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Abstract

This study examines how belief in wasta. the use of personal connections, affects students’ motivation, achievement
orientation, and perceptions of fairness in higher education across Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine. It also
investigates the social and media influences that shape these beliefs and considers how informal practices may weaken
merit-based principles, thereby influencing student engagement, learning outcomes, and trust in academic institutions.
Using a cross-sectional survey of 650 students, the study measured belief in wasta, intrinsic motivation, achievement
orientation, perceived academic fairness, and exposure to social and media influences. Data were analyzed through
descriptive statistics, correlations, t-tests, ANOVAs, regression, and MANOVA to test multiple hypotheses, guided by
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Justice Theory, and Institutional Theory. The findings reveal that belief in wasta is
widespread and consistently associated with lower intrinsic motivation, reduced achievement orientation, weaker
perceptions of fairness, and diminished expected academic performance. Although country context slightly moderated
these relationships, the overall pattern remained stable across all settings. Family, peers, and social media were identified
as key contributors to the reinforcement of wasta beliefs. The results suggest that informal social norms can undermine
merit-based systems, ultimately reducing motivation, effort, and institutional trust. However, limitations such as self-
reported data, a cross-sectional design, and limited measurement of fairness suggest caution in generalizing the findings.
The study recommends that universities promote transparency, strengthen awareness programs, and implement
mentorship and cultural interventions to reduce reliance on informal networks.
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INTRODUCTION

Equity, meritocracy, and fairness are fundamental
principles underpinning higher education
systems worldwide. However, in many Arab
societies, informal social practices—particularly
wasta, the reliance on personal connections to
gain advantages—challenge these principles [1].
Wasta has been extensively documented in
organizational and educational contexts,
influencing access to opportunities, decision-
making processes, and perceptions of legitimacy

[2]. Despite formal institutional rules promoting
merit-based advancement, the pervasive presence
of wasta raises critical questions about its
implications for students’ motivation,
achievement orientation, and perceptions of
fairness [3].

Although prior research has examined wasta
in relation to organizational outcomes,
educational access, and perceived justice, these
studies have largely treated motivation, fairness
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perceptions, and achievement orientation as
separate constructs rather than as an integrated
psychological-behavioral system. In particular,
there remains a lack of empirical work
investigating the simultaneous relationships
among motivation, perceived fairness (or equity),
and achievement orientation within higher
education settings. Even more limited is research
that compares these relationships across different
Arab country contexts, where institutional
structures and the prevalence of wasta may vary.
As a result, the theoretical linkages between
fairness perceptions, student motivation, and
achievement-oriented behavior remain
underexplored, leaving an important cross-
cultural and multi-variable research gap
unaddressed.

In higher education, student engagement and
achievement are closely linked to intrinsic
motivation, the perceived fairness of institutional
processes, and the belief that personal effort leads
to tangible rewards [4]. The prevalence of wasta
may undermine these drivers by signaling that
success depends more on personal connections
than on individual effort and ability. This
dynamic can erode trust in academic institutions,
weaken commitment to meritocratic norms, and
reduce motivation for learning [5].

Previous research has highlighted the
detrimental  effects of  favoritism  on
organizational and academic outcomes, including
lower motivation, reduced engagement, and
perceptions of unfairness [6]. However, the
existing literature remains limited in offering
cross-national empirical insights within the Arab
context, particularly in relation to how these
effects vary across institutional and cultural
settings where wasta is embedded [7]. The
novelty of this study lies in its cross-country
comparative lens, which enables a more nuanced
understanding of how wasta operates under
different regulatory frameworks, governance
structures, and cultural norms across Arab
countries. In doing so, the study extends prior
work by linking favoritism not only to fairness
perceptions and motivation but also to context-
sensitive variations in student experiences,
thereby  strengthening  both  theoretical
development and empirical evidence in this
underexplored area.

To address this gap, the present study
integrates Institutional Theory, Justice Theory,
and SDT to provide a multi-level explanation of
the mechanisms through which wasta influences

academic outcomes. Specifically, Institutional
Theory explains how wasta becomes normalized
as an informal institutional practice that coexists
with formal merit-based rules, thereby shaping
the contextual environment in which students
operate [8]. Within this institutional context,
Justice Theory explains how students interpret
these practices in terms of distributive and
procedural fairness, leading to perceptions of
either legitimacy or unfairness in academic
decision-making processes [9]. These fairness
perceptions then function as a key psychological
appraisal that influences motivation processes,
which is where SDT becomes central: when
students perceive reduced fairness and
constrained autonomy or competence, their
intrinsic motivation and achievement orientation
are undermined [10].

By linking these perspectives sequentially,
the study proposes a conceptual pathway in
which institutional normalization of wasta shapes
fairness perceptions, which in turn affect basic
psychological need satisfaction and subsequently
influence students’ motivation and achievement
orientation. This integrated framework is applied
to examine university students in Oman, Algeria,
Jordan, and Palestine [11].

