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Abstract
This article reviews the literature on student well-being (burnout and engagement) 
and their relationships with study demands and resources, student behaviors (pro-
active and self-undermining study behaviors), and student outcomes in higher 
education. Building on research that used Job Demands–Resources and Study 
Demands–Resources models to investigate student well-being, we develop the Study 
Demands–Resources (SD–R) theory to delineate the various processes, mecha-
nisms, and behaviors involved in student burnout and engagement. Study demands 
and resources have unique and combined effects on higher education students’ well-
being. In addition, students can influence their own well-being and study-related 
outcomes by either proactively optimizing their study demands and resources or 
displaying self-undermining behaviors that can adversely affect their study environ-
ment. We discuss several avenues for future research, including (a) rigorous tests 
of SD–R propositions; (b) trait versus state effects in SD–R theory; (c) the impact 
of the higher education climate and lecturer influence; and (d) an expanded SD–R 
theory.

Keywords  Student burnout · Student engagement · Study crafting · Study demands · 
Study resources

Higher education students are confronted with a range of demands, such as course-
work deadlines, group assignments, financial problems, and exams. Such demands 
necessitate time management, coordination, and focused attention. Over time, study 
demands require considerable cognitive, emotional, and physical effort, which may 
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drain psychological resources and lead to study anxiety, fatigue, and even burnout 
(Gusy et  al., 2016; Madigan & Curran, 2021; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014). 
However, students may also encounter various resources while studying, including 
support and constructive feedback from lecturers, social support from family and 
friends, and development opportunities (Bakker et  al., 2015). Such resources help 
students manage their demands, facilitate student engagement (Gusy et al., 2016), 
and guide goal-oriented behaviors. Resources are inherently motivating because 
they satisfy basic psychological needs, such as the needs for autonomy, relatedness, 
and competence (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009).

To better understand the factors influencing student well-being, educational psy-
chologists have adopted the Job Demands–Resources (JD–R) model (Demerouti 
et al., 2001) that originated in an organizational context. JD–R theory is a compre-
hensive, well-established, and widely utilized theory to measure and explain well-
being in organizational contexts empirically (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 
2023; Bakker, Hetland, et  al., 2023; Bakker, Xanthopoulou, & Demerouti, 2023), 
offers insights from both positive and negative well-being perspectives, and inte-
grates various job stress and motivational perspectives (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-
Vergel, 2023; Demerouti et al., 2001). The JD–R model categorizes characteristics 
of the work environment into demands (facets of work that cost effort and instigate 
a health impairment process) and resources (facets of work that help cope with 
demands, give meaning, and fuel a motivational process) (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

Over the past 15 years, numerous studies have provided evidence that the uni-
versity environment can similarly be organized into study demands and resources, 
which evoke parallel health impairment and motivational processes among stu-
dents (e.g., Calderwood & Gabriel, 2017; Cho et  al., 2023; Clements & Kamau, 
2018; Salanova et  al., 2010; Wilson & Sheetz, 2010; Wolff et  al., 2014). Thus, 
building on the JD–R framework, several scholars have proposed and tested Study 
Demands–Resources (SD–R) models tailored to the higher education context (e.g., 
Gusy et al., 2016; Jagodics & Szabó, 2023; Lesener et al., 2020; Martin & Collie, 
2022; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014; Salmela-Aro et al., 2022).

In this position paper, we rely on recent formulations of JD–R theory (Bakker 
et al., 2014; Bakker & Demerouti, 2024; Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023; 
Demerouti & Bakker, 2023) to systematically delineate the various processes, mech-
anisms, and study behaviors (proactive behaviors and self-undermining) associated 
with student burnout and engagement. We build on and strengthen existing SD–R 
models and review literature on higher education students’ demands and resources. 
In addition, we discuss how study demands and resources impact student well-being 
and achievement and the implications for optimizing the university experience.

Although the experiences of students in the higher education environment are not 
exactly the same as those of employees, there are several similarities between study-
ing and working. Like employees, students need to engage in organized, structured, 
and compulsory activities, like attending classes, working on group assignments, 
and studying for exams. In addition, like work activities, study activities are goal-
oriented and evaluated, and have important implications for one’s career (Salanova 
et  al., 2010). We align empirical evidence for the Study Demands–Resources 
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(SD–R) model with new developments in JD–R theory that build on and strengthen 
existing research (Gusy et al., 2016; Jagodics & Szabó, 2023; Lesener et al., 2020; 
Salmela-Aro et al., 2022) and focus on the higher education context, although SD–R 
theory may also be relevant for other educational contexts (e.g., primary school and 
high school) (Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014).

We aim to make the following contributions to the educational psychology lit-
erature. We systematically integrate JD–R principles and propositions based on the 
existing student well-being literature and build on and strengthen current SD–R 
models to inform a sound, holistic SD–R theory for the higher education context. 
First, we integrate the various causes and consequences of two types of student well-
being: burnout and engagement. Second, we explain the roles of study demands 
and resources. Why, how, and when do study demands result in strain and burnout? 
What is the function of study resources such as autonomy, recognition, and social 
support? How do study demands and resources have a combined impact on student 
well-being? We integrate the buffer and boost hypotheses in SD–R theory. Third, we 
look at the role of personal resources, such as self-efficacy, optimism, and resiliency. 
How do such beliefs and cognitions influence student burnout and engagement? We 
explain how personal resources may result in new study resources, and how per-
sonal resources statistically interact with study demands and resources. Fourth, we 
discuss proactive self-enhancing study behaviors such as study crafting and play-
ful study design, as well as reactive self-undermining behaviors. We describe how 
these behaviors may result in gain and loss spirals of study events and experiences, 
respectively. Fifth, we discuss the underlying psychological processes linking study 
demands and resources and student burnout and engagement to individual and 
higher education outcomes. Specifically, we show how student burnout and engage-
ment mediate the relationship between antecedents and outcomes. Finally, we make 
several recommendations for future research and practice.

Study Demands–Resources Theory

An important building block of SD–R theory is that the features of the study envi-
ronment can be categorized as either a demand or a resource. Following this logic 
and the findings of previous JD–R and SD–R models, SD–R theory proposes that 
higher education students’ experiences can be categorized as being demanding or 
resourceful. Study demands require effort and may, therefore, consume considerable 
physical, emotional, and cognitive energy and capacity. These demands encompass 
challenges that facilitate learning (e.g., intricate assignments) as well as hindrances 
that thwart progress (e.g., ambiguous tasks that create uncertainty) (Salmela-Aro 
et al., 2022). In contrast, study resources play a functional role in helping students 
achieve their academic goals and are instrumental in helping the student studying, 
regulating study demands, and motivating students to grow, learn, and progress 
while studying. These resources frequently comprise multilayered factors that assist 
students’ learning and engagement (Salmela-Aro et  al., 2022). In our review, we 
will examine two distinct processes outlined in JD–R and SD–R models (Demer-
outi et al., 2001; Lesener et al., 2020; Salmela-Aro et al., 2022; Schaufeli & Bakker, 



	 Educational Psychology Review (2024) 36:9292  Page 4 of 29

2004): the health impairment process and the motivational process. In the organiza-
tional context, these processes have demonstrated notable and disparate negative and 
positive impacts on well-being. The health impairment process is associated with 
adverse health outcomes, while the motivational process is linked to positive out-
comes (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023).

