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ABSTRACT 

The Irish National Skills Strategy 2015 – 2025 committed to an educational goal of developing highly 

skilled people with higher order capabilities for the 21st century workplace. Mature learners are a 

growing cohort of learners at Griffith College Cork in recent years. Griffith College is a privately-

owned, third level, higher education institution with campuses in Dublin, Cork and Limerick. In order 

to align with the Irish National Skills Strategy 2015 -2025 and to improve supports for mature 

learners, this research aims to understand the motivational drivers of mature learners in part-time 

higher education.  

The research objectives for this case study are: 

1) To examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature learners’ decision to apply 

for their respective part-time degree courses.  

2) To analyse the motivational factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner allowing 

them to complete their studies.  

3) To consider additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can 

implement in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners.  

The participants in this research were all mature learners who successfully completed part-time, 

undergraduate degrees at Griffith College Cork. Through a sequential explanatory mixed methods 

research approach using a literature review, a quantitative questionnaire and qualitative interviews, 

the study identified that the key motivational factors to start an undergraduate part-time degree 

include: Self-esteem/ Worthiness, Life-Stage/ Timing, Career Change/ Promotion, Admissions 

Process, Love of Learning.  

In order to sustain motivation to completion of the degree, the study revealed the following 

motivational factors play an integral role: Lecturers/ Lecture Style, Intrinsic Motivation, Peer 

Support, Extrinsic Motivation and Fear of Failure.  

Drawing on two social cognitive motivation theories of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and 

Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT), the study makes recommendations for higher education institutions 

to enhance the learning experience for mature learners by including: Time Management Clarity, 

Testimonial Advertising, Opportunities to Experience Higher Education, Elective Choices, Social/ 

Study Space and Physical Supports for Learning.   

Areas worthy of further study would be to examine the motivational factors for full-time 

undergraduate learners and a comparative study of mature learners in a larger university setting in 

order to fully understand all the learning supports and initiatives that could be deployed in a private, 

higher education college setting for an optimal learning experience.  
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 
 

Mature learner participation in part-time higher education degree programmes in Griffith College 

Cork has been growing consistently over the last six years in the faculties of Business, Accounting 

and Law. (See Appendix 1). In October 2020, 82.5% of the registered mature learners chose to study 

their respective degree programmes on a part-time/blended basis at Griffith College Cork. (See 

Appendix 2) 

There are three undergraduate Quality Qualifications Ireland (QQI) – Level 8, part-time honours 

degree programmes currently available in Griffith College Cork; the BA (Hons) in Business Studies, 

the BA (Hons) in Accounting and Finance and the LLB (Hons) in Law. 

The overall aim of this research is to investigate potential additional quality educational innovations 

and initiatives to support these mature learners. It is hoped this research can inform further Griffith 

College supports to create an improved environment that will effectively attract, retain and produce 

mature learner graduates who will bring their educational experience and knowledge into their 

employment and personal lives. This aim is consistent with the Lisbon Strategy 2000, the Irish 

Government Strategy, Enterprise 2025 and the National Skills Strategy 2015-2025: 

“Our ambition is that Ireland will be internationally renowned for its talent, for its highly skilled and 

adaptive people, equipped with higher order capabilities required in the 21st century workplace and 

for its openness to continuous learning.” 

     (Ireland, National Skills Strategy, 2015, p.6) 

The vision of the Lisbon Strategy launched in 2000 was to make Europe, "the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more 

and better jobs and greater social cohesion.” 

        (Europe, Lisbon Strategy, 2000) 
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1.2 Research Questions 
 

The purpose of this research proposal is to examine mature graduates’ extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivations to register on an honours degree programme at Griffith College Cork and the 

motivational factors that contributed to sustaining engagement with their studies until completion.  

All participants in this research have successfully graduated from undergraduate degree 

programmes at Griffith College Cork. All are ‘Mature Learners’ - over 23 years of age on the 1st of 

January of the chosen year of study, and chose the part-time delivery mode of study, two to three 

evenings per week for three years, while in full-time employment. 

The research questions for this study are: 

 What were the principle motivations and drivers that led the learners to apply for 

their respective part-time programmes? 

 What were the factors that engaged the learners and sustained their motivation to 

complete the programme? 

 What additional educational initiatives and innovations can Faculty members 

implement in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature 

learners? 

1.3 Research Aims and Objectives 
 

The aims and objectives of this research are: 

1) To examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature learners’ decision to 

apply for their respective part-time degree courses; 

2) To analyse the motivational factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner 

allowing them to complete their studies; 

3) Drawing on the primary research findings and the literature review, to consider 

additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can implement 

in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners. 

 

 

 



14 | P a g e  
 

1.4 Structure of the Study 
 

The five chapters of this study will contribute to addressing and answering the research questions.  

- Chapter one introduces the research topic, outlines the research questions, the aims and 

objectives and synopsises the structure of the study.   

- By way of a literature review, chapter two informs the reader on the meaning of 

motivation and the existing academic motivational theories which engage and sustain 

mature learning in higher education. It also informs the background to the investigation 

and recommendations.  

- Chapter three provides a detailed account of the research philosophy which underpins 

the design, data collection and analysis techniques used to address the research 

questions.  

- Chapter four presents the findings generated from the collection and analysis of primary 

data and discusses the relevance of the findings in the context of the original research 

objectives.  

- Chapter five presents the main conclusions and recommendations and suggests areas 

for further research. This chapter also considers new findings the research has brought 

to the current body of knowledge on motivation and evaluates what the study has 

achieved in terms of contributions and outcomes. 
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1  Introduction 
 

The Ireland, Adult Education Survey 2017 (2018) found that of the 55% of those engaged in formal 

education, 38% were pursuing honours degree level courses or higher. Business, Administration and 

Law were the highest ranked courses in order of preference. For 62% of those surveyed, “Improving 

career prospects” was the main motivation, followed by “Increase my possibilities of getting/ 

changing a job” (41%). However, how do these figures reflect the motivation to undertake and 

sustain an honours degree by those attending a private, third level, higher education college? 

This chapter will examine the meaning of motivation and motivation theories in the context of 

higher education. In order to understand and include the perspective of a mature learner, adult 

learning theory will be explored. This will be followed by a detailed examination of the existing 

academic theory on the motivational factors that engage and sustain engagement for mature 

learners in higher education.  

2.2  Keyword Phrases for the Study 
 

The searches for this Literature Review were conducted using the Griffith College Library, Google 

Scholar, SAGE and EBSCO Online database. 

Keyword phrases used in this research included: 

 Mature learners in part-time higher education;  

 Andragogy; 

 Intrinsic motivation in higher education; 

 Extrinsic motivation in higher education; 

 Motivating factors for effective learning in higher education for part-time mature 

learners. 
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2.3  Motivation 
 

The word “motivation” originates from the Latin verb movere, meaning to move, Beck (2004). 

According to Green and Kelso, (2006, p.1), motivation is “an internal force that energises the 

individual for action and determines the direction of that action.” Schunk, Pintrick and Meese, (2008, 

p.4) define motivation as “the process whereby goal-directed activity is instigated and sustained”, 

which correlates with the two core questions of this research study. According to Wlodkowski, 

(1985, p.2) motivation is described as processes that can “(a) arouse and instigate behaviour, (b) give 

direction or purpose to behaviour, (c) continue to allow behaviour to persist, and (d) lead to choosing 

or preferring a particular behaviour.” 

Wlodkowski, (1999, p.3) explains the causal relationship between motivation and performance “if 

we match two people of identical ability and give them identical opportunity and conditions to 

achieve, the motivated person will surpass the unmotivated person in performance and outcome. The 

higher the level of motivation, the more learning takes place.” 

Maslow (1954) espoused that human behaviour is motivated by the desire of each individual to 

reach the highest level of his or her capability.  Maslow developed a pyramid hierarchy of needs that 

consisted of five levels of motivational needs, with the most basic biological human needs at the 

bottom, such as oxygen, food, water, safety and the higher-level needs at the top, such as belonging, 

self-worth and self-fulfilment. Maslow’s model contends that the motivational needs at each level, 

starting at the lowest level, are required to be met before the individual can progress upwards to 

higher levels. According to Kember, Hong and Ho (2008) whilst Maslow’s theory has been difficult to 

measure, it has provided a model for understanding personal growth. Learners that are struggling 

with basic human needs of safety and survival are less likely to be motivated to register for a part-

time honours degree.  
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2.4  Motivation Theories in Higher Education 
 

Two of the most prominent theories on motivation are the social cognitive theories of Self-

Determination Theory (SDT) and Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT). According to Deci, Vallerand, 

Pelletier and Ryan (1991), rather than solely focusing on the processes that direct behaviour towards 

desired outcomes, Self-Determination Theory addresses both the direction of behaviour and why 

certain outcomes are desired. It describes the various types of motivation based on the different 

reasons or goals that give rise to an action. The simplest distinction of the types of motivation is 

“intrinsic motivation, which relates to doing something because it is inherently interesting or 

enjoyable, and extrinsic motivation, which refers to doing something because it leads to a separable 

outcome” Ryan and Deci, (2000, p.55). Their theory focused primarily on the innate human 

psychological needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness.  

 

2.4.1  Self-Determination Theory (SDT) - Extrinsic Motivation 
 

Within extrinsic motivation, Ryan and Deci (2000) concluded that learners can perform motivated 

actions with varying degrees of autonomy. For adult learners, they may resent having to undertake a 

higher education degree programme in order to secure a promotion in work – Ryan and Deci (2000) 

define this as externally regulated extrinsic motivation. Similarly, adult learners with many 

competing demands and responsibilities, may be extrinsically motivated through introjected 

regulation where they feel a strong sense of pressure to perform at a high level for pride and self-

esteem reasons at work and with family or to avoid the anxiety and guilt of not having a higher 

education degree qualification. 

Ryan and Deci (2000) define the more autonomous and self-determined extrinsic motivations as 

identified regulation whereby the mature learner has identified with the personal importance of 

their behaviour towards achieving their degree and the most autonomous extrinsic motivation, 

integrated regulation, the mature learner has fully internalised the reasons for an action and 

assimilates them to the self, Ryan and Deci, (2000, p.62). Their research found that the taxonomy of 

human motivation – see Figure 1 - is not a developmental continuum where learners progress 

through stages of extrinsic motivation. Depending on the situational factors of the learner and their 

previous experience, learners can adopt a new behavioural regulation at any point along the 

continuum.  
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Figure 1: Taxonomy of Human Motivation - Ryan & Deci, (2017) 

 

Deckers (2005) claims that the source of motivation is what defines whether a behaviour is 

intrinsically or extrinsically motivated. Adult learners may seek an honours undergraduate 

qualification out of extrinsic motivational factors such as higher pay, higher status, external reward, 

high grades or the approval of others. However, some undertake a higher education qualification 

with intrinsic motives, the motivation may be inherent, freely chosen by the learner with no 

particular goal or reward in mind, something that is intrinsically pleasurable to the individual.  

 

2.4.2  Self-Determination Theory (SDT) - Intrinsic Motivation 
 

Ryan and Deci, (2000, p.56) defined intrinsic motivation as “the doing of an activity for its inherent 

satisfactions rather than for some separable consequence.” The learner is motivated to take action 

out of free choice, interest and enjoyment. Framed in terms of social and environmental factors 

which facilitate intrinsic motivation, Self Determination Theory, posits that interpersonal structures 

such as feedback and rewards towards the learner lead to feelings of competence and a higher 

sense of autonomy. The theory also purports that the more intrinsically motivated or extrinsically 
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integrated the learner is about achieving their goals, the stronger the feeling of belonging and 

connection they feel among their peers, family and society. In SDT this is defined as a sense of 

relatedness.  