The overarching research question guiding
this study is: how does belief in wasta, as an
informal social practice, influence university
students' intrinsic motivation, achievement
orientation, and perceptions of academic fairness
across different Arab countries, and what are the
primary sources shaping these perceptions?

Based on this problem and question, this
study aims to examine the influence of students’
beliefs in wasta on key academic outcomes,
including intrinsic motivation, achievement
orientation, perceptions of academic fairness, and
expected academic performance and goal
attainment, while exploring the social and media
sources that shape these beliefs and assessing
how the prevalence and impact of wasta vary
across different national contexts.

By addressing these objectives, the study
seeks to develop a more nuanced understanding
of the psychological, institutional, and social
mechanisms through which wasta operates in
higher education settings. Rather than assuming
a uniformly negative or positive role, the analysis
recognizes wasta as a socially embedded practice
that may produce both enabling and constraining
effects depending on context, institutional norms,
and stakeholder perceptions. This balanced
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perspective allows for a more critical
examination of how informal social practices
shape educational experiences and outcomes,
offering context-sensitive implications for
policymakers and university administrators in
settings where such practices are prevalent.
Literature review and
development

This section builds on the introduction by
reviewing existing literature on wasta, academic
motivation, achievement orientation, and fairness
perceptions. It draws on SDT, Justice Theory, and
Institutional Theory to explain key relationships
and identifies gaps that inform the development
of the study’s hypotheses and research
framework.

hypotheses

Belief in wasta and intrinsic motivation

Wasta, defined as favoritism or reliance on
personal connections, is a pervasive social
practice in several Arab countries, including
Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine [12]. The
selection of these four countries is theoretically
grounded in their variation in institutional
governance structures, degrees of meritocracy,
and the persistence of patronage-based practices
within higher education systems, allowing for
meaningful comparison of how wasta operates
across different socio-institutional contexts. This
comparative framing enhances the explanatory
power of the study by moving beyond a purely
geographical selection toward a theory-driven
rationale.

Research indicates that students’ belief in
wasta undermines intrinsic motivation, as they
perceive academic success to depend more on
social connections than on personal effort [13].
According to SDT, motivation thrives when
students’ psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness are satisfied [10],
[14]. Wasta compromises these needs by
signaling that personal effort may not be reliably
rewarded, thereby weakening perceived
competence, reducing autonomy, and
diminishing engagement and internal motivation.

(HI) Belief in wasta is negatively associated
with intrinsic motivation.

Belief in wasta and achievement orientation

Achievement orientation, the focus on
knowledge acquisition, skill development, and
merit-based success, is also negatively affected

by wasta [15], [16]. Students perceive effort-
based strategies as less effective when rewards—
such as scholarships, internships, or grades—
depend on social connections [17].

SDT suggests that when competence is
devalued relative to social leverage, motivation
to achieve academic excellence declines [18].
This leads to reduced commitment to merit-based
strategies and goal-directed learning.

(H2) Belief in wasta is negatively associated
with achievement orientation.

Belief'in wasta and perceived academic fairness
Perceptions of fairness are crucial for
engagement and institutional trust. Justice
Theory differentiates between distributive justice
(fairness of outcomes) and procedural justice
(fairness of processes) [19]. Wasta undermines
both by allocating opportunities based on
personal networks rather than merit. Students
who perceive favoritism view institutional
processes as opaque and biased, leading to
disengagement or adjusted expectations [20].

(H3) Students who believe in wasta perceive
lower levels of academic fairness.

Cross-national differences in belief in wasta
While wasta is prevalent across Arab countries,
its intensity varies with institutional, cultural, and
social contexts [21]. Algeria, Jordan, Oman, and
Palestine show differing prevalence due to
variations in social hierarchies and network-
based resource allocation, but its negative effects
on academic outcomes remain consistent [22].
(H4) Belief in wasta varies across Arab
countries.

Moderating role of country context
Country-specific institutional frameworks may
moderate the effect of wasta on academic
outcomes. For instance, stricter merit-based
regulations in Algeria and Jordan may buffer the
negative impact of wasta compared to more
networked systems in Oman and Palestine [23].
Institutional Theory highlights that informal
norms operate within broader socio-cultural
structures, explaining country-level variations
[24].

(HS) The effect of belief in wasta on academic
outcomes is moderated by country.
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Sources of wasta perception

Students’ beliefs about wasta are shaped by social
and media influences. Family, peers, and friends
transmit norms regarding favoritism, while media
and social networks reinforce these beliefs [3].

(H6) Family, friends, and peers are primary
sources shaping students’ beliefs about
wasta.

(H7) Exposure to media and social networks
positively predicts belief in wasta.

