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The transition from secondary to higher education is widely recognised as one of 
the most psychologically significant junctures in human development. Yet this 
transition is rarely discussed in terms of its most fundamental challenge: the shift 
from being a student – a role defined by compliance, instruction-following, and 
external evaluation – to becoming a subject, that is, a self-determining agent who 
authors their own intellectual and personal trajectory. Innovative educational 
environments, with their emphasis on learner autonomy, collaborative inquiry, and 
open-ended problem-solving, create conditions that make this shift not only possible 
but necessary. The present paper examines the psychological mechanisms through 
which innovative higher education supports – or undermines – the development of 
self-determination and identity in university students. 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2020) provides the most 
comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding what makes an educational 
environment genuinely developmental. SDT posits that human beings have three 
basic psychological needs – autonomy, competence, and relatedness – whose 
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satisfaction is necessary for sustained motivation, psychological well-being, and the 
internalisation of values and goals. Crucially, need satisfaction is not simply a 
pleasant by-product of good teaching: it is the psychological mechanism through 
which external educational experiences become internal personal resources. When a 
student feels that their choices matter, that they are growing in capability, and that 
they belong to a learning community, they are not merely performing better 
academically – they are becoming someone different. This is the developmental logic 
that connects innovative pedagogy to personality formation.

Innovative educational environments, when well-designed, are distinctive 
precisely in the degree to which they can satisfy these three needs simultaneously. 
Project-based learning, inquiry cycles, and student-led discussions all provide 
opportunities for genuine autonomy – not the pseudo-choice of selecting between 
pre-determined options, but the substantive freedom to define problems, pursue 
questions, and take intellectual risks. Competence need satisfaction emerges through 
the scaffolded mastery of genuinely complex tasks, where feedback is formative 
rather than purely evaluative. Relatedness is cultivated through collaborative 
structures that require students to depend on and contribute to one another. Ryan and 
Deci (2020) emphasise that environments meeting these criteria consistently produce 
more internalised, self-regulated learners – students who study because the work 
matters to them, not because external pressure demands it.

Identity development is the second major psychological dimension through 
which innovative higher education shapes who students become. Wang et al. (2023) 
demonstrated that the relationship between personality traits and academic 
achievement is substantially mediated by major identity – the degree to which 
students psychologically identify with their chosen field of study. This finding has 
important implications: it suggests that academic performance is not merely a 
function of cognitive ability or effort, but of whether students have come to see their 
discipline as part of who they are. Innovative educational contexts, which expose 
students to the creative, uncertain, and socially situated dimensions of knowledge 
production, may accelerate this process of identification – or, if poorly managed, 
destabilise it. When students encounter genuinely open problems in their field, they 
are not simply learning content; they are being invited into a community of practice, 
and responding to the implicit question of whether they belong there.
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Personality traits further shape how individual students navigate this 
developmental landscape. Bardach and Murayama (2023) challenge the assumption 
that personality is a fixed background variable in educational research, arguing 
instead that traits – particularly openness to experience and conscientiousness – are 
themselves amenable to change through educational experience, and should be 
treated as legitimate educational outcomes. Openness to experience is of particular 
relevance in innovative settings: students who score high on this trait are more likely 
to engage productively with ambiguity, interdisciplinarity, and creative risk-taking. 
However, the authors' more significant contribution is the argument that even 
students who begin with lower levels of openness may develop this trait through 
sustained exposure to environments that reward curiosity and tolerate uncertainty. 
Personality, in this view, is not the starting condition that determines educational 
outcomes, but one of the outcomes that education can deliberately target.

The practical implications of this analysis are significant for how universities 
design and evaluate their educational environments. If the goal of higher education 
includes – as it should – the development of self-determining, identity-coherent 
graduates, then pedagogical innovation cannot be reduced to the adoption of new 
technologies or active learning techniques. What matters is whether the psychological 
infrastructure of need satisfaction is in place: whether students experience genuine 
autonomy, whether feedback builds real competence, and whether the social fabric of 
learning communities fosters genuine belonging. Assessment frameworks should be 
expanded to capture not only content mastery but growth in self-regulation, identity 
clarity, and dispositional openness – all of which are measurable and 
developmentally significant.

In conclusion, the transformation from student to subject – from passive 
recipient to self-determining agent – is the central developmental task of university 
education, and one that innovative educational environments are uniquely positioned 
to support. Through the simultaneous satisfaction of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness needs, through the invitation into disciplinary identity, and through the 
cultivation of traits such as openness and conscientiousness, well-designed innovative 
contexts do not merely improve learning outcomes: they shape who students become. 
Recognising this developmental potential, and designing educational environments 
that deliberately activate it, represents both a theoretical imperative and a practical 
priority for contemporary higher education.
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Since 2014, and catastrophically since 2022, Russia has waged war against 
Ukraine not only as a territorial and military campaign but as a cultural one, with 
state-sponsored homophobia serving as a flagship marker of the «Russian world»
against «decadent» Western liberalism. The Russian parliament’s 2013 ban on so-
called gay propaganda, its 2022 extension to all age groups and social contexts, and 
the 2023 Supreme Court ruling declaring the «international LGBT movement» an 
extremist organisation together constitute one of the most aggressive programmes of 
state homophobia in contemporary Europe. In this configuration, attitudes toward 
sexual minorities in Ukraine — historically modest, and still far from egalitarian —
become an unusually revealing object of social-psychological inquiry: one in which 
ordinary people’s positions are entangled with geopolitical enmity and with the 
contested meaning of national identity itself.