A second building block of SD–R theory is student well-being with the opposing 
states of student burnout and engagement. Here, as with JD–R theory, SD–R theory 
outlines that students may either feel exhausted and be cynical about their studies or 
rather the opposite, i.e., feel vigorous and enthusiastic. The third building block con-
cerns student behaviors. SD–R theory proposes that certain study environments trig-
ger reactive and maladaptive study behaviors that can undermine effective studying, 
whereas other study environments trigger proactive and adaptive study behaviors 
that facilitate effective studying. The proposed SD–R theory also includes feedback 
loops and is graphically depicted in Fig. 1. In what follows, we discuss each of these 
building blocks in more detail while reviewing the available evidence in the educa-
tional literature. We start with discussing student well-being.

Student Well‑Being

During the past two decades, student well-being has received considerable attention 
(for meta-analyses, see Bücker et al., 2018; Kaya & Erdem, 2021). However, since 

Fig. 1   The Study Demands–Resources model
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scholars have used a wide range of student well-being definitions and indicators, it 
is challenging to get a good overview of the potential predictors and outcomes of 
student well-being. In the present paper, we focus on two specific types of student 
well-being: student burnout and student engagement.

Student Burnout

Student burnout refers to feeling exhausted because of study demands, expressing a 
cynical, detached attitude toward one’s studies, and feeling incompetent as a student 
(Schaufeli et al., 2002). Burned-out students experience chronic mental, emotional, 
or physical exhaustion due to the many demands they face while studying. They 
often feel disconnected or cynical about their classes and suffer from reduced aca-
demic efficacy, may skip classes, or may not complete assignments. Student burnout 
has been linked to several unfavorable outcomes, including depressive symptoms 
(Cheng et al., 2020), increased use of substances such as alcohol and cannabis (Allen 
et al., 2022), suicidal ideation (Dyrbye et al., 2008), class absenteeism (Seibert et al., 
2017), and dropping out (Bumbacco & Scharfe, 2023). Consequently, burnout is a 
predictor of impaired academic achievement (Madigan & Curran, 2021).

Student Engagement

Student engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, study-related psychological 
state characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017; 
Schaufeli et  al., 2002). Engaged students display mental resilience while studying 
and perseverance in the face of challenges and difficulties (Finn & Zimmer, 2012; 
Hu, 2010). In addition, they exhibit a strong commitment to their studies, experienc-
ing a sense of excitement, enthusiasm, and focus (Pekrun & Linnenbrink-Garcia, 
2012; Schaufeli et al., 2002). Engaged students show active learning behaviors and 
receive better grades (Bakker et al., 2015; Schaufeli et al., 2002), and low levels of 
academic withdrawal (Tuominen-Soini & Salmela-Aro, 2014). In addition, student 
engagement predicts various long-term positive outcomes, such as persistence in 
educational pathways (Öz & Boyacı, 2021) and better job possibilities (Ma & Ben-
nett, 2021). Engaged students are also more likely to start an entrepreneurial career 
(e.g., Liu, Gorgievski, et  al., 2023). Moreover, both student burnout and engage-
ment are the consequence of a unique combination of study demands and resources, 
which are discussed next.

Study Demands and Resources

Higher education institutions serve as a transformative space where students 
develop invaluable skills and can gain life-changing opportunities. Engaging 
in tertiary education means gaining new experiences, meeting new people, and 
learning a passion for your subject. On days with lectures and tutorial meet-
ings, there are opportunities to learn new things and have interesting conversa-
tions with professors and fellow students. The days students prepare for an exam 
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may demand focused reading, intensive information processing, and dealing with 
interruptions. Moreover, in some countries, students may encounter various other 
demands, including transportation problems, limited access to technology, poor 
housing, unsafe living conditions, financial struggles, and difficulty adjusting to 
the higher education environment (Haverila et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2023; Mar-
tin & Collie, 2022).

Studying is also a social activity. Students may be asked to collaborate with their 
peers when writing papers, preparing presentations, or creating podcasts — which 
provides an opportunity for an enjoyable and fulfilling experience. However, collab-
orating may also mean dealing with interpersonal conflicts, for example, when find-
ing out that a group member engages in social loafing and exerts little effort to con-
tribute to the group task. As a final example, students may enhance their academic 
experience by participating in extracurricular activities, joining study associations, 
planning study visits to organizations, or inviting experts to give interesting talks.

Research indicates that students from higher social classes typically have access 
to more resources such as academic materials, financial support, family assistance, 
and developmental opportunities than their peers from lower social classes (Munir 
et al., 2023; Van Zyl, 2016). These resources may enable them to better navigate and 
manage their demands and reduce study stress, facilitating engagement and study 
success. In contrast, students from lower social classes often face a larger range of 
demands, including academic unpreparedness for higher education, difficulties in 
commuting to campus, challenges in adapting to new social circles (resulting in 
lower levels of peer support), and being enrolled in courses that were not their pre-
ferred choice (Van Zyl, 2016). These demands may intensify the perceived academic 
workload and stress levels, making it more difficult to succeed.

The activities and events students encounter in their study life seem countless and 
manifold. Following JD–R theory and previous SD–R models (e.g., Lesener et al., 
2020; Salmela-Aro et al., 2022; Salmela-Aro & Upadyaya, 2014), SD–R theory pro-
poses that the characteristics of study life can be distinguished into two categories, 
namely study demands and resources. We define study demands as all the facets 
of studying that cost effort and, therefore, expend physical, emotional, and mental 
energy (cf. Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023). Study demands may manifest 
in diverse forms, such as a high pace and volume of study work and cognitive chal-
lenges (Cilliers et al., 2018). Students may also face time constraints (Lesener et al., 
2020), conflicting deadlines (Martin et  al., 2023), and learning obstacles (Martin 
et al., 2021).

In contrast, study resources are defined as all the aspects of studying that have 
motivating potential, can buffer the impact of study demands, and facilitate growth 
and learning (cf. Demerouti et al., 2001; Demerouti & Bakker, 2023). Specifically, 
resources tailored to studying can manifest as study resources (e.g., having com-
petent lecturers, access to books and study materials, study facilitators, and men-
tors) and university resources (e.g., classrooms, library and computer facilities, 
good infrastructure, and an atmosphere creating a sense of belonging). Resources 
specific to studying may include learning support (Martin et al., 2021), autonomy 
and sense of control (Collie et al., 2015), family and friend support (Cilliers et al., 
2018), developmental and growth opportunities (Cilliers et al., 2018; Lesener et al., 
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2020), lecturer support (Cilliers et al., 2018; Kulikowski et al., 2019), and role clar-
ity (Lesener et al., 2020) among others.

