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Executive Summary
The following white paper unearths insights and implications of the
factors that influence the learner’s path to and through post-secondary
education. LaneTerralever, a higher education marketing agency,
authored primary research to assess and better understand the
non‑traditional adult learner. They are best described as someone
who isn’t following the typical track of pursuing post-secondary
education subsequent to completing high school — these individuals
can range from the early 20s to retirement age. Preliminary research
illustrated the need to better understand the shifting age demographic
of the post-secondary student population — the median age has
risen to 25 — causing a rise in the “confidence gap.” There was,
however, little research or insight into the factors contributing to the
confidence gap, defined as the difference between students who
start college right after high school having more confidence about
continuing to higher education, compared with those who return as
adults or start later in life.
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Background
Goal of Our Research
Our goal was to uncover the factors influencing this confidence gap
and how higher education institutions can communicate with this
growing student population in a meaningful way.

The data also aided in the formation of four key personas in which
these non-traditional adult learners can be categorized:





We conducted a survey of over 450 respondents across the country,
gathering data on their reasons for returning to education later in
life, their barriers, and what type of marketing most resonates with
them. Analysis of the data from the survey informed six key findings
higher education institutions should consider when targeting the
non‑traditional adult learner:

Military Affiliated
Job-Ladder Climber
Career Switcher
Person with Unfinished Business

It is our intention to provide unique insight into a distinct and
growing audience of learners considering higher education. In a
society overwhelmed with noise, those institutions that speak to a
prospective student’s unique barriers will likely reap the benefits
of increased enrollment and help pave the way for the changing
education landscape.

 Cost & Time Are Top Barriers Across All Segments
 People Remain Optimistic They Will Return to School
Despite Barriers
 Messaging That Speaks To Their Lifestage
 Untapped Potential Exists With Boomers
 Adult Learners Are Not Seeking Bachelor’s Degrees
 There’s No Need To Hard Sell Them

2

Background
Who is the non-traditional adult learner?
Here’s what we know: both a good economy and a bad economy
ignite interest in education. In a bad economy, trade schools and
certificate programs tend to see increased enrollments because they
attract “job switchers” — those who seek to further their education
in a new category. In a good economy, MBA programs and online
or hybrid programs tend to attract the “career evolving student” who
is comfortably employed and seeking to move up in their current
career. While these are two very different types of people, they can
both be considered “non-traditional adult learners” — someone
who isn’t following the typical track of pursuing post-secondary
education subsequent to completing high school.
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Background
Understanding the
confidence gap that exists
What we also know is that an inherent
confidence gap exists for these types of
learners when they think about going back
to school. According to Abound, “Students
who start college right out of high school
are more confident about their ability to
graduate than those who return as adults or
start later in life” (“Beating the Confidence
Gap and Earning Your Degree”). No longer
is the traditional path to adulthood solely
defined by a high school graduation followed
by a robust four years at university leading
to a steady entry-level job or, in other cases,
additional schooling. There are 9.6 million
adult learners who will go back to school
in 2020, which doesn’t take into account

those who are still considering additional
education. In both cases, these adult learners
will be faced with a plethora of decisions, all
of which are based on highly individual and
circumstantial needs and wants.
We wanted to better understand the
confidence gap, who it most pertains to
and why. Our hypothesis is that while the
confidence gap may be personal in nature,
it has common denominators that can inform
how we identify, target, and message these
individuals to help bridge that confidence
gap and make it easier for them to go back
to school.
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9.6
MILLION

