five key themes that Gen Z are using to define success, and
these are the following: (1) being objective and task-driven; (2) embracing fluidity and subjectivity;
(3) being ethically and morally responsible; (4) having resilience; and (5) accepting and learning from
failure. Recommendations were made for actions that universities should start to take to enable them
to work toward achieving this.
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1. Introduction

In today’s dynamic and metric-driven higher education landscape (Polkinghorne
et al. 2017), in which universities are increasingly accountable for student outcomes and
satisfaction, aligning institutional goals with student perceptions of success is crucial for
fostering a supportive and enriching learning environment. Accordingly, understanding
how success is perceived by the generation of potential new university students, known as
Generation Z (Gen Z) (Dolot 2018), is crucial if universities are going to effectively project
an aligned brand and meet the evolving needs and expectations of this key demographic
(O’Sullivan et al. 2024).

Gen Z represents a departure from previous generations. Born between 1995 and 2012
(Singh 2014), Gen Z now represents approximately 70% of the United Kingdom (UK) un-
dergraduate student body according to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (2024), and
they think differently because they were immersed in digital technology while their brains
were still developing (Seemiller and Grace 2018). Typical characteristics of this include shorter
attention spans and the need to be continuously engaged. Research indicates that this Gen Z
cohort of students responds to learning in new ways, and we therefore need to find different
approaches to enable them to excel (Phillips and Trainor 2014).

Globalization and technological advancements are currently reshaping traditional
mindsets and hierarchies across higher education (Woodard et al. 2011). Globalization is
opening up higher education to increased competition from institutions from around the
world (Lee and Stensaker 2021). For example, universities in the UK now must compete
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not just nationally, but also internationally for students, staff, research funding, and even
reputation (Hall et al. 2018). As a result, the student body in the UK is now much more
diverse, but this in turn means that students come from a wider range of countries and
cultural backgrounds and so their expectations are more varied (Mercer-Mapstone and Bovill
2020). This diversity may be represented in many ways including through gender, ethnicity
and/or socioeconomic backgrounds. These students may also be the first from their family
(excluding siblings) who have received a university education (Coombs 2021, p. 9).

In terms of technological integration, advancements in technology have transformed
teaching and learning in higher education (Criollo-C et al. 2021). Online learning platforms,
digital resources, and multimedia tools have become integral parts of many courses, of-
fering increased levels of both flexibility and accessibility to students (Marks and Thomas
2022). Research collaboration has also benefited from these technological developments
as digital communication tools and shared databases are enabling researchers to work
together irrespective of their geographical location (Hall et al. 2018; Haley et al. 2022).

However beneficial these changes may be, these evolutions also bring the risk of
widening socioeconomic gaps as not all students have equal access to digital resources or
opportunities, leading to disparities in educational outcomes for some (Selwyn 2010). As
a result, this necessitates that universities, and other higher education providers, seek to
foster higher levels of inclusivity and diversity to minimize the opportunities for potential
disparities. Therefore, appealing to Gen Z requires universities to adapt to their new
expectations and preferences, while staying true to their own core mission of providing a
quality education combined with a series of life-enriching experiences.

By understanding and addressing the unique challenges of appealing to Gen Z, uni-
versities may be better positioned to attract, engage, and retain this crucial student de-
mographic (Chapleo and O’Sullivan 2017; Chen 2022; Naheen and Elsharnouby 2024).
Unpacking and understanding what Gen Z considers success to look like is therefore
pivotal for several reasons, including the development of a stronger sense of identity and
belonging, which will generate improved levels of both student satisfaction and retention.

Furthermore, by gaining insight into students’ definitions of success, universities
may be more able to tailor their programs, services, and resources to meet the diverse
needs and aspirations of their student body (Xiao et al. 2023; Khan and Hemsley-Brown
2021). This proactive approach may not only enhance student engagement and retention
but may also contribute to overall institutional effectiveness and reputation (Lee et al.
2019; Kethüda 2023). Moreover, by incorporating student perspectives into their strategic
planning and decision-making processes, universities may be able to foster a deeper
culture of empowerment and continuous improvement. Universities that demonstrate an
understanding of Gen Z’s concept of success will be able to enhance their brand image and
so appeal to this key demographic by showcasing how their institution can specifically
help this group of students to achieve their full potential (Gardiana et al. 2023; Schlesinger
et al. 2023; Song et al. 2023).

Ultimately, by understanding what success means to their students, universities may
be better able to fulfill their mission of nurturing future leaders, scholars, and global citizens.
In essence, by understanding what Gen Z considers the concept of success to look like,
higher education providers will be able to better serve their students, enhance their brand,
and prepare their graduates for employment in a rapidly changing world.

2. Conceptualizing Success

Success is a subjective concept which holds a multitude of definitions depending
upon the perspective of the individual (Weatherton and Schussler 2021). Its etymological
origins trace back to Latin and it is derived from “successus”, which signifies an advance or
happy outcome, stemming from ”succedere”, meaning to come after. In more recent times,
“success” has since been associated with the accomplishment of desired ends and/or a
favorable result.
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In its literal term, success can denote “the accomplishment of an aim or a purpose”
(Waite 2012) or “achieving the results wanted or hoped for” (McIntosh 2011). These defini-
tions highlight the attainment of a positive outcome. However, in reality, the interpretation
of success is multifaceted and varies significantly across people, cultures, and scenarios
(Kuh et al. 2006).

Generally understood as the realization of goals or activities aimed at fulfillment,
success is a dynamic construct (Baczko-Dombi and Wysmułek 2015). It involves setting
and achieving positive goals. Success is therefore akin to a journey, not a destination, and
is characterized by a continual re-adjustment, re-assessment, and re-measurement as goals
may evolve over time, with newer aspirations replacing original ambitions (Müller and
Turner 2010).

