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This article explores the phenomenon of university dropout, a concerning issue present in universities 
worldwide, focusing on young people from Generation Z, who currently represent the largest group of 
students. Generation Z youth demonstrate distinctive educational behaviours that make the recruitment and 
retention approaches used for previous student generations less effective. Growing up in the digital age, they 
prefer flexible, personalized, online learning environments, show a strong orientation towards practical 
results, are attracted to the idea of entrepreneurship, and seek financial independence and fast professional 
growth. The research aims to identify the socioeconomic, institutional and individual factors that lead to the 
decision to drop out of university studies, as well as the specific behaviours that influence or determine 
withdrawal. Data were collected through a survey, applied to students from five faculties who voluntarily 
withdrew their enrolment files and abandoned their academic trajectories in the period of June-November 
2024. Their analysis highlights a complex interaction between individual expectations, socioeconomic 
pressures, the perceived relevance of academic programs, and the quality of student counselling services. 
Based on the interpretation of the empirical results, the article proposes a series of strategic 
recommendations for improving student retention policies, mainly targeting support services adapted to the 
characteristics of Generation Z, offered through career counseling and guidance centers. 

 

1. Introduction  

University dropout has become, in recent years, an 

increasingly complex and pressing issue across 

European and international contexts. It has negative 

consequences on the individual careers of students, on 

the teaching institutions and on the social and 

economic development. The significant change in the 

student profile, accentuated after the COVID 

pandemic, correlated with the change in socio-

economic conditions and the diversification of labor 

market requirements, has intensified the complex 

nature of the phenomenon of student withdrawal. 

A study by the Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development, published in 2022 

(OECD, 2022) shows that: “39% of full-time students 

who enter a bachelor’s program graduate within the 

theoretical duration of the program. The average 

completion rate after three additional years increases 

to 68%.” (p. 198). Most often, the decision to drop out 

is made before the start of the second year of 

bachelor's studies and does not necessarily mean 

leaving tertiary education, but, sometimes, just a 

change in the direction of studies (Cazan, et al., 2025; 

Lorenzo-Quiles, et al., 2023). 

In the current context of university dropouts, 

attention is being directed towards Generation Z 

students, who make up most of the student population. 

Born roughly between 1995 and 2012, these 

individuals face a distinct set of challenges influenced 

by the social, economic, technological, and financial 

conditions of a rapidly changing world (Bratu, et al., 

2023; Jayatissa, 2023). Young individuals from 

Generation Z have distinct values and expectations 

concerning education, employment, and life in 

general, being characterized by pragmatic mindsets 

and a strong sense of personal expression. They prefer 

practical, collaborative, and skills-based learning, 

often turning to platforms like YouTube, online 

tutorials, and forums rather than conforming to rigid 

academic structures. Comfortable with digital 

environments, they expect universities to provide 

flexible, technology-enhanced learning experiences, 

including hybrid classes, online resources, and 

collaborative digital tools. These traits, together with 

the context in which they occur, have significant 

influences on their attitude towards continuing or 

dropout university studies. 
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The importance of this study derives from the need 

to identify, through a concrete approach, the 

socioeconomic, institutional and individual factors 

that lead to the decision to abandon university studies, 

as well as the behaviors specific to the current 

generation of students that influence or determine 

withdrawal (Herţeliu, et al., 2022; Kehm, et al., 2019).  

By analyzing data collected from five faculties of a 

Romanian technical university, the research aims to 

address questions such as: What are the main causes 

of university dropout among Generation Z students? 

What is the educational behavior and attitude of 

students who withdraw? What role do student 

counseling and career guidance services play in 

preventing university dropouts? What specific support 

services best match the needs, expectations, and 

learning styles of Generation Z youth? 

2. Theoretical foundation 

2.1. University dropout – key approaches 

The dropout rate is an important indicator of the 

efficiency of higher education institutions. Reducing it 

is closely linked to strategies for attraction and 

retention, involving constant effort and continuous 

adaptation to new demands and realities. The 

phenomenon of university dropout has been addressed 

in many studies and research in recent years, in various 

aspects. The term does not have a unified definition, 

with variations in interpretation from one country to 

another and from one university to another (Behr, et 

al., 2020). 

There are two fundamental theories that have 

successfully explained in a comprehensive way the 

process underlying students' decisions to drop out of 

higher education. These models, as highlighted by 

Cabrera et al. (1992), have received significant 

attention in the literature: Tinto’s Student Integration 

Model (1975) and Bean’s Model of Student Attrition 

(1980, 1985). Both have served as frameworks for 

subsequent theoretical and empirical research. They 

have been validated, refined and applied in numerous 

contexts to explain the dropout phenomenon, and have 

also been extended to incorporate a wide range of 

factors: socio-economic, institutional and individual, 

in increasingly complex and in-depth approaches 

(Gonzales-Morales, et al., 2025; Lorenzo-Quiles, et 

al., 2023;  Nurmalitasari, et al., 2023). 