ADULT LEARNERS WILL
GO BACK TO SCHOOL

IN 2020

Background
People starting
post‑secondary education
later in life
The student landscape is evolving as the
perceived cost and value of a college
education diminishes, with many delaying
or bypassing traditional post-secondary
education altogether. Many find it appealing
to start in a career or at least enter a field
with moderate earning potential right out
of the gate, versus going to school and
accumulating debt.
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Background
Students over 25 are a significant
and growing part of student populations
That road, however, results often in a development and earning potential cap, which is one of
the cited reasons schools are seeing students starting school in their 20s and 30s in increasing
rates. In 2014, there were approximately 12 million college students under the age of 24 and
8.2 million college students 25 and older, according to research conducted by Cornerstone
Education (“7 Reasons Adults are Going Back to School”). And that latter demographic is
expected to increase in the coming years. According to The National Center for Education
Statistics, there was a 35 percent increase in college students aged 25 to 34 between 2001
and 2015 and, between 2015 and 2026, enrollment is projected to increase an additional
11 percent (“Is College Enrollment Among Older Ad”).
Younger students are, across the board, just more acclimated to non-traditional methods and
approaches to learning. They’ve grown up in the digital age with constant accessibility to the
internet, and with it a number of non-traditional learning models including online classes and
even things like online skill sharing which have now become the norm.
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35%

INCREASE IN COLLEGE
STUDENTS AGED

25-34

BETWEEN
2001 AND 2015

Background
Gig economy offering an
alternative to higher education
While older students are generally on the rise, there are also an
increasing number of people who don’t feel the need to pursue
expensive, extensive or formal training and education in order to
prove their worth and value in a particular field or job category. More
and more career paths are not as linear or traditional as they once
were. Not to mention, we may be starting to see the gig economy
play a larger role as a potential income source for students across all
age demographics. The opportunities that the gig economy provides
have also become an interesting alternative for an older demographic

to have a secondary income or a replacement for their day-to-day
career if they end up making a change. In the past, dissatisfaction
with career or job — personal or monetary — could have pushed a
full- or even part-time employee to make a change and seek further
education to do so. Now they can hop in their car armed with an app
and bring in extra cash at their convenience and around their own
schedule. It might seem strange, but in many ways the gig economy is
an alternative to higher education.

PURSUE CONTINUED EDUCATION

IT SEEMS EXPENSIVE.
IT’S OVERLY FORMAL.
IT WILL TAKE TOO LONG.

PURSUE GIG ECONOMY

VS.
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I CAN START TOMORROW.
I’LL BE WORKING FOR MYSELF.
THERE WILL BE IMMEDIATE RETURN.

Background
Many older students seeking
skills related to digital technology
An influx of traditionally older students makes for an even more diverse student population as Boomers
are finding they’re less prepared for retirement than they originally thought or are being pushed out of
the workforce early due to lagging skill sets. Older workers are faced with increasing competition from
younger employees who are often more educated in the latest technology. These Boomers feel the need to
improve or continue their education, especially in the area of digital technology, to keep up with the latest
trends and developments within their specific fields. Otherwise, they face the risk of career stagnation or
being overlooked for promotions in favor of younger workers.
Retirement age creeps further and further past social security age due to a lack of financial security for
many Americans. As the physical and online accessibility of school improves, so does the face of the
student population. The prospect of continuing education in older adults is further expanding this student
pool. Among the 1,002 recent retirees who were surveyed by Voya Financial, 29 percent said the timing
of their retirement was somewhat unexpected, while 31 percent said the timing was very unexpected.
And 33 percent of those respondents said they left their jobs involuntarily (“60% of Americans Have to
Retire Sooner Than Expected”.
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60%

OF AMERICANS HAVE
TO RETIRE SOONER
THAN EXPECTED

Goals & Methods of Research
What matters most to the
non-traditional adult learner?
As we understand more about the drivers behind this evolving demographic of the student
population, not much research exists about how confident or hesitant a potential student might
feel about the prospect of starting or completing post-secondary education or training.
Our goal was to identify the key decision-making factors, barriers, and motivations affecting
non-traditional adult learners as they consider furthering their education. Ultimately, this
will help marketing and student enrollment teams better support and speak to these types of
prospective students during every phase of their student journey.
For the purposes of the survey, we defined the non-traditional adult learners as those who
had not pursued a post-secondary education within the year following high school and also
indicated they were considering further education at this time. We surveyed a random sample
of 450 respondents.