The perception of success is often influenced by individual experiences, the environ-
ment, and social constructs. Exploring and unpacking the factors that shape success offers
valuable insights into society (Baczko-Dombi and Wysmułek 2015). Overall, success is an
evolving concept, reflecting the dynamic nature of human endeavors and aspirations.

Empirical research has delved into the fundamental factors influencing success and has
highlighted elements such as hard work, quality education, and networking (Baczko-Dombi
and Wysmułek 2015). Additionally, motivation is a crucial determinant of success (Goleman
1996). According to Korda (1977), a genuine desire to succeed is essential, necessitating
the cultivation of a true passion for achievement. Korda’s research further enforces the
significance of desire, resilience, determination, and opportune timing as prevalent drivers
of success.

Success holds different meanings for different people. To some, it represents a highly
coveted achievement, while for others, it embodies the feelings of happiness and satisfaction
(Uusiautti 2013). Mainstream culture often shapes perceptions of success, with attributes
such as power, wealth, and status being commonly associated with it (Gaubert and Louvet
2021). However, for many, true success lies in making a positive impact on the lives of
others. Alternatively, some may find fulfillment in a life devoted to serving a higher
purpose, such as devotion to their religion (Chua and Rubenfeld 2014). Regardless of
the specific interpretation, Korda asserts that setting realistic goals and achieving them is
fundamental to success (Korda 1977).

Gladwell (2008) asserts success is not exclusively due to individual merit, but often
a product of the world in which people grew up. This suggests that opportunity plays a
critical role in our expectations of success. Furthermore, Gladwell (2008) suggests success
can arise from the steady accumulation of advantages: for example, when and where you
were born, your parents’ careers, and the circumstances of your upbringing. Sociologist
Robert Merton (1968) famously called this phenomenon the “Matthew Effect”, after the
New Testament bible verse in the Gospel of Matthew. This verse suggests that those who
are already successful are more likely to be given opportunities that lead to further success
(Gladwell 2008). The “Matthew Effect” is an accumulated advantage in which “the rich
get richer, and the poor get poorer” (Gladwell 2008, p. 30). Gladwell (2008, p. 67) also
suggests that luck and success are correlated. “Success is not exceptional or mysterious.
It is grounded in a web of advantages and inheritances, some deserved, some not, some
earned, some just plain lucky”. Korda (1977) reinforces this for the American success story,
saying that luck has always played a significant role.

Morality in the pursuit of success is also a recurring theme in the literature. The
literature suggests that our attitudes relating to how successful a person is are established
early on, and that measurement of how successful a person is can be influenced enormously
by their behavior. Furthermore, a focus on ethical decision-making on the journey to
success is considered to be important in some instances. Characteristics and traits such
as self-awareness (Goleman 1996), self-presentation (Goleman 2007), and authenticity
(Albreght 2006) have been recognized as impacting on the success experienced in our
lives. Furthermore, Race (2019, p. 213) states that “confidence is perhaps the single most
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important pre-determinant of success”, i.e., the belief in our own ability to achieve is
considered a key factor in enabling us to be successful.

For the most part, scholars represent a collective view that success is a positive achieve-
ment that offers great reward. While success cannot insulate us from emotional and physical
danger, it is widely agreed upon that success is far more comfortable than failure (Uusiautti
2013). However, there is also a body of evidence that views success as being problematic
and that believes once the initial thrill wears off, it can cause stress and anxiety. For some
people, success can cause negative impacts such as distraction or paranoia (Kluth 2011).

Success, like failure, presents its own set of challenges. The renowned playwright
Tennessee Williams experienced this firsthand when he found himself overwhelmed by the
success of his play “The Glass Menagerie”, describing the security derived from it as both
“a catastrophe” and “a kind of death” (Williams 2011), as it simultaneously removed the
drive and desire to be successful, while also increasing the pressure of expectation from
others who demanded that success to be continued. This sentiment is echoed by various
individuals across different fields, including athletes, scientists, generals, entrepreneurs,
performers, lottery winners, and politicians (Kluth 2011).

Anxiety surrounding success often stems from a lack of understanding of its origins
and replicability. Doyle (1989) reported that many small businesses faltered after initial
success due to a failure to comprehend the reasons behind their success and therefore how
to sustain it. Indeed, success can be a double-edged sword as while it can lead to prosperity
and influence, it can also strain relationships and erode trust. Success can therefore be both
a blessing and a burden, with its advantages often accompanied by unforeseen challenges.

This paper reports on a research study that examined the dynamics of the perceptions
of success as they relate to future university students from the population group defined
as Gen Z. This research sought to discover if this group of future potential students had
a different interpretation of success, and if so, if it could be distilled in such a way that
universities could learn from this understanding and so adapt their branding, marketing,
and educational delivery to reflect this new thinking and set of expectations.

3. Materials and Methods

This study was qualitative in nature and took the philosophical position of interpre-
tivism, with an inductive approach, to allow the patterns and trends within the data to
emerge (Bell et al. 2022). Interview questions were developed based upon an understanding
of the phenomena being investigated, as detailed by O’Sullivan (2022), and were designed
specifically to unlock the thoughts, views, beliefs and feelings of participants. Interview
questions were informed by the literature review findings and were based around the
following topic areas:

• Definitions of success;
• Variables of success;
• Examples of success;
• Feelings associated with success;
• Recognition derived from success;
• Interpretation of success.

The data were collected using semi-structured interviews and represent the personal
perceptions and feelings of the participants involved in this study (Saunders et al. 2019).
As such, the data are subjective in nature.