In Romania, the issue of university dropout has 

become increasingly important in recent years. A 

reference work in this regard is that of Alexe-Coteț, 

Păunescu and Hâj (2022), which provides one of the 

most systematic analyses of the measurement and 

interpretation of dropout in higher education in 

Romania, based on the analysis of data taken from the 

National Student Enrolment Registry. Other recent 

studies explore various factors that may contribute to 

improving university retention, such as the 

development of socio-emotional competencies 

(Oproiu & Liţoiu, 2019), the restructuring of 

counselling and career guidance services (Richiţeanu-

Năstase & Stăiculescu, 2018) the modernization of 

teaching practices, and their alignment with the needs 

of today’s students—young people from Generation Z 

(Bratu, et al., 2023). 

To increase student retention in higher education, 

the Romanian Government has initiated the National 

Program for Reducing University Dropout 

(Government of Romania, 2025). Its main objective is 

to significantly reduce the university dropout rate in 

Romanian higher education institutions by 

implementing specific measures for the early 

identification of students at risk of dropping out, 

including the use of tools for monitoring and 

evaluating academic progress. 

2.2. Characteristics of Generation Z and 

implications for counseling 

The term Generation Z refers to individuals born 

between 1995 and 2012, positioned between 

Generation Y (Millennials) and Generation Alpha. It 

is the generation with higher expectations than 

previous ones, especially regarding career 

development. They have grown up with the internet, a 

rapid source of information, as part of everyday life, 

being familiarized with the era of digital technology. 

They are known by various names: “Digital natives”, 

“Extremely online”, “Screenagers”,  “Zoomers”, 

“TikTok Generation”, “iGeneration”, “Post-

Millennials”, “Net Generation”, and  “Next-gen 

students” (Jayatissa, 2023; Turner, 2015). 

This generation of young people is characterized 

by pragmatism and a strong sense of personal 

expression, showing a preference for practical and 

collaborative learning methods, focused on the 

development of skills and applied processes. They 

tend to spend more time on electronic devices 

connected to the internet rather than reading books or 

printed materials—a tendency that may impact their 

attention span and vocabulary, with consequences for 

academic performance.  Their educational preferences 

are directed towards digital resources such as video 

platforms (e.g., YouTube), online tutorials and 

interactive forums, showing reluctance towards 
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traditional academic structures, often perceived as 

rigid and not adapted to their needs and learning style. 

This new context presents a wide range of 

demands for the educational system, with universities 

being challenged to adapt to the needs and style of 

approaching education specific to this generation of 

young people, who constitute the main segment of 

today’s student population. Moreover, adapting 

educational counseling, guidance, and support 

services to the particularities of this generation is 

essential for the efficiency of interventions. 

2.2. Educational path stages and types of 

counseling required 

A key component of this study is the analysis of 

students’ academic paths, which were segmented into 

four stages, each corresponding to specific counseling 

needs: 

Stage 1: Choosing a study program - This is 

considered the fundamental stage, as the correct 

choice of the program, in accordance with the interests 

and skills of the student, largely determines 

subsequent academic success. Vocational counseling 

is essential at this stage. Unfortunately, this decision is 

most often made outside the university environment, 

the first real contact with the higher education 

institution taking place only during the admission 

process. 

Stage 2: Adapting to the university environment - 

This stage corresponds to the first year of studies, with 

a particular focus on the first semester and the first 

exam session. It is perceived as a period of 

“transitional shock” from high school to university. 

During this phase, counseling is necessary to support 

academic and social integration, time management, 

and the adoption of effective learning strategies. At 

this stage students are most vulnerable and the risk of 

dropping out is high. 

Stage 3: Progressing through the academic 

program - This stage involves the accumulation of 

ECTS (European Credit Transfer System) credits by 

successful completion of coursework. Preventing 

dropout during this stage requires effective academic 

advising, clear communication about how the credit 

system functions, but also motivational support, 

develop team spirit and create a sense of belonging to 

the academic community. It is also the appropriate 

stage to start career planning, by familiarizing students 

with labor market requirements, career opportunities, 

and encouraging the formulation of clear professional 

goals (Popescu., 2014; Popescu, et al., 2014). 

Stage 4: Completion of studies versus Dropout 

decision – It is the final stage, which reflects either the 

successful completion of university studies or 

premature withdrawal. Dropout can take various 

forms: voluntary withdrawal, academic or disciplinary 

dismissal, repeating a year of study, or transferring to 

another program or institution. At this point, career 

counseling has a limited impact in preventing or 

avoiding dropout, making it essential to identify and 

address risk factors earlier during the academic path. 