Donaldson and Graham (1999) state that non-traditional mature students are more likely than 

traditional students to approach their college experiences with a clearer purpose in mind, take 

instructors’ advice more seriously, and have hopes of gaining something useful from their education, 

suggesting a more integrated regulatory style or intrinsic motivation. Deckers, (2005, p.277) 

concludes that “behaviour that began for extrinsic reasons later can be performed for its own sake – 

that is for intrinsic reasons.” 

As noted by Elliott, Dweck and Yeager (2017), intrinsic and extrinsic motivation assist in the 

internalisation and integration of self-directed learning and goal-oriented behaviour, resulting in 

professional competence, autonomy and personal growth.  

Goleman’s (2020) research in emotional intelligence has demonstrated that the degree to which 

learners are intrinsically motivated by feelings of enthusiasm and pleasure in what they do, the sense 

of optimism and belief that they can commit to a higher degree programme and successfully complete 

it,  propels them to accomplishment. His theory purports that emotional intelligence is “a master 

aptitude, a capacity that profoundly affects all other abilities, either facilitating or interfering with 

them”, Goleman, (2020, p.72). 

 

2.4.3  Expectancy-Value Theory of Motivation (EVT) 
 

A second social cognitive motivational theory that relates to mature learner motivation is 

Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT), developed by Eccles and Wigfield (2002). The theory contends that 

learners are motivated when they believe they will do well, they have efficacy expectations and/ or 

when they view a task as worthwhile or of value. Eccles and Wigfield (2002) categorised the task 

values into four distinct types, namely; utility value (finding a task useful), attainment value (finding 

a task to be important to confirming salient aspects of one’s self-schema), intrinsic value (find a task 

to be interesting) and cost value (the task is not valued because it requires giving up other valued 

tasks (Flake, 2012)).  

Mature learners studying on a part-time basis who commit to a higher education programme for 

three years have a high expectation that the investment of time and money will result in a 

worthwhile and valuable return. Geiger, Weinstein and Jones (2004) found that mature learners are 

more likely than traditional learners to possess higher self-efficacy academic ratings. Similarly, 

Johnson, Edwards and Dai (2014) report positive relationships between self-efficacy and task values.  



20 | P a g e  
 

 

 

Figure 2: Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT) – Eccles and Wigfield (2002) – Simplified from Cook and 

Artino (2016) 

 

2.5  Andragogy – Adult Learning Theory 
 

Knowles (1980) developed the theory of andragogy, “the art and science of helping adults learn”, 

Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, (2015, p. 61), which conceptualises why and how mature learners 

learn. For the purpose of this research, mature or adult learners are defined as persons 23 years of 

age or older who delay registering on a third level programme after completing secondary school or 

who “begin their education, leave, and then resume their education, often several times”, Spanard, 

(1990, p. 312). 

 Unlike the practice of pedagogy where the focus is on the teacher, the practice of andragogy places 

the focus on the learner and the process of teaching rather than the curriculum. The andragogical 

model presented developed by Knowles, Holton and Swanson (1998) presents the six principles of 

motivation for learning that differentiate mature learners from children/ adolescent learners. 

1) The learner’s need to know – Mature learners need to have a reason for learning 

something. From personal interest, to a change in technology or to solve a current 

problem in their lives, skills and knowledge that relate to adulthood need to be learned 

and understood regardless of occupation or lifestyle, (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 

2015) 

2) Self-concept of the learner – Mature learners need to be responsible for their own 

education and be involved in the creation of it. They decide when and how to undertake 

the learning either formally in an educational environment or informally from published 

authors and credible sources.  
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3) Prior Experience of the learner – This principle recognises that all previous adult 

experiences, both positive and negative, provide the basis for learning activities. 

4) Readiness to Learn – Mature learners are most interested in learning material that has 

immediate relevance to them. They decide that they have a need for increased 

competency, knowledge and skills in a particular subject area. Houle (1961) identified 

that learning orientated adults are continuously ready to learn, driven by an intrinsic 

motivational need for knowledge.  

5) Orientation to Learn – Houle (1961) categorised the mature learner dispositions as 

either goal-orientated, activity orientated or learning orientated. Ryan and Deci (2017) 

concluded that a disposition to learning is necessary for mature learners to commence 

and complete an educational programme, which will result in competency in the subject 

matter, autonomy in their lives and a relatedness with others.  

6) Motivation to Learn – Mature learners are motivated by a psychological need to learn. 

The need may be intrinsic, for the pleasure of learning or may be extrinsic, for improved 

career opportunities or higher remuneration. Often the actual motivation is a 

combination of both types of motivation such as a need to learn for learning’s sake, but 

within a field of personal and professional interest, Ryan & Deci (2017). 

 

2.6 Motivation to Engage in a Higher Education Degree Programme  
 

Research studies into the motivational driving forces of mature learners to voluntarily decide to 

return to higher education began over 50 years ago in the USA with Houle’s (1961) three-factor 

motivational typology of the mature learner - goal-orientated, activity-orientated and learning-

orientated. Subsequently, Johnstone and Riviera (1965) concluded that the core motivational driver 

of higher education for mature learners was to improve one’s occupational standing by learning a 

new occupation and making a living. Houle (1961) revealed similar findings, however he also 

purported that there were two key additional motivational drivers for adult learners: the desire to 

socialise with others and the desire to be intellectually challenged.  

Subsequent researchers explored these findings in greater depth by taking into consideration the 

social, environmental, institutional and situational factors that shape the complex process of mature 

student decision-making. Various models emerged as a result, which proposed additional influencing 

variables. Cross (1981) suggested a Chain of Response Model, which considered five key variables in 

adults becoming registered learners, namely, 1) attitudes towards education 2) assessment of the 

ability to succeed 3) the cost of studies versus the benefit 4) timing of the decision and 5) availability 
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of information relating to the programme of study and the availability of support services. The 

model considered the institutional, dispositional and situational factors relative to the added value 

of registering on a degree programme as a mature learner. Similarly in the research of Merriam, 

Caffarella and Baumgartner (2007), it was noted that life transitions and institutional barriers feature 

highly in an adults’ decision to register. Smart and Pascarella (1987) added to these findings with 

three additional motivational variables: undergraduate experience, characteristics of the adults’ 

employers, and career experiences.  

Kasworm’s (2003) research focused on the adult learner as one who represents various statuses, 

namely the status of age, the status of maturity and developmental complexity and the status of 

responsible and often competing sets of adult roles in work, family, community and college. The 

research found that adults who were motivated to register on higher education programmes could 

be categorised into three distinct groups: 1) those that are going through an internal life change such 

as divorce, grown-up children, job or promotion loss; 2) those that are proactively life planning to 

create a difference future life in their adult world. 3) those that are responding to both life 

transitions and proactively planning for goals and life priorities through higher education.  

In the UK, Osborne, Marks and Turner (2004) conducted a large-scale UK-wide research study of 

adult learners in the process of deciding whether to commit to a higher education degree 

programme. They categorised the applicants into six distinct groupings, not mutually exclusive, 

depending on their individual circumstances at the time of making the decision: ‘Late Starters’, 

‘Single Parents’, ‘Careerists’, ‘Delayed Traditional Students’, ‘Escapees’ and ‘Personal Growers’. 

Questionnaires, focus groups and interviews revealed the core advantages and disadvantages of 

becoming a mature student in higher education, which were common to all groupings: interest in 

the subject, enhanced career prospects, improved qualifications, the chance to change direction and 

a chance to take an opportunity that was not available earlier in life. 

Jarvis’, (2010, p.235) research into adult education and lifelong learning aligned with Knowles’ 

(1980) theory of andragogy whereby “adults’ self-concept is of being responsible for their own lives; 

adults bring greater quality and quantity to their new learning; adults are ready to learn what they 

need to know; their learning is life-centred; and adults have intrinsic motivations to learn.” 

Stein, Wanstreet and Trinko (2011) suggested that the adult learner is a constant information seeker 

and gatherer who evaluates multiple variables including the impact on family, job circumstances, 

role expectations, perceived benefits and costs. They asserted that the decision to register and 

complete a degree programme of study is a complex cognitive, emotional and relational decision 

that is made over a period of time within a web of family, work, social, finances, gender and 
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programme delivery and support considerations. As a consequence of their research in this area, 

they expanded the findings of previous studies by developing a new perspective: the PRISM-T 

framework for predicting enrolment.  

 

Figure 3: PRiSM-T Model for Predicting Enrolment 

Stein, Wanstreet and Trinko (2011) identified six variables that adults consider when registering on a 

higher education programme: time out of school, possibilities for intellectual, personal and career 

opportunities, institutional support; synchronising learning and earning; reflective learner; and 

match with an academic reputation.  

“The PRISM-T framework also suggests that the decision to enrol in a long-term commitment is a 

negotiated activity in which self-interests are balanced about various other interests, including the 

employer, family, friends and identity as a learner.” 

       Stein, Wanstreet and Trinko, (2011, p.73) 

A national survey in the USA on perceptions, attitudes and preferences of adult learners in higher 

education by Stevens (2014) found that regardless of whether the topic surrounds critical thinking, 

ethical awareness, or problem solving, the mature learner wants practical skills combined with 

theoretical concepts. Mature learners want to know that the material they learn in class is 

something they can incorporate the next day at work. 
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2.6.1  Demotivating factors when engaging in a higher education degree 

programme 
 

In endeavouring to understand the behaviours of mature learners in relation to engaging in higher 

education degree programmes, exploring the demotivating factors and barriers are equally as 

revealing as understanding the motivational factors. In contrast to the many motivating drivers 

towards personal improvement, Osborne, Marks and Turner (2004) also uncovered a series of 

shared demotivating factors – cost of study, the need to work, responsibilities of job, family and 

professional responsibilities, lack of childcare, lack of confidence and fear of long-term debt.  

These findings compare with the results of the Schuller et al. (1999) study into the motivations of 

556 part-time learners from four Scottish universities and the Callender et al. (2006a) study of 

undergraduate part-time learners who gave their reasons for study as overwhelmingly (82%) 

financial. They were defending a job under threat or a qualification was a way out of unemployment.  

Murray, Smith and Nielson (2011) also found that the largest barrier to post-secondary education 

that existed, regardless of age, was the financial burden placed upon the learner, in addition to time 

spent away from their families. 

In an investigation of mature learners’ experience of higher education in relation to motivation, 

expectations and outcomes, Walters’ (2000) formulated a framework consisting of three main 

concepts – redundancy, recognition and regeneration – the three Rs. Under the ‘redundancy’ 

category, the study found that existential questioning about the learner’s role and skills in life 

provided a trigger for entering higher education, a reaction to a life event such as divorce, 

bereavement, redundancy or the youngest child leaving home.  

Davies and Williams (2001) focused their research on trying to understand the motivations of 

mature students to study at higher education level and the translation of that motivation into action. 

The concepts of fragility and risk emerged as two central themes in their research. The sources of 

the concept of fragility stemmed from the complexity of the cost, the new identity as a learner in 

higher education and the confidence to access the programme and the available supports.  

The concept of risk encapsulated five broad categories; the risk that the investment would not pay 

off in the future, the risk of failure, the risk of not being able to live or support their families due to 

the additional costs, the risk of sacrificing time away from family and the risk of not having support 

from the academic institution. 
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The concepts of fragility and risk can vary depending on gender, age and life-stage, however, 

according to Hardin (2008) all mature students face one universal challenge. Whatever their 

circumstances or motivational drivers, they all face a personal or career transition, which can occur 

as a result of a positive or negative life experience.  

Bird and Morgan (2003) explored a range of issues and questions that confront mature learners 

contemplating enrolment in third level education, and why they persist. Six core themes were 

identified in their research including fears, motivation to succeed, support from home, academic 

preparedness, suitability of programme and identity change.  