While semi-structured interviews can provide a degree of flexibility in terms of both
delivery and depth, they can also be prone to the introduction of researcher bias as the
thoughts, feelings, and experiences of the interviewer may impact upon how they deliver
the agreed upon questions. As a result, the data collected, and the understanding derived
from the data, can become skewed (Saunders et al. 2019). Furthermore, the level of probing
undertaken with each participant, and/or the participant’s degree of comfortableness
with the process, may vary considerably, thereby introducing further inconsistencies. To
overcome these factors, qualitative researchers ignore the detail and look instead at the
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overarching patterns and trends revealed (Bell et al. 2022). While generalization is therefore
quite limited, the insights provided are valuable in terms of understanding the broad
contexts at play and the resulting implications.

The time horizon for this study was cross-sectional, as it formed a snapshot of par-
ticipant perceptions at a single point in time. Participants in this study were students
undertaking their level six (final undergraduate year) business management or marketing
degrees at three different case study post-1992 universities in the UK. Specifically, all three
case study universities were located in England, which has a different educational system
to Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland. A purposive sampling technique was applied
to ensure that participants included in this study would have a range of interesting and
relevant perspectives to share. The sample was based exclusively upon UK final year
undergraduate business, management, or marketing students attending one of three case
study universities, and it included a mixture of males and females. All participants were
within the Generation Z age category. Further details regarding the sampling process
applied can be accessed in the work of O’Sullivan (2022).

Participation was on a voluntary basis and the data collected were recorded for
accuracy, transcribed for analysis, and then anonymized (Table 1) to protect the identity
of those involved. Each participant was provided with an information sheet prior to their
involvement to ensure that they understood the process, risks, and purpose of this research
study. Interviews were undertaken face to face at a time and location selected by each
participant to ensure that they were comfortable with the interview setting. Together, these
factors support the trustworthiness and validity of the data collected in terms of credibility,
confirmability, and dependability (Lincoln and Guba 1988).

Table 1. Participants in this study.

Case Study Student
Identifier

Participant’s
Gender

Age
Group Country of Origin

1
C1S1 Female Gen Z UK

C1S2 Female Gen Z UK

C1S3 Male Gen Z UK

2
C2S1 Female Gen Z UK

C2S2 Male Gen Z UK

C2S3 Male Gen Z UK

3
C3S1 Female Gen Z UK

C3S2 Female Gen Z UK

C3S3 Male Gen Z UK

In accordance with ethical constraints, the analysis of each interview transcript was
not undertaken until the relevant student had completed their course, and the researcher
undertaking the analysis was not part of the teaching team for any of their final year modules.

The analysis itself was undertaken manually, which is the approach supported by
Robson (2011), and the recursive abstraction method was applied (Polkinghorne and Taylor
2019). This is a six-step process designed to distill and collapse data in a series of repeated
iterative cycles involving paraphrasing the original data, grouping the paraphrased data
into themes, identifying appropriate codes within those themes, and then collapsing the
codes repeatedly to reveal the emerging patterns and trends (Polkinghorne and Taylor
2021), which represent the final themes that emerge. Because of the nature of this process,
and the recoding of the steps undertaken, it is both rigorous and repeatable (Polkinghorne
et al. 2023). Examples of this approach being used for similar studies include by Stewart
et al. (2023) and Shahid et al. (2023).
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This research was undertaken with ethical approval from Bournemouth University
(reference 14265).

4. Findings

From the recursive abstraction data analysis undertaken, the following five clearly
defined themes emerged (Table 2), which will each now be considered in turn, with quotes
from participants as illustrative examples:

1. Being objective and task-driven;
2. Embracing fluidity and subjectivity;
3. Being ethically and morally responsible;
4. Having resilience;
5. Accepting and learning from failure.

Table 2. Summary of participant responses.

Case Study Student
Identifier

Being
Objective and
Task-Driven

Embracing
Fluidity and
Subjectivity

Being Ethically
and Morally
Responsible

Having
Resilience

Accepting and
Learning

from Failure

1

C1S1 * * * *

C1S2 * * * *

C1S3 * * *

2

C2S1 * * * * *

C2S2 * * * *

C2S3 * * *

3

C3S1 * * *

C3S1 * * * * *

C3S1 * * * * *

Note: * indicates that the participant included the relevant topic in their response.

4.1. Theme 1—Being Objective and Task-Driven

The data demonstrated success to be both objective and task-driven and that a funda-
mental characteristic of success is to be driven and motivated to triumph:

“If you set a particular objective, and you achieve that objective, or succeed it,
then that is success.” (Participant C3S3)

“Have a sense of purpose, be objective based, and have a need to be driven, to
want to achieve success.” (Participant C1S2)

It was recognized that while success flows between both professional and personal
lives, achieving success in either context is emotional and related to how the participant
felt about the result:

“Meeting these aims and making sure you are happy with the outcome.” (Partici-
pant C2S3)

The data also demonstrated many different drivers for objectives and tasks depending
upon the overall goal. It was suggested that objectives and tasks can be very subjective and
certainly be something considered at a personal level:

“One needs to decide for yourself. You’ve got to have an understanding of what
success actually looks like to you.” (Participant C3S2)

The concept of having a sense of purpose, and a feeling of aspiration, were interplayed
frequently. Examples of aspiration included a wide range of examples including feelings,
locations, and achievements.
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“Personal, domestic and emotional success [are often] integrated into your em-
ployment work aspirations.” (Participant C1S2)

Interviewees felt that these objectives needed to be considered and confirmed, put into
place, and then worked toward as aspirations. All participants proposed that a fundamental
consequence of success is achieving what you set out to achieve. This was presented as
almost a defining term of success. It was felt that achieving something perceived to be
“against the odds” makes the experience a surprise not only for the individual, but also for
others around them.