3. Research methodology 

The research was based on the application of a 

questionnaire addressed to students who abandoned 

their university studies (bachelor and master) between 

June and November 2024. The sample was composed 

of 135 students from five faculties of the Technical 

University of Cluj-Napoca, aged between 18 and 30, 

who voluntarily withdrew their enrollment at various 

stages of their academic path. The main purpose of this 

questionnaire was to identify the perceptions, 

motivations and determinants that led to both the 

initial choice of study program and the subsequent 

decision to drop out, while also recording the 

complexity of academic experience, socio-economic 

and individual pressures, as well as students’ future 

plans. 

The questionnaire included 12 questions, some of 

which had multiple answer options, each being rated 

on a 5-point Likert scale. It was completed by students 

at the time of withdrawal from the study program. 

Student participation in this study was voluntary, and 

respondents were informed about the purpose of the 

research and data confidentiality. The questionnaire 

was developed considering the four stages of the 

student’s educational path, described in subsection 

2.2, aiming to quantify the factors that influenced both 

the choice of study program and the decision to drop 

out, according to the schematic representation in 

Figure 1. 

Two direct questions formed the central part of the 

questionnaire: one regarding the factors that 

influenced the choice of a study program and the other 

regarding the reasons for the decision to drop out. The 

other questions aimed to collect socio-demographic 

data, to quantify vocational alignment and motivation 

for study, to assess the student's satisfaction with the 

university educational path and to explore future 

career plans. As a result, an instrument was created 

that allowed the investigation of the complex links 

between the factors that influence the choice of a 

university study program and the factors that intervene 
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during the university path and lead to the desire for 

professional reorientation or reconfiguration, 

generating university dropout (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 

Factors influencing the educational path and the decision to drop out 

 

4. Results and discussions  

The analysis of the data collected from the study 

sample highlighted a series of relevant trends 

regarding the phenomenon of university dropout. 

Regarding the age of the respondents, 95.56% of the 

students who declared that they had dropped out of 

their studies fell within the 18–24 age range, 

corresponding to the beginning of their university 

career. This transitional stage, immediately following 

high school, is often characterized by uncertainties 

regarding professional orientation, emotional 

instability and difficulties in adapting to the demands 

of the academic environment. 

Table 1 

Characteristics of the study sample 

Item  Number of 
respondents 

The sample 135 

Gender: female/male 60 / 75 

Students enrolled in bachelor's degree 
programs 

117 

1st year of the bachelor's degree 99 

2nd year of the bachelor's degree 13 

3rd year of the bachelor's degree 4 

4th year of the bachelor's degree 1 

Students enrolled in master's degree 
programs 

18 

1st year of master’s degree 17 

2nd year of master’s degree 1 

Budget-funded studies/ Self-funded 
studies 

113 / 22 

Place of residence: urban / rural 86 / 49 

The data show that university dropouts are most 

common in the first year of studies. Thus, 84.6% of 

bachelor's and 94.4% of master's students interrupted 

their studies during the first academic year, according 

to the distribution by educational cycle (see Table 1). 

An additional observation refers to the place of 

residence, as many students who dropped out (63.7%) 

come from urban areas. It can be assumed that students 

from rural areas, especially those who benefit from 

budget-funded places, demonstrate a stronger 

motivation to complete their studies, perceiving 

education as an opportunity for social and professional 

growth.  

Regarding the stated reasons for dropping out, 

respondents had the opportunity to choose from a list 

of 9 predefined answers and to quantify the 

importance of each reason, using a 5-point Likert 

scale. They were also free to specify other own 

reasons. Figure 2 shows the responses rated as "To a 

very great extent" expressed as percentages relative to 

the total number of respondents. Although the 

proposed list is diverse and covers a wide range of 

obstacles that students may face, their responses 

highlighted that the main reason for dropping out is 

related to the mismatch between their professional 

interests and the current field of study (Figure 2).  

Figure 2 

Reasons for university dropout (rated “To a very great extent” – on a 5-
point Likert scale) – %  from total respondents 

 

Approximately one third of respondents (30.4%) 

stated that this mismatch influenced their decision to 

leave university to a very great extent, 25.9% to a great 

extent, 15.6% to a moderate extent, 9.6% to a small 

extent, 16.3% to a very small extent, while 2.2% did 

not choose this answer. Based on these percentages, 

we observe that more than half of the respondents 

(56.3%) indicated that the mismatch influenced their 

decision to drop out to a great extent or to a very great 

extent.  
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This perception was correlated with factors 

indicating academic engagement, showing that 76.3% 

of the students who felt they had chosen the wrong 

study program attended less than half of the classes 

during the current semester. In addition, 34.2% of 

them are already employed, and 15.8% are 

simultaneously pursuing another study program. 