Proposition 1: Study characteristics can be modeled using two distinctive cat-
egories, namely study demands and study resources.

Another central proposition in SD–R theory is that study demands and resources 
have unique effects on student burnout and engagement. Research on such effects 
within the work context has provided consistent evidence for two processes: (a) a 
health impairment process triggered by excessive job demands and (b) a motiva-
tional process triggered by job resources (Lesener et al., 2019). The health impair-
ment process refers to the impact of demands on physical health complaints through 
fatigue, anxiety, and other strains. In contrast, the motivational process refers to the 
impact of resources on creativity and task performance through the experience of 
engagement (vigor, dedication, absorption) (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 
2023; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).

Research among students has also provided evidence for these dual processes. For 
instance, study demands have been shown to deplete students’ energy levels (Cil-
liers et al., 2018; Jagodics & Szabó, 2023) and negatively affect their physical and 
psychological well-being (Gusy et al., 2016; Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). Kaggwa 
et al. (2021) recently highlighted that the demands prevalent in the higher education 
context can potentially lead to burnout symptoms, ultimately resulting in negative 
student outcomes such as procrastination, decreased life and study satisfaction, and 
intention to drop out (Turhan et al., 2022). Research has also demonstrated a clear 
link between escalated levels of student burnout and mental health disorders (e.g., 
depression; Jackson et al., 2016) as well as reduced academic performance (Madi-
gan & Curran, 2021). Thus, consistent with the health impairment process proposed 
by JD–R theory (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023), study demands are de-
energizing to students, and lead to health problems and unfavorable study outcomes.

While study demands are positively associated with strain and student burnout, 
study resources are more clearly positively associated with positive aspects of stu-
dent well-being, including student engagement (Gusy et  al., 2016; Robins et  al., 
2015). Indeed, several studies underscore the importance of study resources in shap-
ing student motivation and performance. Resources like support from lecturers and 
peers have been demonstrated to enhance aspects of student well-being such as life 
satisfaction and engagement (Mokgele & Rothmann, 2014). Bellini et al. (2022) fur-
ther suggest that a resourceful study environment facilitates students’ learning goals. 
When students perceived an abundance of study resources, their engagement and 
motivation to study were significantly heightened (Liu, Gorgievski, et al., 2023).

Bakker et  al. (2015) followed students for three consecutive weeks in which 
they attended six tutorial group meetings. They found that in the weeks that stu-
dents had access to more study resources (autonomy, social support, opportuni-
ties to learn about new topics, and positive feedback), they were more energized 
and enthusiastic about their studies (i.e., more engaged). During these weeks, stu-
dents exhibited increased engagement in tutorial meetings, actively participating 
in problem-solving brainstorms and posing critical questions. In contrast to study 
demands, study resources, therefore, have the potential to trigger the motivational 
process in students (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023). Lesener et  al. 
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(2020) found support for the health impairment and motivational processes in a 
sample of 5660 university students. Their findings showed that study demands 
were positively associated with student burnout and that student burnout medi-
ated the link between study demands and students’ life satisfaction. They also 
found support for the motivational process, where study resources were positively 
related to life satisfaction through student engagement.

Proposition 2: Study demands and resources instigate two different processes, 
a health impairment process, and a motivational process.

The third proposition in SD–R theory is that study demands and resources have 
a combined impact on student well-being and outcomes. According to Bakker, 
Demerouti, and Sanz-Vergel (2023), there are two ways in which demands and 
resources interact and have an impact on well-being. The buffer hypothesis states 
that study resources such as social support and constructive feedback alleviate 
or buffer the positive influence of study demands on strain. Thus, buffer effects 
refer to the protective role of resources in alleviating the adverse consequences of 
high study demands. For example, when students face demanding coursework and 
interpersonal conflicts, certain study resources, such as time control and support 
from fellow students, can act as buffers to diminish the negative impact on their 
well-being. Aloia and McTigue (2019) found evidence for a buffer effect in their 
study among college students in the USA. Specifically, they found that the impact 
of study demands (e.g., workload, and pressures to perform) on psychological 
well-being was weakened when students had access to an abundance of study 
resources (supportive informational and emotional communication). In addition, 
research by Naylor (2022) suggested that a study environment rich in resources 
(e.g., teacher autonomy support and interesting coursework) can compensate for 
study demands such as study load and financial stress. They also showed that stu-
dents who had access to more study resources reported lower levels of burnout, 
anxiety, and depression in the face of high study demands.

The boost hypothesis states that challenging study demands can amplify or 
boost the positive impact of study resources on engagement and performance 
(cf. Bakker et al., 2014). Particularly when students are confronted with complex 
study tasks and deadlines, they will benefit most from lecturer support and con-
structive feedback. Hospel and Galand (2016) found evidence for a boost effect 
by showing that students were more emotionally engaged (e.g., curious, inter-
ested, enthusiastic) in the lessons when teachers combined high study demands 
(i.e., high expectations, strong guidance) with study resources in the form of 
autonomy and support. When students had numerous opportunities to take ini-
tiative and when their perspectives and feelings were well acknowledged, study 
demands positively influenced positive emotional engagement and negatively 
influenced negative emotional engagement. However, the demands × resources 
interaction term showed only marginal, mainly nonsignificant, effects on cogni-
tive and behavioral engagement. We refer to Salmela-Aro et al. (2022) for a fur-
ther review of synergistic relationships among study demands and resources in 
the SD–R model.

Proposition 3: Study demands and resources have a multiplicative, combined 
impact on student well-being.



Educational Psychology Review (2024) 36:92	 Page 9 of 29  92

The Role of Personal Resources

Personal resources refer to individuals’ beliefs in their ability to control and impact 
their environment successfully (Hobfoll et  al., 2018; Xanthopoulou et  al., 2009). 
Examples are self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resiliency (also referred to as psy-
chological capital; Luthans et al., 2013). In the organizational context, several stud-
ies have demonstrated the importance of personal resources for employee outcomes 
(e.g., Bakker & Van Wingerden, 2021; Knight et al., 2017). Moreover, research sug-
gests that individuals who have more personal resources also have access to more 
environmental resources (e.g., Xanthopoulou et  al., 2009). These findings suggest 
that when individuals believe they can influence their environment successfully, they 
are more likely to gain more environmental resources (e.g., autonomy, social sup-
port, feedback), which helps them feel engaged and perform well (Bakker, Demer-
outi, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023).