“It’s a nice feeling when I can surprise people that I have achieved something
they didn’t think I could.” (Participant C1S1)

Furthermore, it was highlighted that achieving what you set out to can also change
your perception of your own character and ability.

“I’ve always thought of myself as being quite a quiet, shy person, and my success
has made me realize that I’m not actually. It’s made me realize there is a lot [more
that] I can achieve.” (Participant C1S2)

“Success also made me have increased confidence in my ability.” (Participant C1S3)

Achieving goals and objectives made interviewees feel good about themselves and
take pride in their ability. This feeling of confidence was also reported as flowing into their
wider personal lives.

“Achieving success in my career has impacted my confidence level in my personal
life. It’s pushed me outside of my comfort zone. It has made me grow and be
more confident.” (Participant C1S2)

While participants recognized that “luck” can impact upon success, it was not recog-
nized as being an integral part, and the achievement of planned objectives superseded the
randomness of luck.

“Luck happens in lots of areas that can contribute to success. Intrinsically, I don’t
see [luck] as being part of the definition of success. [Luck] is not a significant
contributor to success or failure.” (Participant C3S3)

Maintaining control of a situation was deemed important when being successful, and
so luck should not be considered an antecedent of success, as the randomness created
cannot be controlled.

“If success happens when you have no control whatsoever, it means that you
haven’t done anything in that particular context to make it happen, because
success is worked for.” (Participant C3S3)

4.2. Theme 2—Embracing Fluidity and Subjectivity

The research undertaken revealed that while the goals of success may change over a
lifetime, the emotional feelings and euphoric response to achieving success remain more
constant. Equally, the process of achieving success may be changeable and fluid too, and
so individuals need to be able to accommodate such changes in terms of how they seek to
achieve success and also how they know when they have been successful. Flexibility and
adaptability are therefore required as the definition of success evolves with time.

“As things evolve, timescales may adjust. It’s a very fluid concept that changes,
dependent on the context.” (Participant C2S1)

“A broad determinant for success therefore is the ability to reframe, be flexible,
and view things differently along the way.” (Participant C2S2)

Participants agreed that the shape and definition of success often change from less
tangible to more emotional outcomes. Interestingly, there appear to be a variety of different
timeframes that can be applied to this change.
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“When you’re younger you think about success as being money and based on
what other people think. But when you get older, it’s more based on how you
feel about yourself. And if you believe that money defines your success or not.”
(Participant C1S1)

Participant C3S2 endorsed this by suggesting that in a younger life, success was more
about material items. The data demonstrated a timeline, in that as time passes and one gets
older, a shift happens and success tends to become more important at a personal level, and
less about meeting the expectations of others. For many, success is therefore more about a
sense of personal satisfaction. Furthermore, it was suggested that as this shift happens, the
consequences of success may become easier to achieve due to expectations and demands
on our lives easing as we grow older.

Participants described the entirely subjective nature of success. It was felt that only
once you understand what success means to you as an individual, can you go on to put the
steps in place to achieve a successful outcome.

“I think it’s all about how you feel about yourself. If you think you’ve done a
good enough job, or if you think you could have done better.” (Participant C1S1)

Accepting the “small wins” was deemed as being important because defining success
using very specific terms and relying on metrics is a route to disappointment when things
do not turn out exactly as planned. The research indicated that a shift in our perceptions of
success changes with our life journey and is mirrored with how we judge others’ success.
In fact, the research showed there are many variables for achieving happiness and many
different measurables. It was noted that academic success, money, or career development
and seniority do not always result in an individual being happy, although others may use
such achievements to benchmark themselves and so conclude that they are less successful
in comparison.

The interpretation of success is also impacted by the context of achieving success.
Participants recognized that success will be very different for individuals, depending on
whether it is personal or professional success they are seeking. For example, success may be
in a very commercial and superficial context as opposed to success in a socially rewarding
enterprise. Furthermore, participants suggested that individuals need to be realistic about
what success is for a given context. For example, making lots of money in a promising
business context might be considered to be a success, but not losing money in a difficult
and dynamic business context, in which resources are limited and commercially pressured
at extreme levels, might actually be considered by many to be a bigger achievement.

“There needs to be compromise. [An outcome] might not actually be what you
initially wanted, but it might still be a success.” (Participant C3S2)

4.3. Theme 3—Being Ethically and Morally Responsible

The data demonstrated that the way we view the shape of success can often be influ-
enced by several factors, including our own individual philosophy and personal values.
Demonstrating good morals, and standing by your values, was considered by many to be a
consistent requirement for success. Interestingly, the proposition that upbringing may influ-
ence our core values Participant C2S1 was also floated, including in the following example:

“Being raised in a working-class family influenced my philosophy and outlook.”
(Participant C2S1)

Together, such examples articulate success to be a complex and rounded construct, but
ultimately one that is about people achieving what they want, and in a way that they want
to achieve it, which may be why luck, as described in Theme 1, was not valued in terms of
success as much as it might have been expected to be.

Witnessing people achieving success by demonstrating strong values and ethical
commitment was considered motivating for others to do the same. Furthermore, it was
recognized that a person’s circumstances can change throughout a lifetime, and such
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changes could be positive or negative. It was felt that this change in circumstances might
impact upon how success is viewed, and in doing so, it might trigger a change.

“[A] significant shift in someone’s perception of what they think is important and
therefore then how they define their own success.” (Participant C2S3)

The data revealed that peer recognition of success will vary depending on how ethi-
cally success was achieved, as it depends on the role the person or organization played in
achieving said success. While the data demonstrated respect to be a consequence of success,
participants were firm believers that success should be achieved ethically and morally in
order to attract peer respect, and that the way success is achieved will also impact upon the
level of recognition and respect encountered as a result.