UNDERSTANDING
PROSPECTIVE STUDENTS’:
DECISION-MAKING
FACTORS
BARRIERS
MOTIVATIONS
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Goals & Methods of Research
Survey Methods & Demographic Breakdown

CURRENT LEVEL
OF EDUCATION

In October 2019, we conducted a national online survey to specifically
assess the confidence gap of non-traditional students. We sampled
a randomized selection of 450 respondents with an online survey,
collecting responses from only those who indicated they had not
pursued post-secondary education within a year of graduating or
having completed high school or a GED. The goal was to focus on
the barriers to confidence in pursuing additional education.

GENDER

AFTER HIGH SCHOOL

PRIMARY BARRIERS

65+
55-64
29.7%

MALE

FEMALE

18-24
4.4%

ENROLLMENT INTEREST

25-34
45-54
15.5%

30%

BACHELOR’S

28%

MASTER’S AND/OR PHD

PURSUED MILITARY

17%
73%

AGE
14.5%

AT LEAST A HIGH SCHOOL/GED

24%

20.3%

43%

PRICE OF SCHOOL/PROGRAM

TIME COMMITMENT

28%

23%

FULL-TIME IN-PERSON

35-44
15.6%
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PURSUED SOME EDUCATION

30%

PART-TIME ONLINE

Key Insights & Findings
Summary of Insights the Research Uncovered
By and large, we validated that the confidence gap exists across the spectrum of non-traditional adult learners. While there were plenty of relevant
findings that we uncovered from the data, this paper focuses on those that have the most potential to impact higher education institutions,
marketing strategies and messaging.

X  Cost & Time Are Top Barriers Across All Segments
X  People Remain Optimistic They Will Return to School Despite Barriers
X  Messaging That Speaks To Their Lifestage
X  Untapped Potential Exists With Boomers
X  Adult Learners Are Not Seeking Bachelor’s Degrees
X  There’s No Need to Hard Sell Them
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Key Insights & Findings
Cost & time are top barriers across all segments
Any way you look at it, we know that the cost of education has been and will continue to be
the greatest challenge; 52% of respondents listed financial reasons as the top reason for
not finishing a program they started.
Marketing Implication
Though at face value these seem like tactical challenges, they are actually emotional
in nature because they are rooted in stressors. Marketers need to consider how they
thoughtfully answer the types of questions that plague the internal dialogue of these
potential students, including:
 Full-time Employed: “How will I justify the cost implications of walking away from my
full‑time job to pursue education?”
 Career-Switcher: “This is a huge leap. How will I feel guaranteed my time and money
commitment will pay off?”
 Career Advancer: “Do I know I’m just checking a box or does the time and money
I’m going to put into this program actually make a difference for me?”
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OVERALL BARRIERS

#1

#2

PRICE OF
SCHOOL/PROGRAM

TIME
COMMITMENT

50%

37%

OF FEMALES SAW PRICE
AS MAIN BARRIER

OF THOSE CURRENTLY
EMPLOYED FULL-TIME
SAW TIME COMMITMENT
AS THE BARRIER

Key Insights & Findings
People remain optimistic they will return to
school despite barriers
While time and money are the biggest contributors to the confidence gap, that mindset
doesn’t affect outlook — respondents overwhelming expressed positivity around returning to
school due to the potential to change circumstances: financial, personal, or career growth.

EXCITED

Marketing Implication

41%

Validate and build on the momentum of the positive outlook most people have. That said,
optimism can only go so far, because the commitment to an education program is daunting.
Optimistic though they may seem, these potential students still have a big decision to make.
Marketers need to understand that layered nuance and activate on the positivity that can be
felt throughout the process to help these students overcome the confidence gap. Consider
testimonials that talk about not just the outcome — graduation, job placement, personal
satisfaction — but also the specifics of how students felt supported, how the program meets
their flexibility needs, or how a sense of personal satisfaction can be achieved
throughout the journey.