Hardin (2008) reviewed the literature from the position of the barriers that mature students face 

when transitioning into higher education. The institutional and situational barriers encompass the 

practical considerations such as the proximity to home, programme timetable, faculty office hours, 

childcare, admissions and academic advice, time management, role conflicts, finance and the quality 

of the content, whereas the psychological and educational barriers were considered less tangible 

and more difficult to overcome. In her research Hardin (2008) cites (Kerka, 1989) when summarising 

the types of psychological and educational barriers that mature learners face, namely; inadequate 

coping skills, lack of self-confidence, poor self-image, anxiety about schooling based on previous 

experiences, negative beliefs about outcomes and feeling academically ill-prepared. 
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2.7  Motivation to Sustain Engagement in a Higher Education Degree Programme  
 

Securing a place in a higher education institution is a highly progressive step for adult learners 

however, sustaining the motivation to achieve academic success requires a distinct set of motivating 

factors.  

When considering motivation in the context of a registered learner in higher education, where 

concentration, participation, attention, effort, perseverance and resilience are required, motivation 

is defined by Mc Millan and Forsyth, (1991, p.39) as “purposeful engagement in classroom tasks and 

study, to master concepts or skills.”  They describe motivated learners as “those that take learning 

seriously and try to get the maximum benefits rather than merely getting by or doing the minimum 

amount of work necessary.” 

Sogunro’s (2015) study on the motivating factors for adult learners in higher education brought to 

light eight factors that contribute to high performance and academic success. These factors include 

quality of instruction, quality of curriculum, relevance and pragmatism, interactive classrooms and 

effective management practices, progressive assessment and timely feedback, self-directedness, 

conducive learning environment and effective academic advising practices.  

Shepherd and Mullins Nelson (2012) research into how mature learners successfully complete their 

studies in spite of the situational, institutional and dispositional barriers as described by Cross 

(1981), found that the situational barriers were the most evident in their lives. The three main 

themes that emerged as key factors in ensuring success for the mature learner were: 1) the 

importance of family support; 2) the ability to prioritise activities and tasks; and 3) the initial 

unforeseen benefit of attending third level education as an adult learner resulting in higher sense of 

purpose as a learner and higher results.  

2.7.1 Influence of Lecturer 
 

A dominant theme coming through from the literature is the influence of the lecturer or tutor. 

Motivation research conducted by Green and Kelso (2006) on 563 adult learners of Business, 

Education and Arts and Sciences in the USA found that the single-most influential factor affecting 

motivation was “Personal pride in my efforts and success” followed closely by “Intellectual gain or 

knowledge” and “Increased marketability and employability”. The study also found that while 

personal pride in one’s success was a powerful source of motivation, the influence of the lecturer 

plays a critical role. With so many competing demands on their time, the “fragile and tenuous 

motivation of mature learners”, Green and Kelso, (2006, p.71) means that they have high 
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expectations of their lecturers, they expect them to be competent, to be working in the field they 

are teaching, to care about their learners and to manage the lecture effectively. In order to help the 

learner to sustain their motivation, it is the role of the lecturer therefore to have a clear personal 

and andragogical understanding of how to stimulate the intrinsic desire to learn in his or her 

learners. The research found that the relationship dynamic that is built between lecturer and learner 

has a fundamental impact on learner motivation. Similarly, Tennant and Pogson, (1995, p.197) 

concluded the importance of the lecturer being aware that “the nature, timing and processes of 

adult learning development will vary according to the experiences and opportunities of individuals 

and the circumstances in their lives.”  

Bamber and Tett’s (2000) research into the learning experiences of “non-traditional” or mature 

learners pointed out that for many learners higher education is an alien environment. Mature 

learners have to negotiate a series of “transformations” regarding, “their entitlement to participate 

in higher education, their disposition towards the course; their approach to theory-practice; and their 

attitude to becoming a professional”, Bamber and Tett, (2000, p.57). The role of the lecturer is to 

support the learner in navigating these uncomfortable changes and sustain their motivation to 

continue. Mature learners who bring their previous work experience to their academic studies have 

the added challenge of learning how to embed their experience in academic theory. Their research 

in this area found that lecturers “face a delicate, dual challenge – to develop students’ self-

confidence by accepting and valuing their experience and to develop students’ understanding by 

encouraging them to venture beyond the safety of their own experience.” 

Bamber and Tett (2000) concluded that appropriate and sufficient lecturer support, through respect, 

concern and care for individuals, can help to sustain motivation and can enable the mature learner 

to steer through the sense of confusion and fragmentation generated by the higher education 

experience leading to significant learning and change.  

2.7.2 Orientation to Learning 
 

“Individuals are constantly in the process of ‘becoming’. Put simply, people are making their worlds 

at the same time as their worlds are making them”, Watson, (2001, p.223) 

To gain insights into the complexities of learner motivation and how it influences learning behaviour, 

Webber (2004) devised a social cognitive framework entitled - Orientations to Learning – which 

analysed the processes by which orientations to learning develop and the importance of the learning 

intentions, the purpose of the higher education qualification at a particular time in the individual’s 

life. His theory was based on Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive model in which the individual’s 
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cognition and other personal factors, his or her behaviour and the environmental factors act 

reciprocally as determinants of each other. Five orientations to learning emerged from the research 

including; 1) the development of confidence and self-esteem, 2) the development of personal 

competence, 3) the development of managerial performance, 4) orientation towards organisational 

politics and power and 5) the development of intellectual capability and endeavour. Webber (2004) 

found that the learner’s voice has a key part to play in academic success. Awareness of the strength 

and influence of the learner’s own purposes or orientations for learning provide a key insight for 

both the institution and the learner in understanding the complexities of learner motivations and 

making the most of learning opportunities.  

Kember, Hong and Ho (2008) expanded on motivational learning orientations and discovered six 

continua which shift, as the learner progresses through their studies according to their perception of 

the teaching and learning environment and the learner’s personal goals. The six continua were: 

compliance with exams and assignments, individual goal setting, the sense of belonging, interest in 

the modules, career motivation and university lifestyle. As the positions shift for the learner as they 

progress through the degree, motivation, therefore, needs to be considered as a multifaceted 

phenomenon that is dynamic and can be influenced by curriculum design and the nature of the 

teaching and learning environment, Kember, Hong and Ho, (2008, p.327). 

2.7.3 Demotivating Factors in Sustaining Motivation 
 

Cross’, (1981, p.98) research into the “encore career”, Shepherd and Nelson, (2012, p.1) of mature 

learners found that “there is enough consistency in the findings to give a generalised picture of what 

people say deters them from participating in adult learning activities.” She categorised them into 

situational, institutional and dispositional barriers.  

Situational barriers describe the deterrent circumstances of the individual that impact learning and 

motivation. They include lack of time, lack of money, home responsibilities, lack of childcare and lack 

of transport. Institutional barriers to motivation are how the education provider designs the 

programme and how it impacts the learner, namely; inconvenient schedules, inconvenient locations, 

fees, inappropriate modules. Dispositional barriers are linked to the learner’s self-perception, some 

mature learners feel they are too old or lack confidence in their ability to learn.  

A follow-up study by Shepherd and Nelson (2012) aimed to determine if Cross’ (1981) barriers to 

adult learning were still relevant and to uncover a better understanding of how adults successfully 

complete their studies in spite of the barriers. Situational issues such as multiple off-campus 

responsibilities and family commitments mean that mature learners do not have the time to socially 
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integrate on campus with fellow learners. The lack of social integration has been demonstrated to 

have a negative effect on academic persistence, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005). Similarly, Powell 

(1999) found that the primary reason mature learners fail to persist or sustain motivation is as a 

result of their inability to balance life activities and not due to their academic abilities. Kasworm’s 

(2003) findings point to the fact that situationally mature learners are unable to separate from their 

other lives, instead they must continue with their complex lives with the added challenging role of 

being a learner again.  

With the advent of many new innovations and the ubiquitous nature of educational technology, 

Shepherd and Nelson (2012) found that the institutional barriers have lessened with online delivery 

of lectures, live-streaming, recordings, online learning platforms and libraries. With regard to 

dispositional barriers, the study found that mature learners continue to struggle academically and 

psychologically if they do not feel supported by their lecturers, Polson (2003). The ability to sustain 

motivation, persist through intense periods and stay focused is also highly contingent on the quality 

of the informal relationships that mature learners build with their peers, Roberts and Plakhotnik, 

(2009). 
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2.8 Conclusion 
 

Against a post-COVID backdrop of remote work, soaring e-commerce and digital interactions and 

accelerated automation and AI, McKinsey Global Institute (2021) stresses that “COVID-19 has 

accelerated the adoption of automation and digital technologies, which will affect labour demand 

and the mix of occupations over the next decade.” Therefore in recent years, many mature learners 

may have found themselves in an extrinsically-driven position where they have had to find the 

motivation to up-skill and secure an honours degree qualification on a part-time basis.  

However, a review of the literature on the motivation of mature learners in higher education has 

revealed that the motivational factors to start and sustain a long-term commitment to study runs 

deeper than just the practical need of improving the learners’ current employment circumstances. It 

is a complex, negotiated decision where self-interests have to be balanced with employers, family 

members, friends, the individual’s own identity as a learner and all the psychological, physical and 

financial demands that a higher education programme of study can bring.  

Analysing the educational motivations and fears of mature learners provides the opportunity for 

higher education providers to incorporate the perspective of the mature learner and develop a more 

supportive and inclusive learning culture.  

Lecturers and support services play a fundamental role in encouraging mature learners to start and 

sustain a higher degree programme of study. Understanding the various types of extrinsic 

motivation and how they apply to each learner is an important issue for higher education 

institutions to consider as intrinsic motivation is more challenging for mature learners to sustain 

with many competing demands on their time. Introducing more active and engaging forms of 

extrinsic motivation in the lecture room is a key strategy for successful teaching, Ryan and Deci 

(2000). 

Equally, it is worth noting that although intrinsic motivation relieves the instructor of the task of 

constant supervision and reinforcement and reiterates motivation theorists’ contention that if 

extrinsic motivation is provided for a behaviour that was initially already intrinsically motivating, the 

tendency is high to kill the intrinsic motivation and thereby leave the learner dependent on the 

extrinsic motivator, Svinicki (2004) 

McMillan and Forsyth, (1991, p.40), proposed five assumptions on how motivation theories can 

apply to higher education teaching: “First, with appropriate instructional behaviours and course 

structures, learners can be motivated to greater involvement and higher achievement. Second, 

motivation concerns three fundamental questions: What initiates students’ arousal or activity? What 
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causes a student to move toward a goal? What causes a student to persist in striving toward a goal? 

Third, motivational theories tend to emphasize factors within individuals or factors in the 

environment. Fourth, the assumption that no one motivational theory can be applied to every 

situation. Fifth, most theories of classroom motivation focus on learning needs or cognition of 

students.” 

The objective of this research is to examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature 

learners’ decision to apply for their respective part-time degree course, to analyse the motivational 

factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner in order to complete their studies and finally 

to consider additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can implement 

in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



32 | P a g e  
 

CHAPTER 3 – RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This research is a sequential explanatory, mixed methods, case study. This chapter examines the 

research philosophy which underpins the design, data collection and analysis techniques used to 

address the research questions. This chapter also highlights the dependability and validity of the 

research in addition to the ethical considerations and the limitations of the study.  

According to Crotty (1998), in order to guide the research questions, it is essential in educational 

research to establish what methodologies and methods will be used and to justify why they were 

chosen. Hammersley (2012) distinguishes between four methodological philosophies; positivist/ 

post-positivist, interpretivist/ hermeneutic, critical and constructionist. The methodological 

assumptions, which guided this research, were in accordance with the positivist/ post-positivist 

philosophy, closely associated with the quantitative approach; and the interpretivist philosophy, 

closely associated with the qualitative approach. The rationale for selecting these assumptions will 

be examined in greater detail in section 3.2 of this chapter.  

In order to combine the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative methods whilst also 

overcoming the limitations of each research method, Creswell and Creswell (2017), a sequential 

explanatory mixed methods research design was adopted for this study. It was a combination of a 

literature review, quantitative questionnaire results and qualitative interviews, allowing for 

triangulation of data sources and consequently more robust data analysis and a deeper 

understanding of results, Creswell (2008).   