“Those people that do achieve success through being trustworthy, authentic and
empathetic, have a lot more respect for their successes.” (Participant C1S1)

“(It’s not about bragging about my success, it’s the feeling, the sharing that kind
of experience and having people I know be proud of me.” (Participant C2S1)

Being acknowledged as a role model for others was considered a consequence of
success, since role models can demonstrate what is achievable, but furthermore, role
models should act as examples of encouragement and offer inspiration around ethical and
sustainability issues, thereby making a positive impact to wider society.

4.4. Theme 4—Having Resilience

The data collected revealed that that the path to success can require considerable
resilience due to the need to consistently overcome adversity and barriers. Influencing
factors such as background, education, class, opportunity, and health were suggested in
the data as potential barriers to success.

“You need to have a straight measurement of your success. Where you were,
where you are now, and what you did to get there.” (Participant C2S3)

The data suggested that it is inevitable that both organizations and individuals will
encounter challenges and undergo difficult periods. Accordingly, the notion of resilience
was presented as an integral quality required not only to tolerate and overcome adverse
conditions and situations, but to emerge stronger from them. The data presented resilience
as being a willingness to change processes, and/or focus, in order to overcome a problem
presented by the external environment. It is about accepting that the specific solution
in question did not work but having strong enough beliefs in the direction of travel to
try again in a different way. The data demonstrated that sometimes being resilient can
also mean looking inward to evaluate our own behavior and possibly to identify the need
to change.

“Change our own behavior to enable success.” (Participant C1S2)

“Your behavior influences how successful you are.” (Participant C2S1)

Participants noted this can be emotionally challenging and sometimes difficult to
accept, but an important element to resilience. Furthermore, the data suggested that
barriers can vary, but in the process of overcoming them, there are always levels of resilience,
commitment, and motivation that need to be considered.

“Overcoming barriers to success is a reflection of a sustained effort; it can’t [just]
happen overnight.” (Participant C2S1)

The data indicated the resilience required to achieve success often supports the drive
for success and may in fact make it more focused. Participants felt that the more barriers
there are on the way to success, the greater the achievement.

“If I know how hard they have worked to get there, and the barriers they have
had to face, I think their success particularity stands out.” (Participant C2S1)
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The data demonstrated that the quest for success is reliant on being sustained and
planning, which often involves a tremendously high level of commitment and dedication.
Moreover, often, success comes at the cost of compromising other aspects of life and
certainly involves juggling a lot of different roles. The need to make personal sacrifices on
the journey to success was recognized by many as being unavoidable.

4.5. Theme 5—Accepting and Learning from Failure

The data defined failure as occurring when a set objective is not achieved. While
failure was clearly recognized as an experience that can dampen spirits, it was nevertheless
also considered to be an inevitable part of achieving success, and witnessing failure often
helped in the subsequent journey to a successful conclusion.

“You have to experienced failure in order to fully-appreciate success.” (Partici-
pant C1S3)

Participants reported that they considered failure to be an inevitable part of the
journey to success. Furthermore, they commented that failure is often a two-step process
(1) to identify the failures and then (2) to learn from them and make changes to minimize
future failures.

“It’s the classic saying, you learn more things from failure than you do success,
and you can’t expect to succeed first time round.” (Participant C3S3)

“Taking a step back, and questioning where it went wrong, enables us to change
our behaviors.” (Participant C2S2)

“[I try to] stop and reflect and think where did I go wrong, or why did that not
work.” (Participant C1S2)

However, understanding failure and learning from it was deemed to be fundamental,
as learning from failed attempts encourages determination for future success. Being open-
minded to new approaches was also deemed crucial. Additionally, it was suggested that
extra respect can be gained if failure has been involved on the way to success, if the
success was not anticipated. It was observed that success often depends up on bravery and
risk-taking and that failed attempts can attract respect from stakeholders for these reasons.

The concept of feeling shame after a failed attempt was largely considered to be an
outdated concept now, as demonstrated by the following participant statement:

“To learn from failure, and then to consider how you are going to change it, or
how it changes you as a person, is crucial in order to be successful. Ultimately,
you need to understand how you must adapt to the understanding of failure.”
(Participant C3S3)

Respondents also felt that failure can strengthen resolve, paving the way to overcom-
ing future hurdles. If everything is always easy, and success seemingly straightforward,
then the first instance of failure can lead to a crisis of confidence, where previously held
beliefs can be abandoned quickly in the scrabble for success. However, if failure has been
experienced and embraced in the past, it provides a broader skillset for the individuals
and/or organizations to work around the challenges. It can also make any subsequent
success feel like an even bigger achievement. In this way, the success gained has been
truly earned.

Unpacking and reflecting on failure were re-appearing themes due to potentially
needing to change behavior in order to succeed. Not only did participants regard failure as
necessary in the journey to success, but also, it was felt that the more failures experienced,
the greater the feeling of reward when success is ultimately achieved.

“[Failure] makes the feeling of success even more euphoric as it feels more of an
achievement.” (Participant C1S1)
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5. Discussion

Fundamentally, this research echoes the wider literature findings (John and De Villiers
2022), emphasizing the need to understand what success means to an individual, as the
concept of success varies significantly from person to person, which is a concept supported
by the findings of Mourad et al. (2020).