Over the past decade, research suggests that personal resources are also important 
for student well-being and learning outcomes. Spanish and Portuguese students who 
reported many personal resources (optimism, self-efficacy, resilience, hope) were 
more engaged in their studies and demonstrated a higher grade point average than 
students with few personal resources (Martínez et  al., 2019). Similarly, Vietnam-
ese business students with higher personal resources reported greater happiness and 
higher quality of university life (Tho, 2023). Personal resources such as hope and 
self-efficacy were most important for students who had only limited access to social 
and organizational resources and vice versa (Junça Silva et al., 2022). This suggests 
that personal resources can compensate for a lack of study resources. Finally, a scop-
ing review of Theron (2022) showed that personal resources (e.g., self-confidence, 
self-efficacy) and personal skills (e.g., talent for learning, time management skills) 
help students navigate challenges, achieving goals, and enhancing their well-being.

Is there any evidence that students with more personal resources also gain more 
study resources over time? Even though Bakker et al. (2015) did not test the causal 
relationship between personal and study resources, they did find that on the days 
students had access to more personal resources, they reported more study resources, 
and vice versa. Robayo-Tamayo et al. (2020) investigated the influence of early-day 
personal resources on end-of-day student engagement through study resources. They 
used a 5-day quantitative diary study and showed that on the days students felt more 
self-efficacious and curious, they mobilized more social support from their profes-
sors and peers, increasing their engagement.

Lee et  al. (2022) argued that social support from peers and teachers (study 
resources) and self-compassion (i.e., being mindful and kind to oneself — a per-
sonal resource) would be reciprocally related. Although the design of their study 
could not test (reversed) causal effects, they did find a positive link between social 
support and self-compassion. In addition, both resources were positively related to 
academic engagement and negatively related to academic burnout. Finally, it can 
be argued that students who believe in themselves and think they have control over 
their study environment are more likely to proactively ask for resources from oth-
ers. Indeed, Tho (2023) showed that students with more personal resources (hope, 
optimism, self-efficacy, and resilience) were more likely to engage in study crafting, 
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i.e., they took the personal initiative to increase their social and structural study 
resources.

Proposition 4: Personal resources such as optimism, self-efficacy, hope, and 
resilience have a reciprocal relationship with study resources.

SD–R theory further proposes that, like study resources, personal resources can 
moderate the negative impact of study demands on student well-being. In the organ-
izational context, several studies have shown that personal resources alleviate the 
impact of job demands on well-being (e.g., Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013; Demirović 
Bajrami et al., 2022). However, in the context of higher education, most research has 
focused on mediating effects, with limited literature available that provides evidence 
for a moderating effect of personal resources.

In one of the few studies available, ‘t Mannetje et al. (2021) used interviews to 
explore the personal resources high-achieving honors students rely on to perform 
well in a demanding academic environment. This study across three Dutch uni-
versities showed that several personal resources, including self-direction, inquiry-
mindedness, and perseverance, were crucial for achieving academic success and 
helped students cope with the demands they faced. Further, a recent study by Martin 
et  al. (2023) investigated the roles of self-perceived adaptability and fluid reason-
ing, which both can be classified as personal resources in an educational setting. 
The authors hypothesized that students with higher levels of adaptability and fluid 
reasoning would be less prone to experiencing the adverse effects of a mandated 
lockdown, which was considered a study demand. Results showed that fluid reason-
ing (but not adaptability) buffered the unfavorable effects of the lockdown on self-
efficacy. In line with JD–R and SD–R models, a boost effect was also observed, indi-
cating that fluid reasoning was a more important resource with a stronger impact on 
self-efficacy when the demands were high rather than low (Martin et al., 2023).

Proposition 5: Similar to study resources, personal resources moderate the 
impact of study demands on student well-being.

Proactive Self‑Enhancing Study Behaviors Producing Gain Spirals

The previous section has shown that study demands and resources have unique as 
well as multiplicative effects on student well-being. A critical insight in JD–R the-
ory is that individuals do not merely respond to the characteristics of their environ-
ment, but rather may take initiative to actively influence this environment (Bakker, 
2017; Demerouti & Bakker, 2024). Accordingly, engaged individuals are motivated 
to proactively shape the design of their tasks and social environment. This phenom-
enon is called crafting — the proactive adjustments individuals make in their tasks 
and social relationships (Wrzesniewski & Dutton, 2001) or more broadly in their 
demands and resources (Tims & Bakker, 2010) to enhance the meaning of their 
activities and to create a better fit between their personal abilities, preferences, and 
the situation. Several reviews and meta-analyses have shown that job crafting has 
a range of positive consequences in the organizational context, including increased 
engagement, meaningfulness, task performance, and prosocial behavior (Demerouti 
& Bakker, 2024; Lazazzara et  al., 2020; Rudolph et  al., 2017). Thus, individuals 
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who proactively increase their challenging demands (e.g., start a new project), 
reduce their hindrance demands (e.g., reduce workload and negative interactions 
with others), and/or actively increase their resources (e.g., ask for feedback, seek 
support) are more likely to feel energized and enthusiastic about their work, and 
consequently perform better (Demerouti & Bakker, 2024), creating a positive and 
upward spiral.

In SD–R theory, we propose that students may also engage in proactive self-
enhancing behaviors (e.g., study crafting), to optimize their study environment, 
engagement, and performance. They are more likely to do so when they feel well 
and are enthusiastic about their studies (see Fig. 1). By taking the personal initia-
tive to influence their study environment, students can sustain their engagement and 
create an upward spiral of resources, engagement, and study performance (Llorens 
et al., 2007). Bindl and Parker (2011) have defined such proactive behavior as “self-
initiated, anticipatory action aimed at changing either the situation or oneself.” (p. 
567). Examples in the study context include taking the initiative to set clear study 
goals, proactive problem-solving, and proactively using one’s strengths and improv-
ing one’s deficits. Students who proactively build a network during their studies are 
more likely to approach each other for help when needed, and adapt to university life 
(Brouwer & Engels, 2022). Moreover, students’ characteristics and behaviors influ-
ence other students’ academic performance and social outcomes — known as peer 
effects (Cao et al., 2024; Yeung & Nguyen-Hoang, 2016).

Recent research has shown that students engage in feedback-seeking behaviors, 
study crafting, and playful study design and that such behaviors can have favorable 
consequences for student engagement and outcomes. Using a weekly diary design, 
Körner et  al. (2021) investigated study crafting among higher education students. 
Findings showed that weekly study resources (decision latitude, social support from 
lecturers, and support from fellow students) were positively related to weekly study 
crafting via weekly student engagement. Thus, study resources fostered energy 
and enthusiasm in students, which, in turn, made them more likely to proactively 
increase their study challenges, try to learn new things, and ask lecturers for feed-
back about their performance.

Tho (2023) investigated the consequences of study crafting (asking for feedback, 
taking on extra study tasks) among a large sample of Vietnamese undergraduate 
business students. Results of this study showed that study crafting was an impor-
tant determinant of satisfaction with study life, when students believed that they had 
control over their study environment. Particularly when students’ personal resources 
(e.g., hope, optimism) were high, study crafting was positively related to indica-
tors of happiness and satisfaction with study life. In a similar vein, Mülder et  al. 
(2022) conducted a study among almost 3000 German university students and found 
that study crafting was positively related to well-being. Students who proactively 
improved their study demands and resources were more engaged with their studies, 
were less exhausted, and reported higher overall well-being (e.g., quality of life, sat-
isfaction with health and personal relationships).