HOPEFUL
37%

MOTIVATED
36%

ANXIOUS

reated by Alex Murave v
om the Noun Projec t

34%
v evaruM xelA yb detaer
t cejorP nuoN eht m o
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Key Insights & Findings
Messaging that speaks to their lifestage
At the end of the day, this decision is always going to be a personal one. Overwhelmingly,
the respondents viewed their pursuit of additional education as an investment in themselves —
those seeking to further education (47%); career advancement (43%); improved earning
potential (38%); or personal investment (31%). What this tells us is the prospective student
journey is not linear or one-size-fits-all. When considering further education, the largest portion
of respondents (32%) needed to hear or see messages that spoke to their specific life stage.

FURTHER EDUCATION
47%

CAREER ADVANCEMENT
43%

Marketing Implication
Schools should consider talking less about themselves and more directly to the prospective
student and in a way that feels catered to their specific confidence barriers. The compelling,
conversion strategy is not a “me, me, me” approach focused on what makes a school unique
or superior, but how a student with specific needs can benefit and thrive from the education
route they choose for themselves. For example, take a look at this student-first solution for the
nation’s largest community college district.

IMPROVED EARNING POTENTIAL
38%

RELATION TO LIFE STAGE
32%

PERSONAL INVESTMENT
31%
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Key Insights & Findings
Untapped potential exists with Boomers
The older end of the adult learner spectrum seems to be just as viable a market segment
as any other. Whether they’re finding themselves in a state of transition or just have a penchant
for growth, development and learning, the Boomer generation is primed for furthering
their education — 62% of those 65 or older indicated their interest in pursuing additional
education was to further their knowledge. But they are challenged by their own insecurities
(52%), physical or learning disabilities (61%), and in many cases lack of support from friends
and family members (77.8%).
Marketing Implication
Marketers need to understand that there is a nuanced audience and mindset out there just
waiting for a message that is more empathetic and supportive, rather than proof-point
driven. The vast majority of marketing and the type of students visually represented in that
marketing is not the seasoned professional who’s on the precipice of a transition, yet these
folks, unlike most of the other demographics, have the time and often the financial means to
take advantage of your school’s programs. There is an opportunity to focus on the value of
their “life experience” in your messaging and target them with programs that would be most
relevant to them.
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“I’M OLDER AND WORRY THAT IT
WOULD REFLECT NEGATIVELY ON ME.”
“I LACK UNDERSTANDING OF
INTERNET CLASSES.”
“I’M NOT SURE I CAN KEEP UP WITH
YOUNGER STUDENTS.”

Key Insights & Findings
Adult learners are not
seeking bachelor’s degrees
Marketing Implication

Bachelor’s degrees are not the primary pursuit; the largest two
segments of respondents indicated interest in either a master’s
program (32%) or vocational or certificate program (25%). This means
the confidence gap isn’t originating in the traditional trajectory
of a student. This tells us that the adult learner audience that is most
valuable to institutions across the board are those looking to make a
change in their career (master’s) or those seeking to close the loop on
unfinished business (for personal gain or career advancement).

Marketers need to understand that, though the ROI might be different,
there is just as much value in the eyes of a student considering a
certificate program as there is in a student considering their master’s
degree. It is crucial, then, to document completely separate
customer journeys for vastly different student types and consider
that those journeys may not be as linear as once thought.