There were multiple variables identified by the research sample for defining the
concept of success. Participants reinforced the literature, identifying success to be broadly
understood as the realization of an aim or activity directed toward its fulfillment, which
supports the findings of Baczko-Dombi and Wysmułek (2015). The notion of success
being entirely subjective was a common observation throughout the data. The data also
presented success to be a task-driven activity which requires commitment and motivation
for working toward a goal. This reinforces the findings from Korda (1977). Furthermore,
the data supported the assertion that success is earned and that there is not any entitlement
to it (Gladwell 2008).

Interviewees expressed that the concept of success is multifaceted and varies greatly
among individuals due to differing understandings. Both the data and literature confirmed
that success is a complex concept that undergoes change and evolution throughout the life-
time of an individual. Research undertaken by Xiao et al. (2023), and also by Eldegwy et al.
(2023), considered university brands and identified complementary findings that supported
the need to contest for students in an increasingly global marketplace. Furthermore, our
perception of success is frequently influenced by our upbringing. Variables such as culture
and the environment were identified as influential factors in shaping and impacting our
views on success (Iashnova 2004). This again reinforces Gladwell (2008), who suggested
that gender and education, as well as physical and emotional support from family, are
important internal factors affecting success.

The analysis of the data illustrated success as a multifaceted and intricate concept,
with autonomy and personal ownership being pivotal aspects. Participants emphasized
the importance of feeling a sense of ownership over their own success, stating that it is
fundamentally necessary to perceive it as being their own achievement. This aligns with
recent studies on self-determination, which suggested that autonomy is crucial for individ-
ual wellbeing and intrinsic motivation (Ryan and Deci 2017). Additionally, participants
highlighted resilience as a crucial factor contributing to success, reflecting contemporary
research that identified resilience as being key to overcoming adversity and maintaining
goal-directed behavior (Fletcher and Sarkar 2013).

Moreover, it was suggested that overcoming life’s obstacles to achieve success merits
additional recognition and admiration. Participants observed that upbringing often shapes
individuals’ exposure to opportunities, thereby influencing their potential for success. This
echoes the sentiments of scholars such Gladwell (2008), who proposed that an individual’s
success can stem from the gradual accumulation of advantages, including factors such as
their birthplace, their parents’ occupations, and the circumstances of their upbringing. It
also resonates with current perspectives on social capital, which emphasize that family
background and early life experiences play a significant role in determining future success
(Apfeld et al. 2022).

Subjectivity was deemed a fundamental characteristic of success by the participants.
Consistent with the literature, they recognized that the shape of success changes during
a lifetime, as well as expectations for success also evolving with age and circumstances.
Research by Bostock (2014) supports this view, highlighting how success is interpreted
differently across different life stages and is influenced by personal goals and social contexts.
As expected, participants noted various interpretations of the rewards of success, including
financially tangible rewards such luxury cars, holidays, and properties. However, more
interesting was the recognition of emotional gratification such as happiness, positive
wellbeing, and making a difference to something or someone. This is consistent with the
finding that emotional and psychological fulfillment often outweigh material success in
terms of life satisfaction (Steger et al. 2021).
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Feeling a sense of happiness was deemed a clear reward of success, but participants
focused also on experiencing a sense of pride. They noted that sometimes the reward
of success is experiencing a sense of relief. This was tied in specifically with achieving
milestones during their degree studies, which reinforces comments that success to them
was inked to being task-driven. Recent studies on goal setting have demonstrated that task
achievement fosters both pride and relief, particularly in academic contexts (Moeller et al.
2012; Martin and Collie 2016).

Peer perception of success was considered to be a key driver, along with experiences
of feeling safe and secure within a family environment. Experiencing a sense of wellbeing
were also commented on frequently by all participants. In fact, all interviewees suggested
that impacting society, contributing to a greater good, and leaving a legacy for change were
key consequences of success. This view aligns with research that highlighted how modern
definitions of success increasingly include social responsibility and societal contributions
(Jackson and Bridgstock 2018; Arroyave et al. 2021). Furthermore, participants articulated
the importance of a sense of belonging as being an integral experience that plays a pivotal
role within the concept of success, mirroring contemporary discussions about the role of
social connectedness in achieving personal and professional success (Yatczak et al. 2021).

However, participants also noted that success was not always positive, and many
shared the view that success is inherently competitive and can intensify with repeated
experiences of achievement. Data collected revealed that success often involves comparing
our achievements with those of our peers, which aligns to the research undertaken by
Matthews and Kelemen (2024). However, the degree to which we engage in this comparison
may often be significantly influenced by our background, and that background, including
cultural factors, can play a role in shaping our perceptions of success itself (Markus and
Kitayama 2014). As a result, there may be a discrepancy between societal expectations
and personal motivations, leading people and organizations to pursue success in a manner
incongruent with their own values and aspirations (Abdolrezapour et al. 2023). Conse-
quently, achieving success in accordance with societal norms can leave a feeling of lack of
fulfillment, despite external recognition of accomplishments (Andersson et al. 2019).

Interviewees further discussed the negative connotations associated with success.
They provided examples from people’s lives in which achieving their goals left them
feeling unfulfilled or lacking challenge, leading to a sense of boredom. Additionally, the
journey to success was acknowledged as requiring compromise and personal sacrifice,
often resulting in reduced social interaction, limited time with loved ones, and ultimately,
burnout. Together, these factors can detrimentally impact upon mental wellbeing. Inter-
estingly, this disconnect between perceived success and actual fulfillment was primarily
observed in the context of professional success (Baumeister et al. 2016). Participants noted
that individuals were more likely to misinterpret success when it was linked to money or
professional status, only to realize that these factors did not always bring happiness. Con-
versely, there was no mention in the data of individuals achieving emotional or spiritual
success in a personal context.

The data suggested that worthwhile success cannot be achieved in a short time because
it can take a long time to establish and evolve, and then it needs to be evaluated over time.