Impact on academic performance and goal
attainment

Wasta has tangible consequences for academic
performance. Students relying on social
connections rather than personal effort report
lower expected performance and reduced goal
attainment [25]. The combined effects of
diminished motivation, compromised
achievement  orientation, and perceived
unfairness explain these outcomes.

(H8) Reliance on wasta is associated with lower
expected academic performance and
reduced goal attainment.

Theoretical framework

The study integrates SDT, Justice Theory, and
Institutional Theory to explain how belief in
wasta influences academic outcomes in a unified
conceptual framework. From an Institutional
Theory perspective, wasta persists as an informal

institution that is socially transmitted through
family, peers, and media, and becomes
normalized within higher education systems
despite the presence of formal merit-based
policies [26], [27]. Within this institutional
environment, Justice Theory explains how
students interpret the use of wasta as a violation
of distributive and procedural justice, which
undermines their trust in academic systems and
weakens their willingness to invest effort in
achievement [20]. These perceptions of
unfairness then translate into psychological
consequences described by SDT, whereby
exposure to or belief in wasta can frustrate
students’ basic psychological needs for autonomy
and competence, ultimately reducing intrinsic
motivation and achievement orientation [28],
[29].

The conceptual model integrates SDT, Justice
Theory, and Institutional Theory, positioning
belief in wasta as the independent variable and
intrinsic motivation, achievement orientation,
and perceived academic fairness as the dependent
variables. To capture cross-national differences in
the intensity and influence of informal norms,
country context is included as a potential
moderator [30]. By linking psychological,
justice-related, and institutional explanations,
this framework offers a comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms through which
wasta shapes students’ academic engagement,
performance, and perceptions of fairness across
Arab higher education systems.
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RESEARCH METHOD

Moving from the literature review and theoretical
framework to the methodology, the study
operationalizes the proposed hypotheses into
measurable variables and selects appropriate
quantitative techniques to empirically test the
relationships between belief in wasta, student
motivation, achievement orientation, and
perceived academic fairness across different
country contexts.

Research design

This study employed a cross-sectional survey
design to examine the effects of perceived wasta
on university students’ intrinsic motivation,
achievement orientation, and perceptions of

academic fairness. This design is appropriate as it
allows for systematic —measurement of
relationships among multiple variables across a
diverse  sample, enabling cross-national
comparisons and testing of theory-driven
hypotheses [31]. The study is guided by SDT,
Justice Theory, and Institutional Theory,
providing a multi-level framework for
formulating hypotheses and interpreting results
in contexts where informal social norms coexist
with formal institutional rules.

Table 1 provides a summary of the
hypotheses and the analytical approaches used to
test them, linking each independent variable to its
respective dependent variable and corresponding
analysis method.

Table 1. Summary of hypotheses and analytical approaches

Statement Indepg ndent Dependent variable Analysis
variable method
H1 Belief in wasta decreases Belief in wasta  Intrinsic motivation t-test / ANOVA
intrinsic motivation (Yes/No)
H2 Belief in wasta reduces Beliefin wasta ~ Achievement t-test /
achievement orientation (Yes/No) orientation Regression
H3 Belief in wasta lowers perceived Beliefin wasta ~ Perceived fairness t-test / ANOVA
academic fairness (Yes/No)
H4 Wasta prevalence differs across ~ Country Belief in wasta Chi-square
countries (Yes/No)
H5 Country moderates wasta’s Country x Academic outcomes ~ MANOVA
effect on outcomes Belief in wasta
H6 Family, friends, and peers shape  Source of Belief in wasta Descriptive /
wasta beliefs information Correlation
H7 Media exposure strengthens Media / Social Belief in wasta Regression /
wasta beliefs networks Correlation
H8 Belief'in wasta reduces expected Beliefin wasta  Expected t-test/ ANOVA
academic performance and goal ~ (Yes/No) performance / Goal
attainment attainment

Sample and population

The study targeted university students from four
Arab countries: Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and
Palestine. The target population in each country
consisted of students enrolled in accredited and
officially recognized public and private
universities. In each national context, data
collection was implemented using a coordinated
multi-country procedure. First, local
collaborators (or trained research assistants)
distributed the survey within their respective
universities using both in-person and online
formats, depending on institutional access and
restrictions. Second, participation was voluntary
and based on informed consent, with respondents

recruited through classroom visits, university
networks, and student groups.

A combination of convenience and purposive
sampling was applied in all four countries.
Convenience sampling was used to access
students who were readily available within
participating universities, while purposive
sampling ensured variation across key
demographic and academic characteristics,
including gender, age, academic level
(undergraduate and postgraduate), and field of
study. To enhance comparability across countries,
the same inclusion criteria and survey instrument
were used in all settings, and data collection
followed the same general protocol in each
context.
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Participants ranged in age from 19 to over 38
years, allowing representation of both traditional

and non-traditional student populations and
supporting cross-national analysis.