3.2  Research Philosophy 
 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the research questions posed, a mixed methods case 

study approach was considered appropriate for this research. The mixed methods approach taken 

was Pragmatism as it supports the use of more than one method within the same inquiry allowing 

the researcher to delve into a dataset to understand its meaning and to use a second method to 

verify the findings, (Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2005). As noted by Madey (1982), quantitative 

research is typically motivated by the researcher’s concerns, whereas qualitative research is often 

driven by a desire to capture the participant’s voice, hence pragmatic researchers are able to merge 

these two emphases within a single investigation. 

According to Creswell (2013), qualitative data helps to explain or clarify the quantitative results by 

providing individual perspectives on the general data trends. As noted by Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 
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(2004), both quantitative and qualitative research techniques are needed to gain a more complete 

understanding of phenomena. With regard to the selection of a case study methodology approach, 

Yin (1989) defined a case study as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context using multiple sources of evidence. According to Patton 

(1987), the use of a case study to probe an area of interest in depth is particularly appropriate, 

motivation in mature students in part-time higher education at Griffith College Cork, in this case. 

Through case study methods, the researcher is able to go beyond the quantitative statistical results 

and understand the behavioural conditions through the participant’s perspective, examining data at 

the micro level, Zainal (2017). 

Hence, this investigation was conducted using a two-phase sequential explanatory mixed methods 

design, Ivankova, Creswell and Stick (2006). This design consists of two distinct phases: quantitative 

followed by qualitative. Firstly, the researcher collects and analyses the quantitative data, 

subsequently, in the second phase, the researcher collects and analyses the qualitative data which 

helps to explain, or elaborate on, the quantitative results obtained in the first phase, Creswell et al. 

(2003), discussed further in the next two sections. The rationale for this approach is that the 

qualitative data and analysis refine and explain the numeric results by exploring participants’ views 

in more depth, Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998).  

 

Figure 4: Sequential Mixed Methods Design, Creswell and Plano Clark (2007). 

    

3.2.1  Positivism - Quantitative Survey Method 
 

The positivist/ post-positivist assumptions are based on the methodological approach that science is 

the only reliable source of knowledge and evidence must be in some sense empirically given by 

means of direct observation or questionnaire, Hammersly (2012). Collis and Hussey (2014) claim that 

positivists/ post-positivists endeavour to maintain an objective stance as they suggest that only 

phenomena which are observable and measureable can be deemed as valid knowledge. Rovai et al., 

(2014, p.4) contend that there is “an objective reality independent of any observations” and that by 

subdividing this reality into smaller, manageable pieces, for the purposes of study, that this reality 

can be understood.  
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3.2.2  Interpretivism - Qualitative Interview Method 
 

The interpretivist assumptions are based on the methodological approach that in order to 

understand why people do what they do, the researcher “must grasp how those involved interpret 

and make sense of their world and understand the distinctive nature of their perceptions, beliefs and 

attitudes”, Hammersley, (2012, p.8). Mason, (2002, p.27) defines interpretivism as “data collected in 

order to develop explanations, arguments and generalisations based on people’s knowledge, views, 

understanding and experiences of the social reality being explored.” Swain et al. (2007) posit that the 

relationship between the motivations, engagement and outcomes of mature student learning can 

only be fully understood in the context of life course. The prevailing circumstances in which a learner 

lives has an impact on educational participation and motivation.  

West’s, (1996, p.1) biographical analysis on adults, motivation and higher education claimed that 

“while quantitative surveys methods can ask large and diverse samples of people why they 

participate in education, they are unable to explore, in all their complexity, the reasons and meanings 

people themselves give for and to their actions and how these might change over time.” His research 

found that in quantitative research, the potential insights of the learners are often ignored and 

those who lack confidence in themselves, their understandings can be silenced. “People may repress 

or exclude aspects of lived experience, because this is either threatening or considered 

inconsequential and of little interest to others”, West, (1996, p.10). 

 

3.3  Research Objectives 
 

The objectives of this research are: 

1) To examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature learners’ decision to 

register for their respective part-time degree courses; 

2) To analyse the motivational factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner 

allowing them to complete their studies; 

3) Drawing on the primary research findings and the literature review, to consider 

additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can implement 

in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners. 
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3.4 Research Design 
 

The research design stages were as follows: 

- A review of the literature was conducted in order to investigate the motivating and 

demotivating factors that part-time mature learners must face when they consider 

registering for an honours degree and how they sustain their motivation until the end of 

the programme.  

- The literature underpinning the core themes of the research was mapped to two 

complementary core motivation theories, Self- Determination Theory (SDT) – Intrinsic 

and Extrinsic, Ryan and Deci (2000) and Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT) – Attainment, 

Intrinsic, Utility and Cost, Eccles and Wigfield (2002).  

- From the literature review and associated mapping to motivation theories, the 

researcher was able to build the core themes into the quantitative survey questions and 

qualitative interview questions. 

- The accessible population of this research was graduates of the part-time BA (Hons) in 

Business Studies, the BA (Hons) in Accounting and Finance and the LLB (Hons) in Law at 

Griffith College Cork from 2014 to 2020. When they commenced their studies, the 

participants were all ‘mature learners’, over 23 years of age and were all either self-

funded or sponsored by their employers to complete their programme of study. The 

participants all voluntarily chose to study a three-year degree programme on a part-time 

basis. 

- 104 graduates were emailed to request their voluntary participation in the survey. 66 

graduates responded positively to the request and 58 participants followed through to 

complete the questionnaire.  

- Of the 58 graduates that confirmed they had completed the questionnaire, 6 were asked 

if they would be willing to participate in the qualitative research stage of the study.  

- Once the participants responded and confirmed their consent to take part in the study, 

one-to-one interviews with participants were scheduled at a convenient time and 

location. The interviews took place online to collect qualitative data in response to the 

research questions. Each interview was transcribed and through a process of open, axial 

and selective thematic coding, the data was synthesised into categories and themes, in 

order to construct the narrative and provide the research findings.  

- Through an analysis of the survey and interview findings, the researcher identified 

additional educational initiatives and innovations, aligned to student motivation to be 
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considered for implementation in order to enhance and support the learning experience 

for mature learners.  

- The data generated as part of this research study may lead to further studies looking in 

more detail at ways to improve the learning experience for current and future learners 

in Griffith College.  

3.5  Data Collection Methods 
 

The methods used in this research included a quantitative online survey and semi-structured 

interviews. A quantitative survey allowed the researcher to “put a numeric description of trends, 

attitudes or opinions of a population by studying a sample of that population”, Fowler, (2013, p.13). 

It also provided a clear indication of data that required further analysis in the semi-structured 

interview stage. Themes and perspectives gathered during the questionnaire survey phase were 

used in the final design of the interview questions.  

3.5.1 Pilot Study 
 

A pilot study of the questionnaire was conducted to examine the readability and functionality of the 

instrument. Eight participants who had recently completed higher education part-time 

undergraduate and postgraduate studies in other universities in Ireland were sent a modified 

version of the questionnaire. Pilot participants were asked to identify unclear statements or points 

of confusion. One of the participants noted that the questionnaire lacked a statement which 

reflected the expectation on the part of the employer that the employee would be expected to 

upskill as part of the company’s CPD policy. In order to test Self-Determination intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivation theory, this statement was added to the first section of the questionnaire – “My 

employer wanted me to upskill”. Additional readability feedback from the participants was 

considered and incorporated in the final questionnaire design before being released by email to the 

sample group. 

3.5.2 The Sample Group 
 

The sample group was comprised of 104 recent part-time mature graduates of the BA (Hons) in 

Business Studies, BA (Hons) in Accounting and Finance and LLB (Hons) in Law. Of the 104 emails 

distributed asking the graduates if they would like to voluntarily participate in the survey, 2 bounce-

backs were received as a result of out-of-date or incorrect email addresses being used. 66 graduates 

responded positively to the request and were subsequently sent guidance and instruction details 
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about the research and an embedded link to anonymously complete the questionnaire. This 

provided the researcher with a 63% commitment rate from the sample group of graduates. Of the 

63% that committed to completing the questionnaire, 58 participants followed through on the 

commitment, giving the researcher a 55% response rate to bring forward to the data analysis stage.  

3.5.3 Quantitative Survey Method 
 

An instrument was developed for the purpose of collecting data for the research. The questionnaire 

was designed in Google Forms and comprised of two separate sections (See Appendix 3). Part one of 

the questionnaire posed twenty-four questions related to the first research question – What were 

the principal motivations and drivers that led the learners to register for their respective part-time 

programmes? 

Part two of the questionnaire posed twenty questions related to the second research question – 

What were the factors that engaged the learners and sustained their motivation over three years to 

complete the programme? 

The instrument utilised a 5-point Likert scale as follows; strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, 

strongly agree. 

The advantage of this method for the researcher was that it “measured the responses of a number of 

participants to a limited set of questions, thereby facilitating comparison and statistical aggregation 

of the data”, Yilmaz, (2013, p.3). 

With one question type, the 5-point Likert scale, the questionnaire was designed to be completed 

within 7 - 10 minutes. As it was an online questionnaire, the participants were able to complete it at 

their convenience and as the email addresses were not required in the Google Forms settings, the 

participants’ identity and anonymity were protected throughout the research process.  

3.5.4 Qualitative Method - Semi-structured interviews 
 

Six participants of the questionnaire who offered to provide additional input to the research were 

invited to take part in a semi-structured interview. Once each participant had read and signed the 

consent sheet, the interviews took place online using Zoom meetings software. The interviews were 

recorded and had live transcript enabled in order to transcribe the content of the interview. The 

duration of each interview ranged from thirty to forty minutes. The participants were advised that 

the content of the interview would be anonymous and they would be identified as Graduate 1, 2, 3, 

4, 5 and 6. Participants were assured that all Zoom recordings used for the purpose of the research 
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would be safely stored on the researcher’s laptop and would be deleted following grading by the 

Examining Board of Griffith College or within 24 months at the latest, whichever is the sooner. They 

were also advised of the research process after the interview took place. The interview live 

transcript would be cross-checked against the audio recording and then analysed through a process 

of open and axial coding and synthesised into categories and themes in order to construct the 

narrative and provide the research findings. As it was a semi-structured interview, the participants 

were also guided on the possible feeling of discomfort when answering questions relating to 

personal motivations for registering for a higher education degree programme and assured that 

there would be no way of identifying their responses in this research process. The interviews were 

designed to gather more in-depth data that captured the core motivating factors in the decision to 

engage with and sustain their studies to completion. The semi-structured interview questions were 

derived from a social constructivist approach, resting on the assumption that participants make 

meaning of the events they describe from a subjectivist perspective, Creswell (2009). 

3.6 Data Analysis  
 

According to Creswell (2009), data analysis involves preparing data for analysis and subsequently 

analysing and interpreting the data using appropriate techniques. For this study, data analysis was 

conducted on all three sources of data –the literature review, the quantitative questionnaires and 

the qualitative interviews.  

3.6.1  Data Analysis of Literature Review 
 

Using the literature underpinning the core themes from the research, the researcher mapped the 

literature and prominent themes to the two core motivation theories, Self- Determination Theory 

(SDT) – Intrinsic and Extrinsic, Ryan and Deci (2000) and Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT) – 

Attainment, Intrinsic, Utility and Cost, Eccles and Wigfield (2002). (See Appendix 4). 

3.6.2  Data Analysis of Quantitative Questionnaires 
 

Quantitative questionnaires designed using Google Forms allowed the researcher to conduct the 

data analysis and graphical presentation of the results online. Google Forms is a cloud-based data 

management tool provided by Google Inc. used for creating web-based questionnaires. Once the 

graduates completed the questionnaire online, the data was automatically recorded in a Google 

spreadsheet in a format that was readily designed for analysis and graphical representation of data 

with descriptive percentage statistics. (See Appendix 5) The final step in the quantitative data 
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analysis was to compare and contrast the most notable findings in the results with the themes that 

emerged in the literature review and qualitative analysis.  