Employing while still studying or pursuing studies in 

parallel reflects trends specific to Generation Z: the 

search for independence, the need for flexibility, and 

the tendency to multitask. 

On the other hand, 65.8% of the students who 

consider themselves to disagree with the study 

program were admitted to the university according to 

their first choice, and 28.9% of them stated that they 

have chosen the study program based on their own 

professional interests and goals. This suggests a 

possible discrepancy between young people's 

expectations and reality. 

The other reasons for dropping out were seen as 

less relevant by most respondents (Figure 2). This 

suggests that dropping out of university is usually not 

due to external problems (such as health, financial 

difficulties, or housing), but rather a lack of motivation 

and interest in the chosen field of study. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that choosing the wrong study 

program plays a key role in the decision to drop out. 

This highlights the importance of career guidance and 

counseling programs, both in high school and during 

the first year of university, to help young people better 

understand their skills, interests, and values, and make 

more informed choices about their educational path. 

Figure 3 

Factors influencing study program choice (“Much” and “Very much” - 
on a 5-point Likert scale) -  % from total respondents 

 

The analysis of the responses regarding the 

motivations for choosing the study program indicates 

that 58.5% of young people were “Much” or “Very 

much” influenced by the perception of the field as 

“future-oriented”, 45.9% by employment 

opportunities and 40.0% by high salary earnings in the 

professional field (Figure 3). This orientation towards 

external factors, to the detriment of a personal 

vocational assessment, may pose a risk to the 

alignment between the chosen study program and the 

students’ professional goals. 

Regarding post-dropout intentions, 20% of 

respondents stated that they did not have a concrete 

plan at the time of withdrawal, indicating a clear need 

for support through educational and career counseling 

services. Another 20% want to get a job, and 15.6% 

plan to start a business. 

From the perspective of the classification of 

dropout types, 19.3% of respondents declared that they 

intend to return to the same university (internal 

dropout), either in the same study program or in 

another. At the same time, 34.1% expressed the 

intention to enroll in another university in Romania, 

and 3.7% abroad (external dropout). Thus, 57.1% of 

respondents plan to continue their university studies in 

one form or another, even if they temporarily focus on 

other activities. This result suggests that dropping out 

is not a complete rejection of education, but rather a 

process of professional reorientation. 

5. Conclusions 

The results of this study confirm that the dropout in 

higher education is a complex and multifactorial 

phenomenon, especially in the context of the current 

generation of young people, Generation Z. The study, 

based on a questionnaire applied to students who 

withdrew from five faculties, contributes to the 

literature by offering an empirical perspective in a 

technical university environment and finding clear 

answers related to the causes of dropout. The research 

approach was related to improving the support offered 

to students particularly through the university’s Career 

Counseling and Guidance Center, to promote the 

successful completion of academic programs and 

improve insertion into the labor market.  

The study highlighted the mismatch between 

professional interests and the field of study as the 

central factor in the decision to drop out. Considering 

that a significant percentage (70.4%) of respondents 

were admitted to university according to their first 

choice of study, this result indicates high initial 

confidence, but also a possible lack in the critical 

exploration of available alternatives, which underlines 

the importance of proactive counseling in the pre-
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university stage, in order to align the educational 

decision with the real interests and potential of each 

student.  

The specific traits of Generation Z are reflected in 

the answers they provided when completing the 

questionnaire: they are practical and pragmatic, 

choosing their field of study based on future 

opportunities and financial gain; they often pursue 

multiple academic programs simultaneously or take on 

employment during their studies, seeking 

independence and demonstrating flexibility and 

openness to new challenges; they show low interest in 

in-person classes, being deeply rooted in the digital 

world and in search of alternative sources of 

information. 

Based on the findings of this study and the 

literature reviewed, several strategic 

recommendations can be formulated to reduce dropout 

rates in higher education and increase retention among 

Generation Z students. An important first step is to 

implement digital career counseling as an integral part 

of student support services. This modern approach can 

strengthen young people's alignment with their chosen 

academic programs and support long-term retention, 

while also responding to the needs of a generation 

deeply familiar with the digital environment. 

Also, making career counseling services more 

efficient by adapting them to the specifics of the new 

generation – pragmatic, oriented towards 

independence and flexibility – and by expanding 

access to such services becomes essential in the effort 

to prevent dropout decisions. Reducing the 

phenomenon of university dropout and better 

integration of young people into the labor market can 

only be achieved through a deep understanding of their 

needs, interests and motivations regarding their 

educational and professional path. 

In this regard, it is also important to strengthen 

collaboration between pre-university and university 

environments, especially through career counseling 

and guidance centers. Such cooperation can facilitate a 

more realistic and well-founded orientation of young 

people in the process of choosing their academic and 

professional direction, thus reducing the risk of 

decisions that are not in line with their personal 

interests and aspirations. 
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