Table 2. Distribution of participants across countries

Country Total (n) Female (%) Male (%)  Undergraduate (%)  Postgraduate (%)
Oman 170 66 34 72 28
Algeria 165 67 33 68 32
Jordan 160 66 34 71 29
Palestine 155 68 32 69 31
Total 650 66.75 33.25 70 30
Table 2 displays the distribution of students, with a balanced representation of

participants across the four countries, including
gender and academic level, demonstrating
balanced representation suitable for cross-
national analysis.

Descriptive statistics

The final sample consisted of university students
from Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine,
including both undergraduate and postgraduate

genders and age groups. Across the sample, the
majority of students reported believing in wasta
in academic and professional contexts, indicating
that informal favoritism is a salient aspect of
higher education experiences in these countries.
Table 3 details participants’ belief in wasta across
countries and genders, illustrating the prevalence
of this informal practice among students in the
study sample.

Table 3. Sample distribution by country, gender, and belief in wasta

Country N  Male (%) Female (%) Believe in wasta (%) Do not believe (%)
Oman 170 33.5 66.5 76.4 23.6
Jordan 160 34.1 65.9 61.9 38.1
Algeria 165 32.7 67.3 64.8 35.2
Palestine 155 34.8 65.2 59.4 40.6

Total 650 33.8 66.2 65.9 34.1

The inclusion criteria for this study required
that participants be enrolled in recognized
universities within the selected countries and
provide informed consent. This sampling
approach was designed to support the testing of
key hypotheses related to cross-national
differences in the prevalence of wasta (H4), the
moderating influence of country context (HS5),
and the effects of wasta beliefs on academic
outcomes (HI-H3 and HS).

Several constructs were measured to examine
these relationships. Belief in wasta was defined
as students’ perceptions of the prevalence and
importance of wasta 1in academic and
professional contexts. It was assessed using a
dichotomous item asking whether students
believe wasta is used to achieve success in
academic or professional settings (1=Yes, 0=No).
Intrinsic motivation referred to students’ internal
drive to engage in academic tasks for personal
growth and satisfaction and was measured using
a 4-item, S5-point Likert scale (1=Strongly
Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree), including an item

such as “Observing the importance of wasta
reduces my academic motivation,” with a
reported reliability of Cronbach’s 0=0.88.
Achievement orientation was defined as a
focus on knowledge acquisition, skill
development, and merit-based academic success.
It was measured using a 2-item, 5-point Likert
scale, including an example item stating that
academic success is primarily achieved through
personal effort rather than reliance on others,

demonstrating good internal  consistency
(Cronbach’s  a=0.82). Perceived academic
fairness captured students’ perceptions of

procedural and distributive fairness within the
academic environment and was assessed using a
single-item measure on a 5-point Likert scale.
Finally, sources of wasta perception were
measured to identify the channels through which
students form beliefs about wasta, including
family, friends, peers or colleagues, and media or
social networks (select all that apply). These
measures were specifically aligned with
hypotheses H6 and H7, as they help identify the
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social mechanisms through which wasta beliefs
are transmitted.

Procedures and data collection

The study employed a structured survey design
using measurement items adapted from
established literature on wasta, academic
motivation, achievement orientation, and
perceptions of fairness. To ensure content
validity and contextual relevance to higher
education settings, the initial instrument was
evaluated by a panel of five experts in higher
education and organizational behavior. The
experts were selected based on doctoral
qualifications in relevant disciplines, a minimum
of five years of academic or applied research
experience, and a record of scholarly publications
in organizational behavior or higher education.
Each expert independently assessed the
questionnaire in terms of clarity, relevance, and
conceptual alignment. Their feedback informed
an iterative refinement process in which
ambiguous wording was clarified, redundant
items were removed, and construct alignment
was strengthened, resulting in improved
instrument precision and content validity.

Given that the study was conducted across
four Arab countries (Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and
Palestine), the survey was administered in
Arabic, the shared language across the target
populations. To ensure linguistic and conceptual
equivalence with the original English-scale
items, a forward—backward translation procedure
was implemented. First, the instrument was
translated from English into Arabic by a bilingual
academic translator. Second, a separate
independent bilingual expert back-translated the
Arabic version into English. Discrepancies
between the original and back-translated versions
were reviewed and resolved through discussion
among translators and subject-matter experts.
This process ensured semantic equivalence and
improved cross-cultural interpretability of the
instrument across all participating countries.

Data were collected through an online
questionnaire distributed via student groups and
social media platforms, enabling access to a
broad and diverse student population.
Participation was voluntary, and informed
consent was obtained electronically prior to
survey completion. Respondents were assured of
anonymity and confidentiality, and no personally
identifiable information was collected. Following
data collection, responses were screened for

quality and completeness. A total of 20 responses
(3%) were excluded from the dataset based on
predefined criteria, including missing more than
10% of survey items and straight-lining
responses. After data cleaning, the final dataset
was deemed suitable for analysis.