3.6.3  Data Analysis of Qualitative Interviews and Questionnaires 
 

Six graduate interviews were conducted using Zoom meeting software and lasted thirty to forty 

minutes in duration. Each transcript generated by Zoom was then edited to align with the audio file. 

Each interview transcript took on average four to five hours to edit and generated a large volume of 

valuable data ready for thematic coding and analysis.  

According to Williams and Moser (2019), coding in qualitative research is comprised of processes 

that enable collected data to be assembled, categorized, and thematically sorted, providing an 

organized platform for the construction of meaning. In this study, the coding process involved a 

three-step coding strategy; open, axial, and selective coding. This strategy enabled “a cyclical and 

evolving data loop in which the researcher interacts, is constantly comparing data and applying data 

reduction, and consolidation techniques”, Williams and Moser, (2019, p.3). Nine themes emerged as 

major findings for the first research question – motivating factors to register on a part-time higher 

education degree programme.  Seven themes emerged as major findings for the second research 

question – motivating factors to sustain and complete a part-time higher education degree 

programme.  

3.7   Dependability and Reliability in Mixed Methods Research 
 

Nunan, (1999, p.14) defined reliability as, “the consistency, dependability and replicability of the 

results obtained from a piece of research.” The main instruments used in this mixed methods 

research consisted of a questionnaire containing Likert scale questions and open-ended questions 

plus semi-structured interviews with six participants. The dependability of the data was supported 

by the fact that the questionnaire statements and interview questions were derived from the 

education motivation literature review. The researcher conducted a pilot study of the questionnaire 

in order to test and reduce any ambiguity or unclearness in the wording of the questions. The 

inclusion of two open-ended questions in the questionnaire was to incorporate “questions which will 

more accurately reflect what the respondent wants to say”, Nunan, (1999, p.143) and therefore 

augment the reliability.  

According to Flick, (2006, p.160) the purpose of interviews “is to reveal existing knowledge in a way 

that can be expressed in the form of answers and so become accessible to interpretation.”  A semi-

structured interview approach was selected for this study as the researcher’s goal was “to obtain a 
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special kind of information and to investigate what is going on in the respondent’s mind”, Merriam, 

(1998, p.71). As the study involved using Zoom video software, the participants and the researcher 

were able to have a brief conversation explaining the purpose and process of the interview before 

the recording commenced. This allowed the participants to feel clearer about the process, more 

relaxed and ready to open up during the recorded interview. Having a video recording of each 

interview allowed the researcher to strengthen the “consistency and dependability”, Lincoln and 

Guba, (1985, p.288) of the research by cross-checking the video recording against the interview 

transcripts as part of an audit trail.  

3.7.1 Validity  
 

“Reality is holistic, multidimensional and ever-changing”, Merriam, (1998, p.202), therefore, the 

responsibility lies with the researcher and the research participants to ensure validity and 

trustworthiness are built into all stages of the research process. In this study a triangulation strategy 

was employed in order to improve the validity and dependability of the research and the evaluation 

of the findings. Triangulation is defined to be “a validity procedure where researchers search for 

convergence among multiple and different sources of information to form themes or categories in a 

study”, Creswell and Miller, (2000, p.126). Qualitative and quantitative approaches were utilised in 

this study supporting Patton’s, (2002, p.247) findings that “triangulation strengthens a study by 

combining methods.” 

As the participants were known to the researcher throughout their studies at Griffith College Cork, 

the researcher was highly aware of researcher bias. Throughout the research process, the researcher 

aimed to be as clear and non-judgemental as possible, adhering to the ethical rules, performing the 

evaluation as precisely as possible and conveying the findings honestly.  

Incorporating a research objective of finding additional educational initiatives and innovations that 

Faculty members could implement in their teaching, provided the researcher with the opportunity to 

aim for a utility criterion of validity as part of the research process also. Lynch, (1996, p.63) asserts 

that “Utility refers to the degree of usefulness the evaluation findings have for administrators, 

managers and other stakeholders.”  
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3.8 Ethical Issues 
 

Hammersley and Traianou (2012) synopsise the five main ethical concerns relevant to social research 

as: 1) Minimising Harm, 2) Respecting Autonomy, 3) Protecting Privacy, 4) Offering Reciprocity, 5) 

Treating People Equitably. Reflecting on these ethical concerns in this research, the researcher 

addressed them as follows: 

1) Minimising Harm:  

Permission from the Griffith College Ethics Committee was secured in advance of commencing the 

research process. As the first point of contact for the participants when they commenced their 

studies at Griffith College Cork, the researcher and the participants had an established relationship 

over three years, therefore the potential for harm or bias existed in the semi-structured qualitative 

interview research process. The researcher ensured they had the minimum amount of influence on 

the participants during the interview process. The participants were guided on the possible feeling of 

discomfort when answering questions relating to personal motivations for registering on a higher 

education part-time degree programme. The participants were also advised that they were free to 

withdraw from the research at any point without having to give a reason.  

2) Respecting Autonomy - Participant Consent 

It was imperative as part of the research process for the researcher to procure the informed verbal 

and written consent of each participant in advance of the research process. In advance of 

commencing the recording of audio and visual content on Zoom, the interview process was 

explained to each participant. Participants were offered the opportunity to withdraw their consent 

at any stage during the research.  

3) Protecting Privacy – Storing of Participant Data 

All graduate data collected during the questionnaires was anonymised including qualitative 

responses in the final question of each section of the questionnaire. The researcher provided a 

guarantee to all participants that their data would be anonymised, accessible only by the researcher 

and securely stored for the duration of the research. The data was stored in an encrypted file on a 

laptop and the researcher committed to erase the file within 24 months after the research process.  
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4) Offering Reciprocity 

In exchange for allowing the researcher access to personal data and for giving up their time, the 

researcher offered to share the findings of the research with the participants once the dissertation 

was graded and available to circulate.   

 
5) Treating People Equitably 

The researcher ensured that each participant was communicated with in a timely manner and each 

interview was scheduled at a time that was convenient for them. The core twelve questions were 

posed to each participant with the exception of an occasional deviating question to suit the context 

of the interview. 

3.9 Limitations of this Study 
 

There were a number of limitations to this research which may have influenced the findings and 

conclusions of the primary research. Firstly, with a sample size of fifty-eight questionnaires and six 

participant graduates for interview, the researcher would have preferred to have secured a greater 

number of questionnaire responses and interviewed a more diverse group of graduates. This would 

have enabled a more statistically significant quantitative and qualitative analysis and offer a wider 

perspective from mature learners on how Griffith College could enhance and support the learning 

experience particularly in relation to sustaining motivation through educational initiatives and 

innovations. 

The first limitation is unequivocally linked to the second limitation of time scarcity. In order to meet 

an academic timeline of supervision and grading, the research process had to be conducted and 

completed within a precise timeframe and word count. This also meant the analysis needed to focus 

only on the main themes that emerged in the primary data. For future research, there are themes 

and categories that are worthy of further study.  

Finally, although the topic of motivation of part-time mature learners in higher education is widely 

researched, the researcher chose a sample group that is limited to mature learners in a privately-

owned third level institution in Ireland. The researcher was cognisant that a sample group from a 

large university setting may result in a more divergent set of findings and conclusions. For future 

research, a comparative study of motivation between part-time mature learners in private third level 

colleges versus public universities could be explored.  
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3.10 Conclusion 
 

This chapter detailed and analysed the research methodology implemented for this research study. 

Having reviewed various philosophies in educational research methodologies, and in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of the research questions posed, a sequential explanatory mixed methods 

research design was considered appropriate for this research – a combination of a literature review, 

quantitative questionnaires (positivist/ post-positivist philosophy) and qualitative interviews 

(interpretivist). All core components of the research methodology were explained, namely, the 

research philosophy, objectives, design, data collection methods and data analysis. Considerations 

relating to ethics, limitations of the study, dependability and validity were also detailed. 
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CHAPTER 4 – FINDINGS, DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter presents the findings generated from the collection and analysis of primary data which 

was gathered in accordance with the research methodology outlined in chapter three.  

The chapter discusses the relevance of these findings in the context of the original research 

objectives:  

1. To examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature learners’ decision to 

register for their respective part-time degree courses; 

2. To analyse the motivational factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner 

allowing them to complete their studies; 

3. To consider additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can 

implement in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners. 

Themes that emerged in the primary data collection were compared and contrasted against 

arguments developed in the literature review. In order to provide a comprehensive and fluid 

discussion of the findings and their implications on the research objectives, the findings and the 

discussion points were presented simultaneously.  

To achieve this, the chapter is divided into three parts to align with the three research objectives. 

The first part focuses on the dominant themes which emerged from the research in relation to the 

motivational drivers to start a part-time honours degree programme. The second part focuses on the 

dominant themes in relation to how the graduates sustained their motivation throughout their 

studies. The final part focuses on reflections and suggestions from the graduates on how Griffith 

College could improve the part-time mature learner experience by implementing additional 

educational initiatives.  

Dominant themes from the questionnaire were derived based on the combined percentage scores of 

‘Strongly Agree’ and ‘Agree’ which were higher than 50%. Questionnaire statements of a similar 

theme were combined in the research analysis. (See Appendix 6) 
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4.2 Research Analysis Population 
 

From 102 invitations to participate in the study, 58 completed a 44-question online survey on the 

motivational factors that drove their decision to register and complete an honours degree on a part-

time basis over three years. 6 of the graduates also participated in an in-depth qualitative interview 

on the research topic. This cohort of graduates constitutes the primary and sole dataset on which 

this research analysis is based.  

4.3 Research Question 1: Motivation to Start a Part-time Honours Degree 

Programme 

 Findings, Data Analysis and Discussion 
 

Five dominant themes emerged from the qualitative and quantitative analysis on the motivating 

factors for graduates to register on a three year, part-time, honours degree programme namely;  

1) Self-Esteem/ Worthiness 

2) Timing 

3) Career/ Change  

4) Admissions Process and Cost  

5) Love of Learning 
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4.3.1 Theme 1 – Self-Esteem/ Worthiness 
 

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) Self-Determination motivation theory focused on the innate human 

psychological need for competence, autonomy and relatedness. 95% of the participants in this 

research study agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to embark on a part-time higher 

education degree was to gain a renewed sense of self, the feeling that they were improving 

themselves and achieving their goals.  

 

Figure 5: Motivation to Start – Theme 1: Self-Esteem/ Worthiness. 

The theme of self-esteem and worthiness emerged in the qualitative responses of five of the 

interview participants.  

Graduate 2:  I didn’t have a degree and I felt inadequate. I didn’t feel I was good enough. I wanted 

to prove to myself I was wrong.  

Graduate 3:  I used to think that College was for other people or that I wouldn’t be capable. I felt 

there was more in me and that I could do better than I was doing.   

Graduate 4:  Defending myself in the divorce gave me the confidence that perhaps I could do it.  

Graduate 5:  I had begun to realise that I had been ignoring myself. I used to put my family first 

and make sure they were happy. I lost track of myself a bit. 

Graduate 6: It was something I simply wanted to do for myself.  

These findings also align with the second motivation theory in this study, Expectancy Value Theory 

(EVT) developed by Eccles and Wigfield (2002), more specifically Attainment Value – finding a task to 
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be important to confirming salient aspects of one’s self-schema – mature learners who commit to a 

programme of study in addition to all their other life commitments have an expectation of success. 

However, there is a tenuous line between the mature learner’s expectation of success and Kerka’s 

(1989) findings on the psychological and educational barriers that mature learners may experience 

such as inadequate coping skills, lack of self-confidence, poor self-image and feeling academically ill-

prepared.  