VOCATIONAL /
CERTIFICATE

MASTER’S
DEGREE
BACHELOR’S
DEGREE

DEGREES BY INTEREST
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Key Insights & Findings
There’s no need to hard sell them
The fact is that these potential students express excitement and positivity about the potential
to further their education and are thinking of it as an investment in themselves and their future,
but are up against the very real life constraints of time and money.
Marketing Implication
Marketers don’t necessarily need to hard sell them on program differentiators or prestige.
What these potential students need to hear is a real message that validates the personal
value of the decision they’re considering and honors that commitment to themselves. While
testimonials are great, they are time-consuming and can be costly to produce. Consider
capturing UGC that shows in real time the challenge and the reward of overcoming that
confidence gap and putting themselves on a path toward their new goal.
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Personas for Marketing
4 Key Personas
To better understand the non-traditional adult learner, four main personas were derived from
the research findings. These being: the military affiliated (veteran or active duty), the career
switcher, the job ladder climber, and the person who left higher education and is looking to
return (unfinished business). Although the makeup of the non-traditional adult learner is far
more nuanced than these four personas alone, the insights drawn from each informs the claim
that marketing to such a student requires a targeted messaging approach that speaks to
the individual and his or her certain pain points associated with the pursuit of higher education
in that moment.
The personas are singular representations of larger groups. Each persona exists among persons
of any gender, age, race, or high-level demographic information, and the breakdown of the
data into specific segments resulted in notable statistically low numbers of respondents. It is
the intention that the personas aid in illustrating the variation in life stages, barriers, and
message resonance of the non-traditional adult learner, and the insights provided by the
personas are utilized in targeted messaging strategy for the type of institution marketing its
education offerings.
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MILITARY AFFILIATED

JOB LADDER CLIMBER

CAREER SWITCHER

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

Personas for Marketing
Military Affiliated
(83 RESPONDENTS)
Path to Ed
Pursuing
Reason
Enrollment

Mid

30s

Barrier
Why

Financial
Considerations

Government / Professional Services

$150K+

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Messaging
Opportunities

Began a degree program immediately following high school; joined the military after completing the first
degree
PhD, vocation/certificate
Career advancement, improved earning potential
Full-time in person
Self-consciousness/insecurity, desired program isn’t offered
 My learning disability keeps me from feeling comfortable in a classroom setting.
 I can’t leave my full-time job to pursue additional education, and I especially won’t if there isn’t a good
program available for me.
 My memory isn’t what it used to be.
Seeking grants (instead of using GI Bill) and scholarships
 Knowing that education is the training for a better career path makes sense as to why I would pursue
school.
 It’s nice seeing what I can do with the education I get from a certain school.

Master’s
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Personas for Marketing
Military Affiliated
(83 RESPONDENTS)

Education institutions that advertise future job opportunities are
most appealing to this group. Although that sort of messaging seems
straightforward, a military affiliate with a high school education
looking to advance out of a retail job, for example, is a starkly
different individual than a decorated officer with a degree in global
politics who’s transitioning out of a government job.

For an individual affiliated with the military, either a veteran or active
duty, the pursuit of higher education depends heavily on timing and
reason for joining the military. The vast majority of military affiliates
pursued higher education immediately following high school, and
84% of those who did ended up completing a degree or certificate
program they began. As for those who pursued higher education
and didn’t finish, insufficient finances is the top reason for halting
education. Contrary to a widespread idea that joining the military
is a convenient catch-all for a struggling high school student, many
corps members seek involvement later on, maybe for reason of loan
forgiveness after achieving a degree or as a secure occupation. The
two main reasons this individual wants to return to education is for
improved earning potential and career advancement. According
to a study conducted by Maryvale University, “Veterans, in particular,
and other demographic groups, such as stay-at-home moms, are
looking to change careers and gain mainstream employment.
Earning another qualification is the first step in making them more
employable” (Adult Students in Higher Education Statistics).

For one respondent, “messages that come from people who
represent me” are those that resonate best. Similarly, another felt
that representation of a student of a similar age was impactful, saying,
“I was an older student. It was nice to know that I wasn’t the only
one.” Those who’ve served in the military have a uniquely shared
experience, which may be a great singular detail to incorporate into
messaging to that specific group, but when speaking directly to
the individual, the differences in age, gender, income, and life
experience result in a need for messaging that gets personal on a
granular level.
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Personas for Marketing
Job Ladder Climber
(241 RESPONDENTS)
Path to Ed
Pursuing
Reason
Enrollment

Mid

50s

Barrier
Why

Financial
Considerations

Professional Services/ IT

$150K+

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Messaging
Opportunities
Why

Pursued a four-year degree following high school and completed the degree
Master’s degree
Competitive edge, further education
Full-time in person
Price of school/program, time commitment
 Time and money. I work full-time, and not much time on weekdays after work. Some are instructor-led
during the day. Some can be pricey. Also tough to know how much I’ll use it in the real world.
 I work full-time and am still paying off student loan debt from undergrad/grad school, so the time and
money of getting an additional certificate that I want is prohibitive.
Tapping into savings, seeking scholarships
That tell me about future job opportunities
 Unless someone is pursuing education just for personal growth, I think all education should tie in to job
opportunities.
 All about pursuing a job.