Missing data analysis indicated that item-
level missingness was minimal and appeared to
be randomly distributed. Given the low level of
missing data, listwise deletion was applied prior
to statistical analysis to ensure consistency across
all analytical procedures. Data analysis was
conducted using both descriptive and inferential
statistical techniques. Descriptive statistics,
including means, standard deviations, and
frequency distributions, were used to summarize
sample characteristics and key variables.
Inferential analyses, including correlation,
regression, ANOVA, and MANOVA, were
employed to test the hypothesized relationships.
Prior to hypothesis testing, statistical
assumptions of normality, linearity,
homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity were
assessed to ensure the appropriateness of the
analytical models. The study adhered to
established ethical standards for human subject
research. Participation was voluntary, informed
consent was obtained from all respondents, and
participants retained the right to withdraw at any
stage without penalty. The study complied with
principles of anonymity, confidentiality, and data
protection throughout all phases of data
collection and analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Transitioning from the methodological approach
to the empirical results, the following section
presents the findings derived from the statistical
analysis of the collected data. It examines the
tested hypotheses and reports the relationships
between belief in wasta, intrinsic motivation,
achievement orientation, and perceived academic
fairness, as well as cross-national variations and
influencing factors identified in the study.
Descriptive  observations revealed that
students reported moderate levels of intrinsic
motivation and achievement orientation, while
perceptions of academic fairness were more
varied. These patterns suggest that belief in wasta
is prevalent and may influence students’
attitudes, engagement, and expectations across
academic contexts, supporting the theoretical
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predictions from SDT, Justice Theory, and
Institutional Theory [8], [10].

Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics for
the core study variables, including means,

standard deviations, and ranges, providing a
snapshot of the overall sample characteristics.

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for core study variables (N=650)

Variable M SD Min Max
Academic motivation 2.88 0.77 1 5
Achievement orientation 2.99 0.70 1 5
Perceived academic fairness 2.65 0.82 1 5
Belief in vasta (0 = No, 1 = Yes) 0.659 0.474 0 1

H1-H3: Wasta and academic outcomes
Table 5 shows Pearson correlations among the
main study variables, indicating significant

negative associations between belief in wasta and
academic motivation, achievement orientation,
and perceived fairness.

Table 5. Pearson correlations among main study variables (N = 650)

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4
Belief in Wasta 0.66 0.47 —
Academic motivation 2.88 0.77 —=39¥**
Achievement orientation 2.99 0.70 —34¥**k 53Kk —
Perceived academic fairness 2.65 0.82 —46*** G F*k ARk

Note: **p-value<0.001; Negative correlations indicate that stronger belief in wasta is associated with lower academic

motivation, achievement orientation, and perceived fairness.

Table 6 presents the results of t-tests
examining the effects of belief in wasta on
academic outcomes, supporting hypotheses H1—
H3. Students who believe in wasta reported

significantly lower academic motivation,
achievement orientation, and perceived fairness,
supporting H1-H3.

Table 6. Effects of beliefs in wasta on academic outcomes (N=650)

Dependent variable t df p-value Cohen’s d
Academic motivation -5.97 648 <0.001 0.50
Achievement orientation -5.42 648 <0.001 0.46
Perceived academic fairness —6.12 648 <0.001 0.53

The findings indicate that students who
perceive wasta as influential in academic and
professional contexts tend to report lower
intrinsic  motivation, weaker achievement
orientation, and reduced perceptions of academic
fairness compared with students who do not
believe in wasta. These results support the
argument that reliance on informal networks
undermines motivation, trust in merit-based
systems, and commitment to achievement-
oriented behavior. The findings align with SDT,
which emphasizes the importance of autonomy
and competence in sustaining intrinsic
motivation [32], and with Justice Theory, which
highlights the role of procedural and distributive
fairness in shaping institutional trust and
behavioral responses [19].

Notably, the stronger negative relationship
between belief in wasta and perceived academic
fairness (= —0.46, p-value<0.001), together with
the comparatively larger effect size for fairness
(d=0.53), suggests that fairness perceptions may
represent an important psychological mechanism
linking wasta beliefs to lower motivation and
weaker achievement orientation. Although
mediation analysis was not directly conducted,
the findings conceptually support the integration
of Justice Theory and SDT by indicating that
perceived unfairness may weaken students’
confidence in merit-based systems, reduce
feelings of autonomy and competence, and
subsequently diminish academic engagement
[10], [19], [32].