4.3.2 Theme 2 – Life Stage/ Timing 
 

Kasworm’s (2003) research into motivation in adult learners found that they could be categorised 

into three distinct groups:  

1) Those that are going through an internal life change such as divorce, grown-up children, job or 

promotion loss;  

2) Those that are proactively life planning to create a different future life in their adult world.  

3) Those that are responding to both life transitions and proactively planning for goals and life 

priorities through higher education. 

90% of the participants in this research study agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to 

register on a part-time higher education degree was because the timing was right and they were 

ready to learn.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Motivation to Start – Theme 2: Life Stage/ Timing 



48 | P a g e  
 

The theme of timing emerged in the responses of all six participants in the interviews: 

Graduate 1:  I had considered registering for quite some time, so I knew I would have to sacrifice a 

lot of personal time.  

Graduate 2:  Not having a degree gnawed and niggled at me for years.  

Graduate 3:  I became a Dad at 19 so I didn’t get the chance to go to College in my twenties. It 

was now or never.  

Graduate 4:  I had my first child very young at 23. My ex-husband and I got divorced.  

Graduate 5: I had been very sick. I felt it was time to put some of the skeletons from my past to 

rest.  

Graduate 6: I thought about it for two years before making the decision. It was a once in a 

lifetime opportunity for me and I had to do it.  

Stein, Wanstreet and Trinko (2011) asserted that the decision for mature learners to register and 

complete a degree programme of study is a complex cognitive, emotional and relational decision 

that is made over a period of time within a web of family, work, social, finances, gender and 

programme delivery and support considerations  

93% of the participants in this study agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to register on a 

part-time higher education degree was because they were able to continue earning while they were 

learning.  

These findings are consistent with Knowles’ (1980) theory of andragogy, most notably the principle 

of their ‘readiness to learn’ and the adults’ self-concept of being responsible for their own lives.  
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4.3.3 Theme 3 – Career Change/ Promotion 
 

Five questionnaire statements relating to the motivational factor for career change or the desire for 

a promotion had combined ‘Strongly Agree’ and ‘Agree’ scores higher than 50%. 

 

 

Figure 7: Motivation to Start – Theme 3: Career Change/ Promotion 

The theme of Career Change /Promotion emerged in the responses of all six participants in the 

qualitative interviews: 

Graduate 1:  I needed a change professionally. It was mainly for me to maybe go down a slightly 

different angle professionally.   

Graduate 2:  I was ready for change. I was always meeting people with qualifications and couldn’t 

help feeling inadequate. A more senior role became available at work.  

Graduate 3:  I didn’t have the academic qualifications to back up the experience. I felt I needed the 

qualification in order to take a bigger step into another company.  

Graduate 4:  I had my children very young and thought that the Certificate in Mediation would be 

a useful course to do. (Note: this graduate completed the LLB (Hons) in Law degree). 

Graduate 5: I had studied nursery nursing but I hated it. My heart wasn’t in it.  

Graduate 6: Where I was working was pandemonium with understaffing. I had to get out of 

there. I hadn’t previously gone to College. I had nothing to fall back on. I had nothing 

to attract future employers.  
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Both the qualitative and quantitative findings of this study correlated with Ryan and Deci’s, (2000, 

p.55) definition of extrinsic motivation which refers to “doing something because it leads to a 

separable outcome” – for the graduates of this study the motivational goal was a pay rise, a 

promotion, a new job or a better career with a higher qualification. The findings are consistent with 

Osbourne, Marks and Turner’s (2004) study on adult learners deciding on whether to commit to a 

higher education degree programme and found that enhanced career prospects, improved 

qualifications and the chance to change direction were common in all groupings. 

4.3.4 Theme 4 – Admissions Process 
 

In researching the social, environmental, institutional and situational factors that shape the complex 

process of mature student decision-making, Cross’ (1981) Chain of Response Model revealed five key 

variables in adults becoming registered learners: 1) attitude towards education 2) assessment of the 

ability to succeed 3) the cost versus the benefit 4) the timing of the decision 5) availability of 

information relating to the programme of study and the availability of support services.  

Similar findings emerged to correlate with factor three and factor five of Cross’ research. In this 

study 95% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to register on a part-

time higher education degree was because the admissions process of becoming a registered learner 

was easy.  

 

Figure 8: Motivation to Start – Theme 4: Admissions Process 
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60% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to register on a part-time 

higher education degree was because tuition fees were affordable for them at that time in their 

lives.  

Three of the graduates provided insight into the theme of the admissions process: 

Graduate 2:  The Programme Director for my course put me at ease straight away at the Open 

Evening. She gave me the confidence to go for it, to go ahead.   

Graduate 5: I remember thinking she believes in me. She thinks I can do it. I just needed someone 

to say “listen, it’s going to be ok”. You just need that person that gets you to take the 

first step.   

Graduate 6: I went to the Open Day, I read up on the prospectus. I spoke to a few lecturers and I 

spoke to you. You just need someone to explain to you this is how it works. I had 

made the decision and the Open Evening cemented it.   

Davies and Williams’ (2001) research on motivation and demotivation in adult learners revealed the 

concept of fragility stemming from the new identity as a learner in higher education. When 

transitioning into higher education, Hardin (2008) found that mature learners face many 

psychological barriers relating to negative beliefs about outcomes, anxiety based on previous 

experiences and a lack of self-confidence. These barriers can be overcome or lessened by 

educational institutions providing greater clarity and availability of information in relation to 

timetables, delivery modes, admissions advice, costs and finance options. 
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4.3.5 Theme 5 – Love of Learning 
 

The final theme that emerged as a key motivating factor for mature learners was the love of 

learning. 84% of the participants in this study agreed or strongly agreed that their motivation to 

register on a part-time higher education degree was because of their love of learning.   

 

Figure 9: Motivation to Start – Theme 5: Love of Learning 

Although it emerged as a strong theme in the quantitative survey, only two graduates referenced 

their love of learning in their interviews.  

Graduate 1:  I enjoy education, I have an aptitude for learning. I have always had an interest in 

studying something new.  

Graduate 3:  I knew I could do it and I wanted to do it. The brain needs to be exercised just as 

much as any other part of the body.  

These findings are testament to Deckers’, (2005, p.21) theory that for some mature learners a 

programme of higher education may be “inherently motivated, freely chosen by the learner with no 

particular goal or reward in mind, something that is intrinsically pleasing to the individual.” 
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4.4 Research Question 2 - Motivation to Sustain a Part-time Honours Degree 

Programme 

 Findings, Data Analysis and Discussion 
 

Five dominant themes emerged from the qualitative and quantitative analysis on the motivating 

factors that sustained the graduates to complete a three year, part-time, honours degree 

programme, namely; 

1) Lecturers/ Lecture Style 

2) Intrinsic Motivation 

3) Peer Support 

4) Extrinsic Motivation 

5) Fear of Failure  

4.4.1 Theme 1 – Lecturers/ Lecture Style 
 

Nine statements relating to the theme of Lecturers/ Lecture Style had a combined ‘Strongly Agree’ 

and ‘Agree’ score higher than fifty percent.  

 

Figure 10: Motivation to Sustain – Theme 1: Lecturers/ Lecture Style 
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Five of the graduates provided insight into the theme of the lecturers/ lecture-style: 

Graduate 1:  The style of lectures was very motivating for me.  

Graduate 3: I had a lot of support from the Programme Director. I always felt what I’m getting 

here is maybe not what I would get anywhere else. You could have the “I don’t have 

a clue” conversation very easily with them.  

Graduate 4:  The lecturers were really supportive.  

Graduate 5: I had a great relationship with the tutors. It was a friendly professional relationship. 

It made an awful difference. The sense of comradery with the Programme Director 

was so motivating for me. She believed in me and would always say “Listen, it’s 

going to be ok.” You need the type of tutor that will take you under their wing and 

guide you all the way.  

Graduate 6: My relationships with the lecturers was a massive factor in sustaining my motivation. 

They laid out the semester. You knew where you stood. You knew when things were 

due and they were only an email away if you had a problem or question. If you 

needed more support, you asked, and you got more support, the lecturers were 

outstanding.  

These four high-scoring motivating factors within the theme of Lecturers/ Lecture-Style, namely; 1) a 

support and safe learning environment, 2) interesting module content, 3) a high standard of 

teaching and instruction 4) approachable and supportive lecturers, were consistent with Sogunro’s 

(2015) research into the motivating factors for mature learners in higher education including quality 

of instruction, quality of curriculum, relevance and pragmatism, interactive lectures, effective 

management practices, progressive assessment, timely feedback, self-directedness and effective 

academic advising practices.  

 

4.4.2 Theme 2 – Intrinsic Motivation 
 

According to Green and Kelso’s, (2006, p.1) research into mature learner motivation, defined as “an 

internal force that energises the individual and determines the direction of that action”, the single 

most-influential factor affecting motivation was “Personal pride in my efforts and success” followed 

closely by “intellectual gain or knowledge.” 
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Similar findings were revealed in this study. 96% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that 

one of the motivating factors that sustained them throughout their part-time studies over three 

years was to prove to themselves that they could do it. 

 

Figure 11: Motivation to Sustain – Theme 2: Intrinsic Motivation 

All six graduates referred to motivational factors that align with Ryan and Deci’s (2000) Self-

Determination Theory on intrinsic motivation: 

Graduate 1:  The sense of personal achievement was a big thing for me.    

Graduate 2:  I achieved my goal of a first class honours degree. Nobody can take it away, it’s 

mine, and I did it. The motivation was extrinsic at the start but it became more 

intrinsic. I wanted to do the best I could for me.  

Graduate 3:   I am very self-driven. I said to myself, there’s nothing in this that I cannot do or that 

can stop me from getting a 1:1 and then the head does the rest.  
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Graduate 4:  Once I realised it was possible, and I was capable, I really wanted it. My friend 

motivated me at the start but it became more of an internal thing. 

Graduate 5: There is no greater motivation than someone saying you can't do something. It gave 

me a sense of development, fulfilment, ability, strength and power. I gained so much 

confidence, I was able to stand up for myself and know that I was worth something 

and that I could do it. 

Graduate 6: I had people saying to me, why don't you pack it in? Don't bother with it. Aren't you 

grand as you are? So I had to dig deep and have the grit and determination to never 

give up. 

 

4.4.3 Theme 3 – Peer Support  
 

Consistent with Roberts and Plakhotnik’s (2009) findings in relation to the mature learners’ ability to 

persist and stay focused being contingent on the informal relationships they build with peers, 86% of 

the participants in this study agreed or strongly agreed that one of the motivating factors that 

sustained them throughout their part-time studies over three years was the supportive friendships 

they made and how they carried each other through the tough parts of the course.  

 

 

Figure 12: Motivation to Sustain – Theme 3: Peer Support 
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Four of the graduates referred to Peer Support as an important motivating factor in sustaining their 

studies:  

Graduate 1:  I had a great rapport with two friends in the class.    

Graduate 2:  We had a great class, we motivated each other and pushed each other along. 

Everyone is juggling or sacrificing something so that bonds people together.   

Graduate 5: Peers play a massive role. The small class sizes are Griffith’s greatest asset. We all 

got to know each other so well.  

Graduate 6: I knew two of my classmates when I met them on the first night. This broke down 

barriers straight away. It made it fun.  

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) theory on Self-Determination contends that the more intrinsically motivated 

the learner is about achieving their goals, the stronger the feeling of belonging and connection they 

feel among their peers, family and society, a sense of relatedness. 83% of the participants agreed or 

strongly agreed that one of the motivating factors that sustained them throughout their part-time 

studies over three years was because they felt a strong sense of belonging in their programme group 

and in the College.  

 

4.4.4 Theme 4 – Extrinsic Motivation 
 

Extrinsically-motivated factors featured highly in both the qualitative and quantitative research. 