Bachelor’s
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Personas for Marketing
Job Ladder Climber
(241 RESPONDENTS)

Career advancement is an expected trajectory during time in the
workforce. Some people find that their career goals immediately line
up with the industry they join out of college, whereas others spend
a portion of their early work life diversifying their portfolio by testing
a variety of jobs in different industries, eventually landing in a career
where they see themselves climbing the ranks.

their undergraduate degree, they may want to pursue more education
to give themselves the competitive edge needed to advance in their
career, but they may not be convinced that the investment in their
education is worth it. One respondent noted , “I work full-time and
am still paying off student loan debt from undergrad/grad school,
so the time and money of getting an additional certificate that
I want is prohibitive.” This group responds well to advertisements
that discuss the future job opportunities made possible with more
education and also those messages that provide information on
the earning potential of their degree, all relating back to the main
motivator of climbing the job ladder and increasing income.

To gain a competitive edge over other qualified candidates for
competitive managerial, VP, or C-suite positions, additional education
is typically needed. Two-thirds of the survey respondents who chose
career advancement as a reason for pursuing additional education
already received a bachelor’s degree or greater and further indicated
their return to education was to attain a master’s degree.
An insight of note is that career advancement is sometimes spurred
by the need to make a higher income, usually stemming from
racking up bills and interest accruing loan payments from previous
educational endeavors. If an individual is still paying off loans from
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Personas for Marketing
Career Switcher
(79 RESPONDENTS)
Path to Ed
Pursuing
Reason
Enrollment

Early

30s
Education / Healthcare

Barrier
Why

Financial
Considerations

Messaging
Opportunities
Why

$30-50K
HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Bachelor’s

Pursued a four-year degree following high school and completed the degree
Master’s degree
Improved earning potential, career advancement
Part-time online
Price of school/program, time commitment
 The biggest barrier is that I’m just not sure what to go back for. I graduated with a General Studies degree,
so if I go back, it needs to be for a degree with a specific career track.
 Cost of school, distance from where I want to be, time needed to complete degree (and lack of income
while in school) and how useful an additional degree would be (I already have a master’s).
 Time is one’s most valuable commodity. Combined with the ever-increasing cost of higher education,
going back to school is a cacophony of stress due to competing responsibilities.
Seeking grants, applying for financial aid
That speaks to me in my current life stage
 That even though that you are having a difficult time, things will not remain that way and that opportunities
to succeed are out there; you just have to be open to them and pursue them.
 They recognize that not all students are traditional and seem to care about people like me in different
life stages.

23

Personas for Marketing
Career Switcher
(79 RESPONDENTS)

The career switcher is at an intersection in life, typically younger
and looking to move beyond the current state of their affairs but
don’t necessarily know where to go. Often, workers find themselves
in the same industry for years after attaining their bachelor’s. The job
ladder climber takes moving up and across the ranks in businesses
within the same industry as a strategic plan. Others want variety and
desire to move between industries, also hoping the transition brings
higher pay. Hence the career switch, a pursuit that allows the individual
to explore other occupational options. However, a rather impactful
caveat to pursuing a new career is that, unless a unique skill has
previously been honed, the skill qualifications required to switch into a
new field often involve receiving an extra collegiate accreditation to
prove proficiency.

desire to pursue a master’s degree, these respondents are motivated
by the prospect of improved earning potential and the opportunity to
further education in a field of study they’re interested in. Given they
already work a full-time job, the time commitment of additional
education is a top barrier for this group, with a respondent reflecting
on that barrier stating, “Time is one’s most valuable commodity.
Combined with the ever-increasing cost of higher education,
going back to school is a cacophony of stress due to competing
responsibilities.” This group indicates the messaging used in
advertisements from educational institutions resonates the best when
it speaks to the individual in their current life stage. A respondent
wrote, “They recognize that not all students are traditional and
seem to care about people like me in different life stages,” which
voices a shared belief that each student is pursuing education for a
different reason and they want to feel validated and empowered on
their specific journey, not generalized into a large group.