This relationship may be particularly
significant within Arab collectivistic contexts,
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where educational opportunities and institutional
legitimacy are often interpreted through both
formal and relational dimensions. In such
environments, perceptions of fairness are closely
connected to social recognition, belonging, and
equal treatment within institutional settings.
Consequently, when students perceive that
opportunities are distributed through wasta rather
than transparent meritocratic procedures, the
negative impact extends beyond dissatisfaction
with academic systems to include reduced trust in
the value of personal effort and merit-based
achievement. This finding therefore extends SDT
by demonstrating that motivational processes in
collectivistic societies are strongly shaped by
culturally embedded justice perceptions and

broader social legitimacy structures, rather than
solely by individual autonomy and competence
considerations [14], [19].

H4: Country differences in belief in wasta
Belief in wasta varied across countries, reflecting
differences in institutional, cultural, and social
contexts. Prevalence was highest in Oman,
followed by Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine,
indicating that informal norms operate at
different intensities across national settings, in
line with Institutional Theory [27].

Table 7 displays the prevalence of belief in
wasta across the four countries and the chi-square
test results, supporting hypothesis H4 regarding
cross-national differences.

Table 7. Prevalence of belief in wasta across countries (N=650)

Country Yes (%) No (%)
Oman 76.4 23.6
Algeria 64.8 35.2
Jordan 61.9 38.1
Palestine 59.4 40.6

H5: Country differences in the relationship
between wasta and academic outcomes
Country context was examined to assess whether
differences exist across national settings in (1)
the prevalence of belief in wasta and (2) mean
levels of academic outcomes (academic
motivation, achievement orientation, and
perceived academic fairness). In line with
Institutional Theory [27], the analysis focused on
cross-national ~ variation  in institutional
environments rather than testing interaction-
based moderation effects.

As shown in Table 7, belief in wasta varied
significantly across countries (¥*(3)=21.87, p-
value<0.001), indicating meaningful differences
in the prevalence of wasta beliefs across
institutional contexts. Oman reported the highest
proportion of students endorsing wasta, followed
by Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine. This pattern
suggests that informal institutional norms differ
in their strength and visibility across Arab higher
education  systems, potentially  reflecting
variation in governance structures, enforcement
of merit-based regulations, and societal
normalization of relational practices.

In addition, univariate ANOVAs (Table 8)
indicated statistically significant main effects of
both belief in wasta and country on all three
academic outcomes: academic motivation,
achievement orientation, and perceived academic

fairness (all p-value<0.001). Across all countries,
students who reported believing in wasta
consistently demonstrated lower motivation,
weaker achievement orientation, and reduced
perceptions of fairness.

Importantly, the analytical strategy did not
include a countryxwasta interaction term, nor
were multi-group or simple slope analyses
conducted. Therefore, the present results do not
provide statistical evidence of moderation.
Instead, they indicate that country context and
belief in wasta independently contribute to
variation in academic outcomes through separate
main effects.

Accordingly, H5 is interpreted as partially
supported in terms of cross-national variation,
but not supported as a moderation hypothesis in
the statistical sense. Specifically, while country
context is associated with differences in both the
prevalence of wasta beliefs and levels of
academic outcomes, it does not significantly alter
the relationship between belief in wasta and
academic outcomes within the current analytical
framework.

This interpretation is consistent with
Institutional Theory [27], which suggests that
institutional environments shape behavioral
norms and perceptions at the macro level, while
individual-level psychological relationships may
remain stable unless explicitly modeled through
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interaction-based or multilevel approaches.
Future research should employ moderation or
multilevel modeling techniques to more

rigorously test whether country context changes
the strength of the relationship between belief in
wasta and academic outcomes [23].

Table 8. Follow-up univariate ANOVA

Dependent variable Independent variable F p-value  Partial n?
Academic motivation Wasta 48.67 <.001 0.06
Country 6.12 <.001 0.04
Achievement orientation Wasta 41.56 <.001 0.05
Country 5.23 <.001 0.04
Perceived academic fairness Wasta 52.34 <.001 0.07
Country 6.01 <.001 0.05

H6 & H7: Socialization channels shaping
belief in wasta

This study examined the role of social and
informational environments in shaping students’
belief in wasta, drawing on Institutional Theory’s
multi-level  perspective  of institutional
reproduction (macro, meso, and micro levels).

Survey-based measures captured students’
exposure to three key sources: family narratives,
peer discussions, and media representations of
favoritism. Correlation and regression analyses
were conducted to assess their relative
associations with belief in wasta.

Results indicate that all three sources are
significantly associated with stronger belief in
wasta. Among them, media exposure showed the
strongest association, followed by peer networks,
while family influence demonstrated a
comparatively weaker but still statistically
significant relationship.

This pattern suggests a hierarchical influence
structure: (1) media (macro-level institutional
reinforcement) plays the strongest role in
normalizing perceptions of favoritism, (2) peers
(meso-level social diffusion) reinforce and
validate shared expectations within student
networks, (3) family (micro-level socialization)
contributes foundational but comparatively less
variable influence.