“The vision between short term, and long term, is relevant for the individual
or brand, as success is a long-term evaluation of your achievements over time.”
(Participant C3S1)

Interviewees felt that this long-term focus demonstrates more resilience, and that it is
important to build upon the long term because it was recognized that being resilient takes
courage and can be difficult to achieve.

“You have strength, but the great difficulty is being able to cultivate that and to
be resilient and to make these big strides.” (Participant C3S2)

However, it was also suggested that while success is synonymous with longevity, it
was felt that too much focus on the short term can lead to failure. Participants provided
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examples from their studies of needing to be determined to meet academic pressures such
as deadlines and exam anxiety. They also reflected on times when they needed to develop
their determination to receive challenging feedback on assignments, or even failing a unit
through unsatisfactory performance.

Participants linked demonstrating competitiveness and resilience together, suggesting
that success is a competitive concept that can push you to outperform others around you.

“For many it is about trying to do better than the people I’m comparing myself
against.” (Participant C3S1)

When instances of underachievement happen, it was recognized that they can demand
resilience to “take stock and brush yourself off”. Personal goal setting, and then making
comparisons, was noted during data collection. Interviewees suggested that the nature of
success is to be competitive by constantly pushing yourself to perform better.

“Once you achieve success it goes further and further. I feel like success has to
do with the resetting of goals. So, once you achieve a goal, and you have success
with that goal, you set another to have a new success.” (Participant C3S3)

Success in this sense can therefore instill a sense of endless challenge, which demands
great resilience. Participants also reflected that a competitive streak experienced during the
journey of success can be triggered by how our peers view us.

“Often if people see you achieving your goals, they will see you as being success-
ful.” (Participant C3S2)

Whatever the situation, all participants reflected that building and maintaining re-
silience is a fundamental skill needed for achieving success in any context. The research
demonstrated that resilience in this context is when a person or organization is so com-
mitted not only to the end goal, but also the tactics that they are employing to overcome
obstacles. To persevere with an activity when it does not look likely to lead to success
requires commitment to both the end goal, and to the methods being used to get there. It
can be a challenging experience, as it involves not abandoning those principles, but instead
trying to change and/or remove the barriers to the goal being achieved. Inevitably, this
often involves considerable personal sacrifice.

This resilience is essential for overcoming both personal and social barriers, such as
discrimination, and can lead to broader societal impact and legacy-building, as observed
in historical and contemporary examples of social change (Dawson and Daniel 2010).
It can contribute to one of the broader elements of success identified elsewhere in the
research—that of contributing to an impactful legacy. By changing the external environment
to remove an obstacle, it is highly likely that resilience can pave the way for others to build
upon the same success, leading to huge advances in society. The success of one person can
lead to the success of others who follow in their footsteps. Examples from history found in
the data include women securing the right to vote and the end of apartheid in South Africa.
Such achievements were only made through individuals with extreme resilience, but their
ultimate success is considered all the greater for the difficult path to achieving them.

The research suggested that failure is an inevitable component of success even if it
ultimately leads to abandoning an approach altogether. Recent studies have emphasized
that learning from failure is integral to future success, as it fosters resilience and adaptability
(Illouz 2020). We can only learn something does not work at all if we try it, and even in
that seemingly “ultimate” failure in which an undertaking is abandoned, there will still
be principles that can be applied to inform future ventures in seemingly different sectors
and/or applications. Failure, like success, is largely transferable. While success may
occasionally be instantaneous and “easy”, such a pattern is unlikely to be repeated in an
individual’s career, or in the story of a brand. Instead, success is almost always borne from
what is learned in failed attempts. Even an “immediate” success in one arena is usually the
result of failures elsewhere, with the learnings transferred into the new different context.
This can best be accomplished by throwing off the historical shackles of shame associated
with failure, and instead of seeing it as the end of a journey, viewing it as being a step along
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the way to future success. This shift in perception, viewing failure as a step toward success
rather than a final endpoint, is increasingly recognized in both personal and professional
domains (Ronnie and Philip 2021).

The data indicated the existence of both traditional and contemporary interpretations
regarding the nature of success. Traditionally, success has been associated with concepts
such as reputation, wealth, and power, reflecting outcomes that are highly valued in society.
However, a shift has occurred in recent times, wherein the focus of success has transitioned
toward notions of giving back to society and being a corporate citizen. This evolution
in perspectives emphasizes the importance of the impact that individuals have on their
surroundings, and on the legacy that they leave behind, which are both fundamental
aspects of achieving success. Interviewees recognized the significance of making a positive
contribution to society, highlighting the notion that success should be utilized for the
greater good.

Over time, the criteria for assessing success have undergone a transformation, with
religious considerations gradually giving way to more secular notions centered around
mindfulness and societal awareness. Success is no longer solely perceived as a reward
in the afterlife, but it is instead evaluated based on the enduring impact individuals
have on their immediate environment and future generations. This shift underscores the
importance of contributing to the greater good and leaving behind a meaningful legacy.
Success is now characterized by the tangible benefits it brings to society, whether through
problem-solving, job creation, or fostering social entrepreneurship to uplift marginalized
groups. Furthermore, success is viewed as being a long-term endeavor, measured not
just in immediate gains, but also in the enduring legacy that transcends generations. It
is imperative that success be sustainable, and capable of being carried forward by future
generations, ensuring its true societal impact and leaving a legacy for others to build upon.

The findings obtained from this study regarding Gen Z’s perspective on success
(Figure 1), coupled with the varied viewpoints on the concept of success itself, can now be
utilized to enhance the understanding and appreciation of success within a brand context.
By examining interpretations of success in broader terms, these overarching findings can
then be extrapolated and applied to brands and branding.
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Figure 1. Framework indicating Gen Z’s interpretation of success.