Luu and Vo (2020) conducted a study among medical students and their teach-
ers. They used observations and video recordings of medical teachers’ authentic 
leadership (e.g., observations of self-awareness and relational transparency) and 
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student reports of study crafting. The results showed that teacher authentic lead-
ership was positively related to student crafting behaviors. Thus, when teachers 
were more authentic, students were more likely to proactively seek study chal-
lenges and resources. Postema et al. (2022) conducted a study among Dutch stu-
dent-athletes and investigated possible spillover effects of study crafting to the 
sports domain. Consistent with an enrichment perspective, results showed that 
on the days students engaged in study crafting (increasing challenges, increas-
ing resources, and cognitive crafting), they experienced higher levels of acti-
vated positive affect (e.g., feeling inspired, excited, alert) and increased student 
engagement. Positive affect also had a spillover effect on the sports domain: stu-
dents who experienced more positive emotions because of study crafting showed 
better training performance as evident from self- and coach-ratings.

Körner et al. (2023) evaluated a study crafting intervention’s effectiveness by 
randomly assigning students to a training or control group. Study crafting and 
student engagement and exhaustion were assessed before and after the interven-
tion. Results showed that students learned to optimize their study demands and 
resources (i.e., study crafting), and this increased their levels of student engage-
ment and decreased their levels of exhaustion.

Liu, Zhang, et al. (2023) investigated another proactive study behavior called 
playful study design — a cognitive-behavioral approach to study tasks through 
which tasks and/or activities are redesigned to be more fun and more challeng-
ing (Scharp et al., 2023). They used a day reconstruction method and collected 
data from university students across five consecutive days. The results showed 
that playful study design fostered the daily experiences of flow and flourishing, 
particularly under difficult conditions (when students often ruminated about 
COVID-19). In another study, Wang et  al. (2023) investigated the impact of 
weekly playful study design on student engagement and goal attainment. This 
study showed that students were highly engaged and successful in achieving 
their goals when they redesigned their study tasks to be more playful. For exam-
ple, by guessing the hypothesized outcomes, segmenting tasks to increase the 
challenge of studying, or by using cognitive mind maps for summarizing the 
literature, students increased their own engagement and performed better. The 
effects were strongest for students who were high (vs. low) in proactive person-
ality — they benefitted most from using playful study design. These findings are 
consistent with JD–R theory and previous findings in the work context showing 
that job crafting and playful work design have favorable effects on engagement, 
creativity, and performance (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023; Bakker 
& Scharp, 2024; Oprea et al., 2019).

Proposition 6: Students proactively optimize their own study demands and 
resources through study crafting and playful study design.

Proposition 7: Student engagement can instigate a gain spiral of proactive, 
self-enhancing study behaviors, (study and personal) resources, and optimal 
study demands.
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Reactive Self‑Undermining Study Behaviors Producing Loss Spirals

Whereas proactive study behaviors play an important role in the gain spiral of 
SD–R theory, self-undermining behaviors play an important role in the loss spiral 
(see Fig.  1). Self-undermining refers to certain undesirable behaviors in response 
to stress, creating obstacles (Bakker & Wang, 2020). One example is that a student 
experiencing strain because of an upcoming exam and accompanying high study 
demands may feel upset and irritated and creates interpersonal conflicts with other 
students. Students may also have trouble concentrating and, therefore, create a 
backlog in their study tasks. Self-undermining behaviors create hindrances or new, 
additional demands that add up to the demands that already exist (Bakker & Costa, 
2014).

Widlund et al. (2021) used an accelerated longitudinal study design to investigate 
differences in Finnish adolescents’ developmental trajectories of school burnout and 
engagement and their associations with students’ progression in mathematics perfor-
mance and educational aspirations. One of the trajectory profiles the authors identi-
fied was that of declining academic well-being (low and declining engagement, high 
and increasing burnout). Students in this group started with high performance and 
aspirations, but they progressed at a slower rate in mathematics and lowered their 
aspirations over time. Widlund and her colleagues explained these findings by self-
undermining behaviors. They argued that self-undermining may have taken the form 
of poor communication (cf. Bakker & Wang, 2020), which reduced the availability 
of study resources. Students with elevated stress levels may have fallen behind in 
their studies, and possibly created conflict with peers and teachers because of their 
own feelings of irritation and impatience. This, in turn, creates more demands over 
time (Bakker & Costa, 2014).

Previous research has provided evidence for such a loss spiral by revealing a 
reciprocal relationship between school stress and students’ perceived conflicts with 
teachers (Kiuru et al., 2020). In their weekly diary study among German higher edu-
cation students, Körner et al. (2021) found that in the weeks students faced higher 
study demands (time pressure, overload, complex study tasks), they were more 
likely to feel emotionally exhausted and consequently more likely to show self-
undermining behaviors. Particularly in the weeks students faced complex assign-
ments and needed to process a lot of information, they were drained by their studies 
and reported a backlog in their study tasks, more mistakes, and poorer communica-
tion (i.e., self-undermining). Jia et  al. (2021) conducted a study on self-handicap-
ping among Chinese medical students during the COVID-19 crisis. Self-handicap-
ping shows some conceptual overlap with self-undermining. It refers to the process 
of finding or creating barriers to achieving successful study performance — with the 
aim of safeguarding one’s sense of self-competence (Jones & Berglas, 1978). The 
results of this study showed that students who experienced higher levels of academic 
stress (e.g., nervousness and anxiety for the final exams) were more likely to pro-
crastinate and consequently showed more self-handicapping behaviors (e.g., drink-
ing alcohol and deliberately losing learning materials).

Research has also shown that procrastination is predictive of future stress, 
through maladaptive coping (Sirois & Kitner, 2015). Tice and Baumeister (1997) 
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assert that procrastination is a self-undermining behavior pattern characterized by 
short-term benefits (such as rest), but long-term costs (such as exhaustion). Their 
study examined the occurrence and effects of procrastination on physical symptoms 
and stress, among a small sample of higher education students. The findings showed 
that at the beginning of the semester, students who procrastinated reported lower 
levels of stress and fewer illnesses compared to students who did not procrastinate, 
indicating short-term benefits. However, toward the end of the term, students who 
procrastinated reported higher stress levels and more illnesses, as well as lower aca-
demic performance. This supports the idea of a loss spiral in which students who 
show self-undermining behaviors (creating a backlog, avoidance coping) create 
more stress over time.