Although effect sizes vary, all predictors
contribute meaningfully to the formation of wasta
beliefs, indicating that institutional perceptions
are socially constructed through multiple
reinforcing channels rather than arising from
isolated individual cognition.

Importantly, the regression results indicate
that these variables collectively explain a
moderate proportion of variance in wasta belief,
suggesting that socialization mechanisms are
important but not exclusive determinants. Other
structural and institutional factors likely

contribute to shaping these beliefs, consistent
with Institutional Theory’s emphasis on multi-
layered causation.

These findings provide empirical support for
H6 and H7 by demonstrating that belief in wasta
is systematically associated with exposure to
social and media environments that normalize
informal favoritism. Rather than functioning as
independent predictors, these channels operate as
an integrated institutional ecosystem that sustains
perceptions of unequal opportunity structures in
academic settings.

H8: Academic
attainment
Belief in wasta was linked to lower expected
academic performance and reduced commitment
to merit-based goal attainment. Students
perceiving wasta as influential reported a
tendency to rely on social connections rather than
personal effort, reflecting diminished motivation
and achievement orientation. These outcomes
demonstrate the practical consequences of
informal favoritism on learning and achievement
[25].

Table 9 summarizes the research objectives
and demonstrates how each was addressed
through hypotheses testing, analysis, and
discussion of findings.

performance and goal

Summary of findings

The findings indicate that belief in wasta is
consistently associated with lower intrinsic
motivation, weaker achievement orientation, and
reduced perceptions of academic fairness across
Arab countries. The strength of wasta practices is
not uniform, with the highest prevalence reported
in Oman, followed by Algeria, Jordan, and
Palestine. This variation suggests that while the
phenomenon is widespread, its intensity is
shaped by national context. In addition, social
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environments play a crucial role in reinforcing
these beliefs, as family influence, peer networks,

and media exposure collectively sustain and
normalize expectations of wasta.

Table 9. Achievement of research objectives

Research objective

How addressed

Supportl_ng sections / Status
evidence

1. Examine the impact of belief in
wasta on students’ intrinsic
motivation H1

2. Assess the effect of belief in

wasta on achievement orientation
H2

3. Investigate how belief in wasta
shapes perceptions of academic
fairness

4. Explore cross-national differences
in the prevalence and impact of
wasta

5. Examine the moderating role of
country context on the
relationship between wasta and
academic outcomes

6. ldentify the primary social and
media sources shaping students’
beliefs about wasta

7. Assess the consequences of wasta
beliefs on expected academic
performance and goal attainment

& H7

Measured intrinsic
motivation and tested

Measured achievement
orientation and tested

Measured perceived
fairness and tested H3

Tested H4; analyzed
country differences

Tested H5 using
ANOVA/MANOVA

Measured sources of
information; tested H6

Tested H8; examined
expected performance
and goals

Section 4.2 (Hypotheses Met
Testing, H1); Table 6;

Section 5 (Discussion,

para 2)

Section 4.2 (H2); Table 6;  Met
Section 5 (Discussion,

para 3)

Section 4.2 (H3); Table 6;  Met
Section 5 (Discussion,

para 4)

Section 4.2 (H4); Table 7; Met
Section 5 (Discussion,

para 5)

Section 4.2 (H5); Table 8; Met
Section 5 (Discussion,

para 6)

Section 4.2 (H6 & H7); Met
Section 5 (Discussion,

para 7)

Section 4.2 (H8); Section Met
5 (Discussion, para 8)

More specifically, inferential analyses related
to H6 and H7 indicated that family influence,
peer networks, and media exposure were
significantly associated with stronger belief in
wasta. Students reporting higher exposure to
social and media narratives surrounding
favoritism were more likely to perceive wasta as
necessary for academic and professional success.
Correlation and regression findings further
demonstrated that media and social networks
reinforce perceptions of unequal opportunity
structures, supporting the argument that wasta
beliefs are socially transmitted and institutionally
reproduced through repeated interpersonal and
informational exposure rather than existing as
isolated individual attitudes.

Although country-specific contexts may
influence the magnitude of effects, the overall
negative association between wasta and
motivation and fairness perceptions appears
broadly consistent across settings. Moreover,
stronger belief in wasta is associated with lower
expected academic performance, indicating
implications for students’ academic goal

attainment. Taken together, these results provide
moderate empirical support for all eight
hypotheses (H1-HS), showing that informal
social norms such as wasta are associated with
reduced motivation, achievement orientation, and
perceived  fairness, while  cross-national
differences and social transmission processes
shape the degree of these relationships.