Ryan and Deci (2000) concluded that learners can perform motivated actions with varying degrees of 

autonomy depending on the situational factors of the learner. For some, the motivation is externally 

regulated to secure the approval of family/ peers, for others, the learner is motivated through 

introjected regulation where they feel pressure to perform at a high level for pride and self-esteem 

reasons at work and with family.  
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Figure 13: Motivation to Sustain – Theme 4: Extrinsic Motivation 

Five of the interview participants referred to extrinsic motivating factors as having played an 

important role in sustaining their studies.  

Graduate 1:  People admire you for going back to study. I was surprised at how much.  

Graduate 2:   My employer was paying for it. If I didn’t perform, I’d let myself down and I’d let him 

down too. I wanted him to get his money’s worth out of it.  

Graduate 3:  The only pressure I felt on myself was that if I didn’t successfully complete, I didn’t 

get reimbursed financially.  

Graduate 4:  My friend motivated me at the start but it became more of an internal thing. 

Graduate 5: There is no greater motivation than someone saying you can't do something. 
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4.4.5 Theme 5 – Fear of Failure 
 

Kasworm’s (2003) research revealed the additional pressure that mature learners face in higher 

education as a result of having to continue with their complex lives in addition to the challenging 

role of being a learner again. 60% of the participants agreed or strongly agreed that one of the 

motivating factors that sustained them throughout their part-time studies over three years was the 

fear of failure. 

 

Figure 14: Motivation to Sustain – Theme 5: Fear of Failure 

Four of the graduates referred to Fear of Failure as a significant motivating factor in sustaining their 

studies:  

Graduate 3:  The only pressure I felt was on myself that if I didn’t successfully complete, I didn’t 

get reimbursed.    

Graduate 4:  You think you are going to go into a lecture and you’re going to be exposed. What in 

the name of God is she doing here? She hasn’t a clue.  
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Graduate 5: I remember not telling a lot of people as I didn’t want to risk telling them and then 

failing. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. The fear of failure was a massive 

driver.  

Graduate 6: Afraid to fail was 100% the motivating factor for me throughout the course. I didn’t 

go to College before so I had to make sure I wasn’t a failure.  

Similar findings emerged in the work of Davies and Williams (2001) in the themes of risk and fragility 

for mature learners in higher education, most specifically, the risk of failure.  

A notable and consistent finding across both the qualitative and quantitative research for both 

starting and sustaining a part-time higher education degree was the role of the employer. Whilst 

they play a pivotal role in supporting the learner to balance their commitments, only 7% responded 

to the statement “My employer wanted me to upskill”, 5% - “I did it because my employer paid the 

tuition fees” and 2% - “I had no choice but to complete it as my employer was funding my studies.”, 

indicating the importance of intrinsic motivation in mature learners in driving the decision to enter 

and remain in higher education.  

4.5 Research Question 3 – Additional Educational Initiatives and Innovations to 

Support the Learning Experience for Mature Learners 

 Findings, Data Analysis and Discussion 

 

In each of the qualitative interviews, participants were asked what Griffith College Cork could have 

done better to motivate them to start a part-time programme of higher education and to help 

sustain their motivation throughout their studies. This section will present the themes that emerged. 

4.5.1  Time Management Clarity 
 

The importance of time management clarity emerged a key suggestion from graduates as part of 

their decision-making process to start and in their ability to sustain their studies 

Graduate 1:  More clarity on the exact days and times of the week for lectures and exams in order 

to let my employer and family know in advance. Balancing work and study was very 

challenging. I did a lot of overtime. I felt guilty missing family birthdays because of all 

the study deadlines.  

Graduate 2:  There were weekends when I didn’t see my family. It was harder than I thought it 

would be. There was a lot more study to do than I would have thought. 
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Graduate 3:  There were days when I would be writing assignments whilst getting up and down to 

check the dinner on the hob.  

Graduate 4:  As an older student, I’m too old to feel this clueless. You like things clearly laid out for 

you. 

Graduate 5:  I had to be very selfish with my time, it was very difficult over three years.  

A further suggestion in relation to time was that more academic guidance on independent study for 

each year of the course in order to pass each module and/ or achieve high grades, would have been 

helpful in managing expectations and balancing other commitments.  

4.5.2  Testimonial Advertising 
 

Ryan and Deci (2017) concluded that mature learners aspire to competency in the subject matter, 

autonomy in their lives and a sense of relatedness with others. Two of the graduates felt strongly 

that they would have benefitted from more testimonial advertising by former graduates to 

encourage their sense of connection and relatedness with their future peers. Equally, the graduates 

would have found it more encouraging if the College had communicated the uniqueness of the 

smaller College experience for those that are seeking a more intimate learning experience.  

Graduate 1:  I would have found it more difficult sitting in a big lecture theatre with 200 people, 

that’s not very personal.  

Graduate 2:  Testimonials are an excellent way of getting the message to potential students that 

they can do it too.  

Graduate 5: More advertising, I didn’t even know it existed. I came across it by accident on 

Google. I was never part of the category of people that would go to college. UCC is 

well known but it is not a College for people seeking comfort and security.  

 

4.5.3 Opportunity to Experience Higher Education  
 

Knowles’ (1980) second andragogical principle, ‘Self-Concept of the Learner’, concluded that adult 

learners need to be responsible for their own education and be involved in the creation of it. 

Participant graduates of this study proposed having the opportunity to attend the College in advance 

of starting, to live like a College learner for a day, to attend lectures and to meet the lecturers and 

support teams.  
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Graduate 4:  To spend a day living the life as a student would give potential learners a chance to 

see how it actually runs. It would kill off the first day nerves and would be a chance 

to walk in, meet some people, to see that they are normal and you’ll be fine.  

Graduate 5:  Having someone from the College sit you down, face-to-face, and say it’s going to be 

overwhelming but it’s going to be ok.  

4.5.4  Elective Choices 
 

Knowles’ (1980) first andragogical principle, ‘The Learner’s Need to Know’ states that mature 

learners have a reason for learning something. When elective choices are based on demand or based 

in another campus with limited access, this disempowers the learner from being in control and 

involved in their own learning experience and is highly demotivating.  

Graduate 1: We didn’t get much of a choice in the modules we had to study. We were always out-

voted by the Dublin learners. Maybe I would have had more motivation if I didn’t 

have to study modules I had no interest in.  

Graduate 5:  The Innocence Project being run out of Dublin is useless. I can’t express that enough. 

Files didn’t come down and we had to read them off the computer. Reading legal 

files off the computer is painful. 

 

4.5.5  Social/ Study Space   
 

86% of the participants in this study strongly agreed or agreed that they made great friends on the 

course and they supported each other through the tougher periods on the programme. Typically, 

mature learners come straight from work in the evenings to attend lectures. A place to convene with 

friends, to recharge, to study or to eat would greatly assist learners in sustaining their motivation 

throughout the programme.  

Graduate 2:  We had nowhere to meet up socially before, during or after class. A canteen, 

restaurant, a place to go to eat after work and study/ catch up with classmates 

would be a super addition.  
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4.5.6 Physical Support for Learning  
 

Participants were asked during the interview process to briefly describe what the learning 

experience was like once they had made the decision to register and begin their studies. The 

majority expressed positive emotions of ‘excitement’, ‘challenging’ and ‘enjoyable’, however they 

also gave mention to the physical and mental challenge of learning:   

Graduate 5:  Overwhelming, it was unmerciful. It’s horrendously intense. I found myself way in 

over my head.  

Graduate 6:  The physical challenge of learning is excruciatingly draining sometimes. It’s so 

physically tiring, three nights per week, lectures, assignments, full-time work, 

children, it’s physically and mentally tough. The first year is a shock to the system. 

It’s a bit of a fright.  

Suggestions from the participants on how they could have been better supported by the College to 

meet the physical challenge of learning included:  

Graduate 2:  Tired learners after a day of work and lectures would benefit from being able to 

watch lecture recordings back when their brain is not so tired and they are able to 

concentrate fully. 

Graduate 3:  Maybe the occasional Saturday lecture. Rather than pushing mature learners to the 

max during the week until 10/11pm by the time they get home, maybe more could 

be achieved in a few hours on a Saturday morning. 

Graduate 5:  Access to the library in the evening is crucial for getting the research done.  

Access to photocopying - I need to have a physical copy of the notes in order to learn. 

I can't learn from a screen. 

 

4.6 Conclusion   
 

This chapter presented, analysed and discussed the dominant themes that emerged relating to the 

three research objectives. In the final chapter that follows the implications of the research 

findings will be summarised and recommendations will be made for the future. 
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CHAPTER 5 – CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Introduction 
 

This study examined the motivation of mature learners to engage and sustain engagement with 

part-time higher education honours degree programmes. The aim of this chapter was to present the 

main conclusions and recommendations and to suggest other areas for further research. This 

chapter also considered new findings the research has brought to the current body of knowledge on 

motivation and evaluated what the study has achieved in terms of contributions and outcomes.  

5.2 Research Objectives 
 

- To examine the motivational factors that influenced the mature learners’ decision to 

apply for their respective part-time degree courses. 

- To analyse the motivational factors that engaged and sustained the mature learner 

allowing them to complete their studies. 

- Drawing on the primary research findings and the literature review, to consider 

additional educational initiatives and innovations that Faculty members can implement 

in order to enhance and support the learning experience for mature learners. 

The research identified the following main themes for each objective: 

Mature Learners in Part-Time Higher Education Degree Programmes 

Motivation to Start Motivation to Sustain Educational Initiatives 

Self-Esteem/ Worthiness Lecturers/ Lecture-Style Time Management Clarity 

Life Stage/ Timing Intrinsic Motivation Testimonial Advertising 

Career Change/ Promotion Peer Support Opportunity to Experience 

Higher Education  

Admissions Process Extrinsic Motivation Elective Choices 

Love of Learning Fear of Failure Social/ Study Space 

  Physical Supports for Learning 

 Figure 15: Research Aims and Objectives – Core Themes 
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5.3 Recommendations 
 

Ryan and Deci’s (2017) Self-Determination Theory (SDT) focused on types and quantity of motivation 

- intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation and amotivation - as predictors of performance and well-

being outcomes. The theory claims that learners are motivated to grow and change if three innate 

and universal psychological needs are fulfilled; the need for competence, the need for autonomy and 

the need for relatedness or connection.   

 

 

Figure 16: Self-Determination Theory, Ryan and Deci (2000) 

5.3.1  Recommendations to enhance Competence, Autonomy and Relatedness in 

the learner experience at Griffith College 
 

1) Competence 

- In order for learners to feel competent in their studies, the research has shown that 

mature learners expect lecturers and the module content to be of a high standard. Nine 

statements in the questionnaire relating to Lecturers/ Lecture-Style had a score between 

65% and 97%. This is a strong indication of the importance of the quality of the lecturing 

team, how they are on-boarded and professionally nurtured as lecturers. 

- The research has also revealed the importance of admissions teams and Programme 

Directors having the interpersonal and counselling skills to be able to develop an 

awareness of where the learner sits on the extrinsic motivation continuum at the outset 

and supporting them to achieve integrated extrinsic motivation or intrinsic motivation to 

achieve their goals. “Integration is the process by which individuals fully transform the 

regulation into their own so that it will emanate from their sense of self.” 

        Ryan and Deci, (2000, p.60) 
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2) Autonomy 

Findings from the third research question revealed the importance to a mature learner of elective 

choice, the opportunity to experience higher education in advance and more clarity in relation to 

time management. These findings align with Knowles’ (1980) theory of andragogy and the self-

concept of the learner – mature learners need to be responsible for their own education and be 

involved in the creation of it. The College could consider developing a time management programme 

for learners to complete in advance of starting as the research revealed that this is a challenge 

mature learners do not anticipate and struggle greatly with once they register. 

3) Relatedness/ Connection 

“For adults as well as children, affirmation, holding and inclusion, provides a basis for existential 

legitimacy, core cohesion and authentic engagement in the world.” 