A recent study was conducted among a large sample of German university stu-
dents to investigate the relationship between academic procrastination and learning-
related anxiety and hope. The study was conducted with 6-week intervals at the 
beginning, middle, and end of the academic semester (Gadosey et  al., 2023). The 
results showed that academic procrastination at the start of the academic semester 
predicted learning-related anxiety and low levels of learning-related hope during the 
middle of the semester, which, in turn, resulted in even more procrastination toward 
the end of the semester. These findings suggest that higher tendencies to procrasti-
nate could lead to low levels of hope over time and that students may end up in a 
spiral of more self-undermining behavior. Conversely, the study reports that lower 
tendencies to procrastinate may lead to increasing levels of hope, which relates to 
the gain spirals mentioned earlier.

These results are consistent with previous findings in an organizational context. 
For example, Bakker and Wang (2020) showed in a series of studies that individuals 
who were exposed to higher job demands felt more exhausted and were more likely 
to engage in self-undermining behaviors. Using a weekly diary design, Bakker, Xan-
thopoulou, and Demerouti (2023) argued and found that weekly emotional demands 
and workload were predictive of weekly burnout complaints, and indirectly predic-
tive of self-undermining and dysfunctional coping (avoidance and passive coping). 
These effects were stronger for individuals who already scored relatively high (vs. 
low) on chronic burnout at the start of the study. Providing additional evidence for 
a loss cycle, Roczniewska and Bakker (2021) found that employees who felt lower 
on energetic resources at the start of the day were more likely to engage in self-
undermining behaviors and less likely to engage in job crafting, which consequently 
undermined their daily functioning.

Proposition 8: Study demands and strain may lead to reactive, maladaptive self-
regulation cognitions and behaviors (self-undermining).

Proposition 9: Study-related strain can instigate a loss spiral of self-undermining 
and study demands.

Student and Higher Education Outcomes

Study characteristics, like job characteristics, can have an important impact on 
student burnout and engagement and indirectly influence student and higher 
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education outcomes. Student burnout and engagement are positioned as two cen-
tral well-being constructs in SD–R theory because of their significant impact on 
student behaviors as well as student and higher education outcomes (see Fig. 1).

Research has shown that demands and resources directly relate to key student 
outcomes. A study among higher education students found that hindering study 
demands (e.g., high workload, inadequate comprehension in classes) adversely 
affected students’ academic achievement (i.e., GPA scores). In contrast, challeng-
ing study demands (e.g., perception of the degree of work difficulty in classes) 
showed a positive relationship with students’ academic achievement and were 
negatively related to students’ hours of withdrawal or disengagement (Travis 
et  al., 2020). Study resources have a positive impact on student outcomes. For 
instance, resources such as student support (instructional, peer, and technical sup-
port) were shown to have a positive impact on students’ satisfaction with their 
study course (Lee et  al., 2011), while support from family and friends directly 
affected students’ academic achievement (Saeed et al., 2023).

Research among students has also provided evidence of burnout and engage-
ment’s unique and differential effects on various key outcomes. Such out-
comes include, but are not limited to, academic performance (e.g., GPA score) 
(Schreiber & Yu, 2016), life satisfaction (Lesener et al., 2020), intention to drop 
out and satisfaction with studies (Álvarez-Pérez et al., 2021; Mostert & Pienaar, 
2020), psychological well-being (Chaudhry et al., 2024), students’ likelihood of 
being satisfied with the higher education experience, and pursuing postgraduate 
studies (Öz & Boyacı, 2021).

However, the relationship between student burnout, engagement, and student 
outcomes is not necessarily direct or linear. Rather, it is a result of the dynamic 
interplay of different factors, influenced by both antecedents and outcomes as 
outlined in the health impairment and the motivational processes. Öz and Boyacı 
(2021) conducted a study to examine the association between student engagement 
and outcomes. Their findings showed that engagement explained variance in stu-
dents’ GPA scores and increased the likelihood that students were satisfied with 
their experience at the university, as well as the likelihood that students pursued a 
postgraduate degree. This is consistent with the idea that activated positive emo-
tions like energy and enthusiasm encourage active involvement with goal pursuits 
and with the environment (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

In addition, various studies have shown that student burnout and engagement 
can act as mediators between study-related antecedents and outcomes in SD–R 
theory (cf. Fig.  1). For example, a study among part-time employed students 
(Laughman et al., 2016) investigated the relationship between work–school con-
flict and job outcomes. Their findings showed that work–school conflict predicted 
work outcomes and that burnout mediated these effects. Similarly, Chaudhry 
et  al. (2024) provided evidence for the mediating effect of student engagement. 
Their study among management students investigated the relationship between 
various types of student support and psychological well-being. Their findings 
showed that academic engagement partially mediated the relationship between a 
positive internal team environment, family support, and psychological well-being. 
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Moreover, academic engagement fully mediated the relationship between institu-
tional support and psychological well-being.

Körner et  al. (2021) specifically investigated the mediating role of engagement 
and exhaustion in the relationship between study characteristics and study crafting 
and self-undermining behaviors among students. Their findings revealed a positive 
relationship between study resources and study crafting mediated by engagement, 
as well as a positive relationship between study demands and self-undermining 
mediated by exhaustion. Another recent survey among medical students found that 
students with a high risk of burnout tend to have a lower academic performance 
rate (Ilić & Ilić, 2023). Interestingly, this study also found that students with higher 
GPAs tended to have a higher risk of burnout — highlighting the intricate dynamics 
between these relationships.

We conclude that when students feel full of energy and are really enthusiastic 
about their studies (i.e., engaged), they are able to invest considerable cognitive and 
energetic resources in their studies. Consistent with this perspective, SD–R theory 
proposes that engaged students are more likely to be proactive (e.g., engage in study 
crafting, playful work design, and strengths use) and function better. In contrast, 
when students feel exhausted and cynical about their studies (i.e., burnout), they do 
not have the psychological resources to invest effort in their studies. As a conse-
quence, they may start to undermine themselves and enter a loss spiral. This has 
negative implications for their own performance and for the higher education insti-
tution at large. Therefore, using previous SD–R models and theory, we may pre-
dict student and higher education outcomes, including academic performance, class 
attendance, learning activities, active participation, and inclination to drop out (Bak-
ker et al., 2015; Loyens et al., 2007).

Proposition 10: Study demands and resources are directly related to student and 
higher education outcomes and indirectly related through the mediation of student 
burnout and engagement.

Recommendations for Research

Now that we have formulated SD–R theory, it is important to set an agenda for 
future research. Rigorous testing of the propositions put forward in this article is 
needed. SD–R theory (graphically depicted in Fig.  1) can be used to guide such 
research. Studies could test health impairment versus motivational processes and 
investigate whether the two processes are indeed unique and predict different out-
comes. For example, SD–R theory predicts that study demands are most predictive 
of physical health and class absence, whereas study resources are most predictive of 
grades and university dropout. In addition, research should test statistical interac-
tions between study demands and study resources. Are time pressure, interpersonal 
conflicts, and complex assignments less stressful if students have access to an abun-
dance of study resources (e.g., support from professors, career opportunities) and 
personal resources (e.g., optimism, self-efficacy)? Do study resources such as study 
skills workshops and extracurricular activities particularly have a positive influence 
on engagement and performance when study challenges are high? Another stream 
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of research may test the loss and gain spirals proposed in SD–R theory (Bakker, 
Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023; Bakker, Xanthopoulou, & Demerouti, 2023). Are 
students with burnout complaints more likely to show self-undermining and pro-
crastination, and does this lead to a further increase in study demands? Are students 
high in engagement more likely to craft their studies and to proactively optimize 
their demands and resources leading to more engagement? Does a playful approach 
of study tasks and assignments facilitate persistence and help students deal with 
daily hindrance demands (e.g., repetitive study tasks, financial uncertainty, higher 
education bureaucracy)?