Motivation and achievement orientation

The findings demonstrate a consistent negative
association between belief in wasta and students’
intrinsic motivation and achievement orientation
across Oman, Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine.
Grounded in SDT, this suggests that when
students perceive academic success as contingent
on personal connections rather than effort, their
sense of autonomy and competence is
undermined, reducing intrinsic motivation and
weakening  commitment to  merit-based
achievement strategies [10], [14]. This effect was
particularly evident in contexts where formal
meritocratic systems coexist with strong informal
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networks, creating perceptions that effort alone is
insufficient for success [18].

Perceived academic fairness

Belief in wasta was also strongly associated with
lower perceived academic fairness. From the
perspective of Justice Theory, students who
perceive  favoritism interpret institutional
processes as lacking both distributive and
procedural justice [19]. The strength of this
association suggests that fairness perceptions
may play a central psychological role in shaping
motivational outcomes. Although mediation was
not tested, the pattern of relationships is
consistent with the idea that perceived unfairness
undermines trust in institutional systems and
weakens students’ willingness to invest effort in
academic work [10], [19].

In collectivistic contexts, fairness judgments
extend beyond formal rules to include
expectations of relational equity and social
belonging. Consequently, perceptions that
opportunities are distributed through wasta may
simultaneously reduce institutional trust and
perceived  social  inclusion, intensifying
motivational decline [14], [32].

Country context

Cross-national differences in the prevalence of
wasta were observed, with higher levels in Oman
followed by Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine. This
variation reflects differences in institutional
governance and the normalization of informal
practices [21]. However, the negative
associations between belief in wasta and
academic outcomes remained stable across
countries, indicating that while institutional

context shapes prevalence, it does not
fundamentally  alter the  direction of
psychological effects.

These findings suggest that formal

institutional frameworks alone may not be
sufficient to counteract the influence of informal
norms without complementary cultural and
behavioral interventions [24].

Social transmission mechanisms

The results indicate that belief in wasta is socially
constructed  through multiple reinforcing
channels. Media exposure emerged as the
strongest predictor, followed by peer networks
and family influence. This pattern supports
Institutional Theory’s view that informal
institutions are reproduced through layered

socialization processes operating at macro
(media), meso (peers), and micro (family) levels
(31, [27].

Together, these channels form an
interconnected ~ system  that  normalizes
expectations of favoritism. Rather than operating
independently, they reinforce shared beliefs
about unequal access to opportunities, shaping
how students interpret academic and professional
success structures [3], [7].

Institutional implications
At the institutional level, the findings extend
Institutional Theory by showing that informal
norms not only coexist with formal merit-based
systems but actively shape students’ expectations
and engagement [24], [27]. Wasta operates as a
socially embedded practice sustained through
repeated exposure and collective normalization.
However, its persistence also reflects its
embeddedness within relational and collectivistic
social  structures. While it undermines
meritocratic fairness, it may simultaneously
function as a form of social capital in contexts
characterized by uncertainty and limited
institutional trust. This duality suggests that
reducing reliance on wasta requires not only
regulatory enforcement but also strengthening
institutional legitimacy and transparency [21],
[24].

Academic performance and integration

Belief in wasta was further associated with lower
expected academic performance and reduced
commitment to merit-based goals, reflecting
reduced motivation and achievement orientation
[25]. This highlights the cumulative effect of
weakened  autonomy, reduced  fairness
perceptions, and reliance on informal
mechanisms on academic engagement.

Overall, the study integrates SDT, Justice
Theory, and Institutional Theory to show that
wasta operates as a cross-national informal
institution influencing motivation and fairness
through socially transmitted perceptions and
institutionalized expectations. The combined
framework provides a multi-level explanation of
how informal norms shape academic behavior in
collectivistic higher education contexts.

CONCLUSION
This study shows that belief in wasta undermines
university  students’ intrinsic  motivation,
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achievement orientation, and perceptions of
academic fairness across Oman, Algeria, Jordan,
and Palestine. Despite formal merit-based
policies, wasta persists as a deeply entrenched
informal institution, reducing engagement,
autonomy, and confidence that effort leads to
reward. Integrating Self-Determination, Justice,
and Institutional theories, the study highlights
how informal norms shape motivation, fairness
perceptions, and expectations in academic
settings. More specifically, the study contributes
theoretically by developing an integrated
explanatory pathway in which Institutional
Theory explains how wasta becomes normalized
within higher education systems, Justice Theory
explains how students cognitively interpret these
practices as violations of procedural and
distributive fairness, and SDT explains how this
fairness perceptions subsequently weaken
students’ autonomy, competence, and intrinsic
motivation. By linking institutional context,
fairness perceptions, and motivational outcomes
into a single framework, the study moves beyond
fragmented explanations and provides a multi-
level understanding of how informal social
practices influence academic behavior and
engagement in collectivistic higher education
contexts.

Limitations include the cross-sectional, self-
reported design, unequal measurement depth
across constructs (with intrinsic motivation
measured using four items, achievement
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