According to the data gathered, many of those looking to switch
careers currently work in education, healthcare, and professional
services. Having already completed a bachelor’s and indicating a
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Personas for Marketing
Unfinished Business
(55 RESPONDENTS)
Path to Ed
Pursuing
Reason
Enrollment
Barrier

Mid

50s

Why
Financial
Considerations

Messaging
Opportunities
Why

Variety

<HOUSEHOLD
$30-50K
INCOME

Pursued a four-year degree following high school, didn’t finish because of insufficient finances
Bachelor’s, Vocation/Certificate
Further education, improved earning potential
Part-time online
Price of school/program, time commitment
 Finances are a burden when I’m a single parent raising kids.
 The time it would take to start over. At my age, I wonder if it is worth the effort.
 I am the biggest barrier in continuing my education.
Financial aid, seeking grants
That speaks to me in my current life stage
 Well, I want to feel empowered.
 Because I like something that tells me I can achieve regardless of my age or any problems I might face.
 I would like to be connected with people who understand where I am in my life right now.

High School
Diploma / GED
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Personas for Marketing
Unfinished Business
(55 RESPONDENTS)

Those who return to higher education to complete an unfinished
degree program note that their top reason for doing so is to further
their education, followed by a desire to improve their earning
potential and increase their confidence. Half of respondents attribute
their prematurely concluded education to lack of sufficient finances,
consistent with the generally noted theme that although a degree
leads to employment and should inevitably pay for itself, taking on
the full cost of a program in the midst of attaining it isn’t a feasible
option for some.

feel supported by, an individual easily ends up feeling defeated by
the uncontrollable forces of the situation and leaves school before
finishing, carrying the burden of not feeling or being good enough
to succeed like so many of their peers were able to.
Like the other personas, this person feels unique in their situation
and wants an education institution to understand them for who they
are in this moment, speaking directly to the pain points and needs
associated with a return to education. Given those in this group have
attained either a high school diploma or two-year degree, most
work in retail, food service, or education and make an average income
notably lower than other groups. With the need to continue working
to support themselves through their degree process, most will only
focus on being part-time online learners. However, with the multitude
of burdens this person faces compared to other adult learners,
there is a universal understanding that the choice to pursue education
is a personal one, best summarized by a respondent saying, “I am the
biggest barrier in continuing my education.”

Over a quarter of respondents indicated that a lack of guidance
and proper support during their studies led to them to drop
out. For many, the difficulties of higher education – including more
intense classwork, a complete shift in day-to-day schedule, or maybe
the heightened responsibilities associated with transitioning into
adulthood – are too much to take on alone. Where one student has a
solid support system consisting of friends and family members, another
may be taking on the journey alone with no one to share struggles
with or speak to for a pick-me-up. Without even one person to
26

Conclusion
Non-traditional adult learners are a diverse population that
requires a personalized message to move them to action
It was found that the non-traditional adult learner is an increasingly diverse set of
students coming into their education decision from a wide spectrum of life experiences
and career touchpoints. This is a personal journey for them, regardless of the desired
outcome of continuing or completing their education, and have a desire to see and feel their
individualized journey validated is the marketing that will resonate the most.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach to attracting and retaining these students, but, most
importantly, what matters to them is not the same as what matters to the traditional student
pursuing post-secondary education immediately following high school, and they should be
addressed and treated as such.
While we find this research to be informative and unique in understanding this new, yet
growing group of students, we know we have just scratched the surface in terms of the value of
understanding the power of marketing to them effectively. Stay tuned for future white papers
on this topic and more from LaneTerralever; we are always receiving additional suggestions for
research, so please contact d fishfsi f there is something you don’t see here.
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