It should be noted that various pathways in SD–R theory are reciprocal, implying 
that scholars can use most variables as predictors and outcomes. Thus, next to using 
study demands as predictors of strain and self-undermining, study demands could 
be used as outcomes of strain and self-undermining. Similarly, study resources 
can be modeled and tested as predictors and outcomes of student engagement and 
study crafting. In short, testing the basic hypotheses in SD–R theory has just started, 
and we need a range of new studies to further establish its validity. Studies may 
apply longitudinal research designs with months or years between the assessments, 
or “shortitudinal” designs (Dormann & Griffin, 2015) with daily or weekly assess-
ments so that causal and reversed causal effects can be modeled. Shortitudinal stud-
ies collect data over short periods of time, typically a few days or weeks with fre-
quent assessments conducted daily. They allow examining changes in variables over 
time and capture short-term fluctuations in student experiences and behaviors. We 
also need rigorous qualitative research to explore the various study demands and 
resources students are exposed to and to explore their unique experiences in various 
higher education settings.

Future research may also extend SD–R theory and explore new avenues. Here, we 
briefly discuss three possible research directions, namely (a) trait versus state effects 
in SD–R theory; (b) the impact of the higher education climate and lecturer influ-
ence; and (c) an expanded SD–R theory.

Traits Versus States in SD–R Theory

Scholars in educational psychology have typically relied on self-report question-
naires and cross-sectional and longitudinal research designs to investigate student 
well-being and performance. In these studies, the person is the unit of analysis and 
the statistical analyses are based on differences between persons (e.g., their person-
alities, or their typical (“trait-like”) study environment, well-being, and behaviors). 
An underlying assumption in these studies is that the investigated constructs have 
some stability over time. However, students’ experiences and behaviors may fluctu-
ate considerably over short periods of time, for example, as a function of daily dis-
cussions with peers and professors, participation in group coursework, and engage-
ment in extracurricular activities (Bakker et  al., 2015; Doerksen et al., 2014; Xue 
et al., 2022). Such short-term fluctuations (“states”) can be studied using daily diary 
designs in which not the person, but the situation is the unit of analysis. Diary stud-
ies enable researchers to capture “life as it is lived” (Bolger et al., 2003, p. 597). For 
example, with the experience sampling method, students may be asked to fill out 
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a brief questionnaire on their smartphone every time they receive a push message. 
Alternatively, in a daily diary study, students may be requested to fill out a short 
online questionnaire at the end of every day during a 1- or 2-week period (see Ohly 
et al., 2010).

In JD–R theory (Bakker, 2015; Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2023), per-
sonality is positioned as a trait-level variable that moderates the loss and gain cycles 
displayed in Fig. 1. Thus, the impact of daily demands and resources on well-being 
and study behaviors, as well as the impact of daily (proactive or reactive) behaviors 
on demands and resources, is proposed to be different for individuals with different 
personalities (see, for example, Bakker & Oerlemans, 2016). In an educational con-
text, this may mean that students high (vs. low) in extraversion (i.e., likely to make 
contact with other students and be at the center of attention) benefit more from daily 
social resources in their study environment (feedback, social support). Such social 
interactions could result in feeling more engaged while studying. There is some pre-
liminary evidence for the proposition that personality traits moderate daily study 
processes.

Longua et al. (2009) used a 30-day diary study to examine the influence of per-
sonality on how students responded to combinations of negative and positive daily 
events (e.g., progress on study tasks, conflicts with friends or family). They found 
that positive daily events buffered the effect of negative daily events on negative 
affect (e.g., feeling angry, jittery, nervous) for students low in neuroticism and those 
high in extraversion, but not for students high in neuroticism or low in extraversion. 
Positive daily events also buffered the impact of negative daily events on night-time 
stress, but only for students low in neuroticism. Bakker et  al. (2015) conducted a 
study among psychology students and found that students’ weekly study resources 
(e.g., social support, feedback) and personal resources (self-esteem, optimism, 
self-efficacy) facilitated their student engagement (vigor, dedication, and absorp-
tion). Student engagement, in turn, was predictive of observed learning activities 
during the weekly educational group meetings and contributed significantly to the 
course grade. Moreover, as hypothesized using a SD–R theoretical perspective, the 
results showed that the impact of study and personal resources on student engage-
ment was stronger for students high versus low in openness to new experiences. 
Future research should test other personality factors (e.g., conscientiousness, proac-
tive personality) as cross-level moderators of the impact of daily study demands and 
resources on student well-being, behaviors, and outcomes.

The Higher Education Climate and Lecturer Influence

The abovementioned research recommendations focus on individual students — 
their perceptions of study demands and resources, their study behaviors, and their 
well-being. However, students are part of a system and may also be influenced 
by their teachers or professors, or by the overall climate of the educational insti-
tute where they study. The higher education climate refers to “factors that serve 
as conditions for learning and that support physical and emotional safety, connec-
tion and support, and engagement” (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Safe 
and Healthy Students, 2016, p. 1). When students perceive that the climate in their 
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institution is psychologically safe, they have a stronger sense of belonging (Allen 
et al., 2018) and their academic achievements are better (Bear et al., 2011). We argue 
that the higher education climate is predictive of study demands and resources. 
In institutes with a psychologically safe climate, students can be expected to be 
exposed to reasonable study demands and have access to sufficient study resources 
(cf. Dollard & Bakker, 2010). New research is needed to test psychosocial safety cli-
mate as a higher-level variable that influences the study environment, and indirectly 
contributes to student well-being and performance.

Research with the JD–R theory has shown that leaders may influence the preva-
lence of job demands and resources, employee well-being, and employee proactive 
behaviors (e.g., Thun & Bakker, 2018; Tummers & Bakker, 2021). When leaders 
empower their employees and show individual consideration — i.e., supporting 
their development and providing trust and autonomy — their employees are more 
likely to take initiative and proactively optimize their own job design. Consequently, 
employees can feel more engaged and perform better (Bakker, 2022). Mirroring 
these leader–employee effects in a work context, future research in educational con-
texts could test the impact of professors and lecturers on students. This is a multi-
level effect in which the enthusiastic behaviors and engagement of professors are 
expected to influence study demands and resources, student well-being, and student 
behaviors. For example, it can be hypothesized that engaged professors will be best 
able to inspire students, influence their enthusiasm and vigor (i.e., student engage-
ment), and influence their study performance (Bakker, 2005; Frenzel et  al., 2018; 
Pachler et al., 2019). Vujčić et al. (2022) found that teacher engagement was pos-
itively related to student well-being because students were more willing to invest 
time and energy in study tasks and activities. In addition, teacher engagement will 
have a positive impact on study resources, because engaged teachers are more will-
ing to help their students — offering support, information, and feedback (cf. Chris-
tian et al., 2011; Simbula & Guglielmi, 2013).