Taking these results into account, this research can inform the branding strategies of
universities in several ways. For example, to satisfy the need to be driven by objectives
and tasks, universities should define clear objectives and communicate them to students
effectively. This will enable prospective students to identify and understand specific goals
that they can achieve through their education. Marketing materials that highlight how
previous students have achieved their goals and reflecting upon the resulting feelings of
accomplishment will help to motivate prospective students. However, it is also important
that success is recognized as being a subjective accomplishment, so these examples should
be broad in scope, catering to different aspirations and career goals. They must also be
authentic. This was clear from other studies as well including the work of universities in
needing to promote flexibility in their courses so that students can see how their learning
can be adapted to meet changing career goals and life circumstances. Instead of promoting
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a degree as little more than a training course for a specific career, universities should
emphasize that the concept of success can evolve over time, and education can provide
students with the flexibility to adapt to new circumstances and opportunities. Case studies
should include graduates who went into unexpected careers or found new passions as a
result of their time at university.

Given that for Gen Z, being ethically and morally responsible is an important factor,
universities should emphasize their commitment to ethical practices and moral integrity
to maximize their appeal to students who value ethics. Academics and graduates who
have achieved ethical success should be celebrated to provide inspiration. Universities
should also demonstrate external validation of their own ethical approach to demonstrate
institutional behavior that matches these beliefs. For example, achievements recognized by
such companies as Fairtrade, Athena Swan, Investors in People, and QS World University
Rankings for Sustainability should indicate that the university operates ethically and
responsibly as an organization.

Success is not a linear process, and pitfalls and setbacks are inevitable and indeed
form a crucial part of the learning from which success is often born. Universities should
therefore not shy away from sharing stories about students who overcome difficult situa-
tions through fear of putting off prospective students. Instead, such stories should be seen
as an opportunity to inspire and reassure prospective students, and to highlight university
support systems, and in doing so, it can be demonstrated how help will be available when
required in the form of counselling, mentorship, and academic support. Equally, education
should be presented as a long-term investment for the future, and that the resilience that
Gen Z value is needed to reap the enduring benefits it will bring.

Universities should also encourage a growth mindset by demonstrating that they
foster an environment in which failure is seen as an opportunity to learn. This can be
achieved through testimonials and case studies and using academics and students as
examples that provide insight and inspiration to others. Failure should be positioned as
an inevitable part of innovation, and universities need to find ways of highlighting that
they offer a supportive environment that helps students to reflect upon, and learn from, the
failures that may occur, as it is from these lessons that they can ultimately succeed.

6. Conclusions

The core contribution of this research sought to gain an insight into interpretations
and implications of the concept of success from a sample of final year undergraduate
students in the context of a selection of comparable case study UK universities. The
research unpacked how Gen Z perceive achievement. This is an essential activity for the
modern-day university to explore, and understand, in order to project an aligned brand,
and furthermore, effectively engage with its key demographic of future students. By
recognizing Gen Z’s preferences and aspirations, institutions can tailor their branding,
educational portfolio, and overall campus experiences to ensure that they resonate fully.
By authentically embodying the key variables of success within their brand, universities
may be able to enhance their offering and increase their appeal among Gen Z, ultimately
fostering and embracing a stronger sense of connection, loyalty, and belonging within the
university community.

6.1. A Vision for the Future of University Branding

The concept of success is a construct built on shifting sands; therefore, it is essential
to unpack perceptions of what success means to key stakeholders in modern-day higher
education, to appropriately align expectations with delivery. Enabling universities to
deliver the appropriate skills for students to improve their employment opportunities will
help to ensure that students can achieve their goals.

The research illustrates that Gen Z, and their viewpoints, are intricate and nuanced.
Their opinions and perceptions are subject to change over time and can be influenced
by external factors and cultural dynamics. Moreover, individuals’ tastes and preferences
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evolve and develop. The research highlights that Gen Z has distinct definitions of success
compared to previous generations. While traditional markers of success, such as wealth and
prestige, still hold some importance, the data indicated that Gen Z students often prioritize
other factors such as personal fulfillment, social impact, and work–life balance. They seek
careers that align with their passions and values, placing an emphasis on meaningful
experiences over material gain. Therefore, universities need to recognize and cater to these
evolving definitions of success to effectively engage with Gen Z students.

Moreover, this research suggests Gen Z students value authenticity and transparency
from universities. They are adept at detecting insincerity and are more likely to support
organizations that demonstrate genuine concern for social and environmental issues. Uni-
versities that authentically align their branding with values such as diversity, sustainability,
and social responsibility are more likely to resonate with Gen Z students.

By understanding and embodying these values, universities will be able to cultivate a
strong sense of trust and loyalty among Gen Z students, enhancing their own brand reputa-
tion and appeal in the process, and thereby attracting more students who align to these
ideals. The authors therefore strongly urge universities to consider the recommendations
of this paper relating to actions that they can be undertaking now, which will maximize the
attractiveness of their educational offerings to prospective Gen Z students.

6.2. Limitations and Future Research

This investigation focused on three post-1992 universities in England, constituting a
multiple case study approach. The outcomes offer insights into potential trends by employ-
ing recursive abstraction as the analytical method for data comprehension. However, it is
essential to note that these patterns should not be conclusively regarded as being transfer-
able, and caution is advised when extending them to other dissimilar universities, due to
the restricted sample size and cultural specificity related to English post-1992 universities.
Hence, the authors recommend further exploration to ascertain whether the conclusions
drawn in this study can be replicated in a broader investigation.
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