Our study departs from Fritz Heider’s balance theory, one of the foundational 
frameworks of social psychology (Heider, 1958; for a modern review see Crandall et 
al., 2007). The theory models social cognition as a triadic structure (P–O–X) that 
seeks consistency: where P dislikes O, and O dislikes X, the triad is balanced if P 
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likes X. The proverb «the enemy of my enemy is my friend» captures this logic, and 
Aronson and Cope (1968) provided its first classical experimental demonstration. 
Given that contemporary Ukrainians overwhelmingly perceive the Russian state as an 
adversary, and that this adversary ostentatiously persecutes its own sexual minorities, 
balance theory predicts that making the repressive legal situation of Russian LG 
people salient should shift Ukrainians’ attitudes toward LG issues in a more 
accepting direction.

We tested this prediction in a preregistered two-group randomised experiment. 

26.66, SD = 11.30; 80% residing in Ukraine) completed an online survey in 
Ukrainian between November 2024 and February 2025. In the balance condition (n = 
113), each item on a six-item Approval of LG-Related Laws scale was preceded by a 
description of the corresponding Russian law — three prohibition laws (e.g., the ban 
on positive public speech about homosexuality, the ban on presenting homosexuality 
as equal to heterosexuality in schools, the ban on LG organisations and public events) 
and three lacking protection laws (e.g., the absence of anti-discrimination provisions, 
anti-hate-crime protections, and legal recognition of same-sex partnerships). In the 
control condition (n = 109), participants evaluated the same laws without any 
reference to Russia. General homophobia was captured with short versions of the 
Attitudes Toward LG People Scale (traditional homophobia; Herek, 1988) and the 
Modern Homophobia Scale (Morrison & Morrison, 2003). Attitudes toward 
contemporary Russia — both a multi-item attitude-change measure and an RF-
versus-EU political orientation index — served as putative moderators. Two 
hypotheses were formulated: first, that participants in the balance condition would 
report lower approval of homophobic legislation and, consequently, lower general 
homophobia than those in the control condition; second, that this mediation effect 
would be strengthened for participants with more negative attitudes toward Russia.

Results supported the first hypothesis clearly. The balance condition reduced 
approval of homophobic legislation relative to the control (t(220) = 3.10, p = .002, d 
= 0.42) and reduced modern homophobia (t(220) = 2.12, p = .035, d = 0.28); the 
effect on traditional homophobia went in the same direction but did not reach 
conventional significance (d = 0.22). Simple mediation analyses (PROCESS Model 
4; bootstrap with 5,000 resamples) yielded significant indirect effects of experimental 
condition on both traditional and modern homophobia through approval of 
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homophobic legislation, while direct effects were non-significant — a pattern 
consistent with full mediation. By contrast, the second hypothesis was not supported: 
none of the four moderated mediation models (two moderators × two outcomes) 
reached significance. We read this null with caution rather than drama. The variables 
proposed as moderators showed severe floor effects: 99% of participants reported 
worsened attitudes toward Russia since 2022, and 97% reported stronger EU than RF 
orientation, leaving almost no between-person variance on which a moderator could 
operate. The enemy was, for this sample, already maximally an enemy.

The study thus offers experimental rather than merely correlational evidence that 
Russia’s state homophobia, when brought to mind, pushes Ukrainian attitudes toward 
sexual minorities in the opposite direction. That finding is consistent with Heider’s 
framework and with recent analyses arguing that Ukrainians’ growing receptiveness 
to LGBT rights forms part of a broader civilisational differentiation from Russia 
(Luciani & Shevtsova, 2024; see also Kulyk, 2024, on the wartime consolidation of 
Ukrainian national identity). It also has a more general implication for attitude 
research: general attitudes toward a group can be moved by situational exposure to 
information about a third party’s treatment of that group, which undercuts the lay 
view of attitudes as immutable dispositional traits and supports a more Heiderian, 
constructivist reading in which attitudes are evaluative judgments formed in situ.

Several limitations should be acknowledged plainly. The sample was skewed 
toward younger, female, urban and highly educated participants — strata already 
more accepting of sexual minorities — so the observed absolute level of homophobia 
is lower than representative surveys would suggest, though the experimental contrast 
itself remains internally valid. The mechanism is also not easy to distinguish cleanly 
from a homonationalist reading, in which LG rights are instrumentalised for 
geopolitical positioning rather than embraced on their own terms; we consider this 
interpretation implausible for a country without robust legal protections to 
instrumentalise, but it cannot be definitively ruled out. Future work could extend the 
paradigm to transgender-related attitudes, where Russian policy has grown even more 
repressive, and to samples in societies where the war is less consensually framed.

The broader point is sobering rather than celebratory. Attitudes toward a 
minority improved here because an enemy’s cruelty toward that minority was made 
salient. Tolerance by contrast is not tolerance by conviction, and solidarity grounded 
in opposition is structurally fragile. How to convert contrastive solidarity into 
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something durable — anchored in shared personhood rather than shared enmity —
remains the more demanding question.
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