Expanding SD–R Theory

We have identified various opportunities for future research, but there are many 
more options that we will briefly mention here. First, we have indicated that more 
research on study demands and resources is needed, but students are also confronted 
with demands and resources in other life domains, including family, self, and sports, 
for example. Demerouti and Bakker (2023) have recently integrated demands and 
resources from the home and personal domains and argued that demands in one 
domain can be buffered or boosted by resources from another domain. In a study 
context, the impact of family and personal demands (e.g., high expectations, perfec-
tionism) on student burnout may, for example, be buffered by study resources (e.g., 
social support and feedback from lecturers).

Second, future research is needed to explore how SD–R theory relates to or com-
plements other established motivational theories within the educational context. 
One potential theory to explore is expectancy-value theory, which posits that an 
individual’s motivation is influenced by the perceived likelihood of success and the 
value they place on the potential outcome (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). This theory 
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could complement SD–R theory by providing a more nuanced understanding of how 
the study resource of feedback about study performance (e.g., derived from course 
grades and other indicators of study success) predicts student engagement. In a simi-
lar vein, future research could investigate how principles from goal-setting theory 
could be integrated into SD–R theory. Goal-setting theory proposes that setting 
specific, challenging, and attainable goals can enhance an individual’s motivation 
and performance (Locke & Latham, 2002). New research could explore how goal-
setting influences students’ ability to manage study demands and proactively use 
study resources, and how these SD–R strategies indirectly facilitate student engage-
ment. As a final example, it would be interesting to investigate how growth mindset 
(Dweck, 2006; Yeager & Dweck, 2020) may qualify the impact of daily or weekly 
study demands and resources on student engagement and performance. Integrat-
ing mindset and SD–R theories, it can be hypothesized that study challenges and 
resources will have a stronger positive impact on engagement and performance for 
students with a growth mindset, because they tend to view challenges as opportuni-
ties to learn and improve, rather than threats. They invest more effort, proactively try 
new strategies, and seek resources when needed. Exploring the potential synergies 
between SD–R theory and other motivational theories in the educational psychology 
literature could contribute to developing more comprehensive and effective inter-
ventions for supporting student well-being.

Third and finally, it would be interesting and important to investigate the role of 
other proactive behaviors students may use next to study crafting and playful study 
design, and to integrate these behaviors in the SD–R theory. For example, research 
has elucidated that when students proactively use their character strengths, they 
report more personal resources (hope, resilience), improved happiness and subjec-
tive well-being, and reduced stress and depressive complaints (e.g., Ghielen et al., 
2018). When students use their strengths (e.g., kindness, courage, creativity), 
they can be authentic and are more likely to succeed, which boosts their personal 
resources. In a similar vein, a recent study has shown that when students use proac-
tive vitality management — i.e., individual, goal-oriented behavior aimed at manag-
ing physical and mental energy to promote optimal functioning (Op den Kamp et al., 
2020), they experience more meaning and improved subjective well-being (Zhang 
et al., 2024).

Practical Recommendations

SD–R theory has several implications for practice. Here, we recommend three 
practical approaches that can be considered. First, the SD–R theory offers a clear 
framework for the assessment of student well-being and its possible causes and 
consequences. Higher education institutions may want to include various specific 
study demands and resources in their underlying survey instruments to assess driv-
ers of student burnout, engagement, and critical outcomes (e.g., information about 
class attendance, course grades, dropouts, and career progress). Once a higher edu-
cation institution or faculty has made a clear diagnosis of their students’ levels of 
study demands and resources and their predictive validity for student well-being, 



Educational Psychology Review (2024) 36:92	 Page 21 of 29  92

behaviors, and study outcomes, management could detect groups of students with 
the most versus least favorable study demands and resources and initiate interven-
tions at the group or department level. For example, departments in which students 
report very high time pressure could take measures by adjusting courses and grad-
ing, or by offering their students training in time management, goal setting, and new 
efficient ways of dealing with high quantities of complex information in a short time. 
Departments in which students report low opportunities for skill variety could try to 
initiate novel ways of educating their students.

A second practical implication is that student counsellors may try to reduce self-
undermining behaviors and increase proactive study behaviors through training and 
workshops (proven effective in job crafting interventions; for a meta-analysis, see 
Oprea et  al., 2019). A recent study among students has provided evidence for the 
effectiveness of a study crafting intervention (Körner et al., 2023), showing that stu-
dents can learn to optimize their own study demands and resources, and increase 
their own well-being. Furthermore, workshops and trainings could be organized 
to reduce burnout and self-undermining behaviors. These trainings may first use 
rational emotive training therapy or mindfulness (Madigan et  al., 2023), and then 
explain how self-undermining behaviors may be warning signs of burnout. Once 
students have regained energy in several sessions, they may learn about study craft-
ing to optimize their study design so that the root cause of their burnout complaints 
is addressed as well.

Third, higher education institutions may provide interventions for lecturers and 
professors to facilitate positive crossover of engagement and optimization of the 
study design (study demands and resources). In trainings and workshops, professors 
may learn about SD–R theory, role-modeling, and the crossover of teacher engage-
ment to students (cf. Bakker, 2005, 2022). Through exercises, lecturers can learn 
about possible ways to increase study resources for students and to stimulate proac-
tive behaviors such as study crafting and playful study design. Research in the work 
context has suggested that leaders who intellectually challenge their employees and 
inspire and empower them can indeed increase employee proactive behaviors and 
engagement (Bakker, Hetland, et al., 2023).

Conclusion

In this article, we introduced the Study Demands–Resources theory to explain 
various processes that are involved in student well-being (burnout and engage-
ment). We used the well-established Job Demands–Resources theory, previous 
Study Demands–Resources models, and existing literature on student well-being 
to develop 10 propositions. Our review showed that students are confronted with 
a variety of study demands and resources, and that it is crucial to self-regulate the 
impact of these study characteristics. We identified several studies showing that 
students can engage in proactive study behaviors, including study crafting and 
playful study design. Students feel more engaged when they proactively optimize 
their own job demands and resources and playfully redesign their study tasks to 
be more fun or more challenging. Higher education institutions’ management, 
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lecturers, professors, and students may use SD–R theory to optimize student well-
being and outcomes. We hope that this article will inspire educational psychology 
scholars, fostering collective efforts to enhance the well-being and academic suc-
cess of our students.
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