         West, (1996, p.207) 

Enhancing the sense of connection and relatedness could be considered by the College at every 

point of communication and engagement with learners, from the admissions stage, throughout their 

studies and to graduation and beyond once they become part of the alumni community. The findings 

of this study confirmed that mature learners struggle with feelings of inadequacy and academic ill-

preparedness at the start and have difficulty adjusting to the new learning environment. Additional 

resources to guide and reassure learners on what to expect from the modules and academic 

guidance on independent study for each year in order to successfully complete each module would 

provide clarity and connection between the learner and the lecturing teams from the outset.  

Supporting mature learners to feel a sense of affinity and relatedness with the College before they 

commence their studies could be achieved by communicating graduate testimonials more effectively 

and widely through the marketing channels, thereby reducing the sense of anxiety that making a 

decision to go to College might present for mature learners.  

Equally, in order to enhance the sense of connection and relatedness between peers during their 

studies, valid practical suggestions came from the participants in relation to improved social and 

study space outside the lecture rooms in order to learn effectively, experiment and exchange ideas 

within study groups.  
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5.4 Areas for Further Research 
 

The main objective of this research was to examine the motivation of mature learners to engage and 

sustain engagement with part-time higher education and to uncover educational initiatives to 

improve the learning experience. Future study would benefit from examining the motivation of full-

time undergraduate learners on three year honours degree programmes to ensure an optimal 

learning experience also. Similarly, a comparative study examining the educational motivation of 

mature learners in university settings would also provide a deeper understanding of the learning 

experience for mature learners in a smaller, private college environment such as Griffith College. 

 

5.5 Contribution to the Study 
 

One of the main contributions of this study was in building on existing studies on mature learner 

motivation by investigating part-time mature learners in a private college setting, especially given 

the high percentage scores for Self-esteem/ Worthiness and Lecturers/ Lecture-Style. These insights 

provide a deep understanding of mature learners who did not take the traditional learning journey 

of starting college full-time after secondary school and who therefore may require a more 

personalised and supportive learning experience.  

A further contribution of this study was the fact that the research methodology employed proved to 

be particularly effective in renewing relationships with the alumni community of Griffith College 

Cork. The graduates were highly responsive with the questionnaires and were enthusiastic about 

taking part in the qualitative research. Displaying a strong sense of connection and relatedness 

towards the College, they were forthcoming in sharing their experiences in order to improve the 

learning experiences for future mature learners. 
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APPENDIX 1 – Griffith College Cork Learner Numbers – 2014-2020 

Source: SCHOLAR - Admissions and Student Management System at Griffith College 
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APPENDIX 2 - Breakdown of full-time and part-time registered learners at Griffith 

College Cork as at 31st October 2020 
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APPENDIX 3 - Quantitative Research Questionnaire 

Research Question 1 - Motivation to Start 

 

Research Question 2 – Motivation to Sustain 
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APPENDIX 4 – Thematic Analysis of Literature 

Research Question 1 - Motivation to Start 
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Research Question 2 - Motivation to Sustain 
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APPENDIX 5 – Graphical Representation of Quantitative Data 

Research Question 1 - Motivation to Start 
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Research Question 2 - Motivation to Sustain 
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APPENDIX 6 – Thematic Analysis of Quantitative Findings from Coding Process 

Research Question 1 - Motivation to Start 
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Research Question 2 - Motivation to Sustain
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APPENDIX 7 – Ethical Approval  

Part 3: Griffith College Ethical Approval Form 

This form should be completed by the researcher (with the advice of the research supervisor), for all 

research which involves human participants.  

Research Title Investigation into the motivation of mature 

learners to engage and sustain engagement 

with part-time higher education degree 

programmes. 

Researcher(s)/Learner Sinéad O’Dea 

Supervisor (where relevant) Mr Peter Gillis 

Programme of Study (where relevant) MA-Education, Learning and Development 

 

Checklist: 

Please attach to all forms: 

Summary of Project Proposal (no more than 500 words)  X 

Participant Information Sheet X 

If applicable, application should also include the following: 

Draft Consent Form X 

Draft Research Instrument e.g. survey, interview schedule, focus group 

questions etc. 

X 
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APPENDIX 8 – Participant Information Sheets 

1. Participant Information Sheet – For Survey Participants 

Dear Graduate of Griffith College Cork, 

My name is Sinéad O’Dea and I am a student in the MA in Education, Learning and Development.  As 

part of my studies I am researching the principle motivations and drivers that led you to register on 

the part-time degree at Griffith College and the factors that sustained your engagement until 

completion of the programme.  

The findings of this study will be incorporated by Griffith College to develop a more supportive and 

inclusive learning environment from the perspective of the mature learner studying on a part-time 

basis.  

As part of my research, I am conducting an anonymous survey. No personal data will be collected. I 

am asking for your help by completing the survey.  

If you decide to take part in the study the following will happen: 

 I will send you a link to a Google Forms questionnaire. 

 There will be a series of questions for you to complete.    

 The first part of the survey will be based on the personal and professional motivational factors 

that led you to become a registered learner at Griffith College.  

 The second part of the survey will be based on the motivating factors that sustained your 

learning during your studies.  

 Your survey answers will be recorded by Google Forms where data is stored in a password 

protected electronic format. Your responses are confidential as Google Forms does not collect 

identifiable information such as your name, email and/or IP address. The survey data will be 

deleted within 60 days.  

Your participation in this survey is voluntary and should take no more than 7-10 minutes to 

complete. You can refuse to take part or withdraw from the research at any time without giving a 

reason.   

At a later date, if you have any concerns about the study or your responses to the survey, you can 

contact me at Sinead.odea@griffith.ie 

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

 

Sinéad O’Dea 

 

 

mailto:Sinead.odea@griffith.ie
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2. Participant Information Sheet – For Interview Participants 

Dear Graduate of Griffith College Cork, 

My name is Sinéad O’Dea and I am a student in the MA in Education, Learning and Development.  As 

part of my studies I want to explore the principle motivations and drivers that led you to register on 

the part-time degree at Griffith College and the factors that sustained your engagement until 

completion of the programme.  

The findings of this study will be incorporated by Griffith College to develop a more supportive and 

inclusive learning environment from the perspective of the mature learner studying on a part-time 

basis.  

If you decide to take part in the study the following will happen: 

1. I will arrange with you a suitable time to meet and to interview you.   

2. All interviews will be recorded on Zoom. The interview will last a maximum of 30 minutes.  

3. I will ask questions about personal and professional motivation in relation to education 

prior to becoming a registered learner and the motivating factors that sustained your 

learning during your studies.  

 

Then I will listen to the recording and type up what was said. The recordings will be kept safe in a 

password protected file on my laptop and they will be destroyed 1 year after the project is 

completed.  

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You can refuse to take part or withdraw from the 

research at any time without giving a reason.   

At a later date if you have any concerns about the study or what you said during our interview, you 

can contact me at Sinead.odea@griffith.ie  

Thank you for reading this information sheet.  

 

___________________  _____ 

Sinéad O’Dea 

 

 

 

mailto:Sinead.odea@griffith.ie
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APPENDIX 9 – Participant Consent Form – Interview Candidates 

Research Topic:  Mature Learner Motivation on Part-Time Honours Degree 

Programmes 

You are invited to take part in a research study on the principle motivations and drivers of mature 

learners to undertake a part-time honours degree programme and the motivational factors that 

sustained learner engagement until completion of the degree programme.  

Aim and Benefits of this Research: 

This research aims to discover additional educational initiatives and innovations that Griffith College 

Faculty members can implement in order to enhance and support the learning experience from the 

perspective of mature learners.  

Researcher: 

This research will be conducted by Sinéad O’Dea from Griffith College Cork in partial fulfilment of the 

requirements for the MA in Education, Learning and Development – QQI Level 9 at Griffith College 

Dublin.  

What is required of you: 

Should you agree to participate in this research, you will be required to attend an interview on 

Zoom. The interview will last 30 minutes.  

Confidentiality: 

The data that is collected as part of this research will be treated in the strictest of confidence. Your 

anonymity will be preserved at all times throughout the research process and will not be identifiable 

in any version of results submitted for grading or presentation. The interview recordings will be 

transcribed and analysed. Through a process of open and axial coding, the data will be synthesised 

into categories and themes, in order to construct the narrative and provide the research findings. 

There will be no way of identifying your responses in this research process.  

Data Storage: 

The Zoom recordings will be safely stored in a password encrypted file on the researcher’s laptop 

and a back-up file of the recordings will be stored on an encrypted USB memory stick. The 

researcher will be the only person with access to the data and the recordings will be destroyed 

within 24 months.  

Research Findings: 

Research findings will be submitted to the dissertation examiners and the Examining Board of 

Griffith College for final grading. The findings will be available to you on request. The final 

dissertation may be published on the Griffith College dissertations repository.  

Risks: 

The possible risks of this research are minor. You may feel uncomfortable answering questions 

relating to your personal motivations for registering on higher education degree programme.  
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Ethics Committee: 

This research study has been approved by the Griffith College Faculty Research Ethics Committee.  

Voluntary Participation: 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You can refuse to take part or withdraw from the 

research at any time without giving a reason.   

Contact Details: 

For any queries on this research, please contact the researcher, Sinéad O’Dea at 

Sinead.odea@griffith.ie or the research supervisor, Mr Peter Gillis at peter.gillis@griffith.ie 

Please indicate your consent to participate in this research by ticking the boxes and signing the form 

below: 

 

Participant Consent Form – to be completed by participant: 

o I have read the information sheet about this research. 

o I have received sufficient information about this research and understand what is required of 

me. 

o I have had the opportunity to ask questions and I am satisfied with the answers. 

o I agree to participate in a 30-minute interview via Zoom with the researcher.  

o I have given permission to the researcher to record the interview on a laptop and I am satisfied 

that the data will be deleted within 24 months.  

o I am satisfied that my data will be treated in strict confidence and safely stored for the 

duration of the research. 

o I understand that the anonymised data I provide will be used for the sole purpose of this 

research and may be published on the Griffith College dissertations repository.  

o I understand that this request is voluntary and I am free to withdraw from this research at any 

time before the interview takes place and I do not have to give a reason.  

Participant’s signature:      Date: 

Participant’s name in block capitals: 

Researcher’s signature:      Date: 

 

 

mailto:Sinead.odea@griffith.ie
mailto:peter.gillis@griffith.ie
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APPENDIX 10 – Semi-structured Interview Questions 

PART 1 – MOTIVATION TO START A HIGHER EDUCATION DEGREE PROGRAMME 

1. Can you tell me what you were doing professionally before you decided to register 

for your degree programme? 

2. From a professional point of view, what were the motivating factors that led you to 

make the decision to commit to a three year, honours degree programme? 

3. From a personal point of view, what were the motivating factors that led you to 

make the decision to commit to a three year, honours degree programme? 

4. Did you have doubts about registering on the programme? If yes, could you please 

explain what they were? 

5. Which do you feel had a stronger influence on your decision to register, the personal 

motivating factors or the professional motivating factors? 

6. What do you think the College could have done better to help you with making your 

decision? 

 

PART 2 – MOTIVATION TO SUSTAIN AND COMPLETE A HIGHER EDUCATION DEGREE PROGRAMME 

1. Can you tell me how you found the experience of studying the degree? 

2. From a professional point of view, what were the motivating factors that helped to 

sustain your motivation throughout the programme? 

3. From a personal point of view, what were the motivating factors that helped to 

sustain your motivation throughout the programme? 

4. Did you face challenges along the way? Can you explain what they were? 

5. Which do you feel had a stronger influence on your motivation to keep going and 

finish the programme, the personal or the professional motivating factors? 

6. What do you think the College could have done better to help sustain your 

motivation during the degree programme? 
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APPENDIX 11 – Thematic Analysis of Qualitative Research 

Research Question 1 - Motivation to Start 
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Research Question 2 - Motivation to Sustain 
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