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Abstract

In the past 25 years, the demographic shift in higher education toward adult learners has
necessitated a comprehensive understanding of their participation patterns. This study
aims to synthesize publication trends, methodological characteristics, empirical factors,
and the evolution of theoretical frameworks that influence their participation. Following
PRISMA 2020 guidelines, a systematic review was conducted on 74 peer-reviewed articles
indexed in the Web of Science and Scopus between 2000 and October 2025. Data were
analyzed across three time periods (2000–2009, 2010–2019, and 2020–2025) using a hybrid
deductive–inductive analytical approach. The results indicated a marked surge in research
output after 2020, with a peak of 10 studies in 2023. While quantitative designs and offline
modalities were initially predominant, a clear trend existed toward qualitative approaches
and technology-mediated learning in recent years. Intrinsic motivation was the most con-
sistent determinant (77.0%), while work–study conflict persisted as a major barrier (21.6%).
Notably, institutional determinants and structural frameworks gained prominence after
2020, reflecting a shift from individual-centered to institutionally responsive models in
higher education. These findings indicate that adult learners’ participation is shaped by
the dynamic interaction of personal motivations, situational constraints, and increasingly
salient institutional conditions, reflecting broader transformations in higher education
delivery since 2020. Accordingly, advancing adult participation requires multi-level ap-
proaches that integrate learner agency with supportive institutional designs and policy
frameworks, rather than relying solely on individual motivation.

Keywords: adult learners; participation in higher education; determinants of participation;
barriers to participation; systematic review

1. Introduction
Over the past two decades, higher education systems worldwide have undergone

profound demographic and structural changes. Beyond the traditional student population,
learners entering higher education at later stages of adulthood have become an increasingly
significant segment of postsecondary enrollment. In the United States, nearly 40% of under-
graduate students are aged 25 years or older, and this demographic witnessed a remarkable
surge in enrollment (19.7%) in 2024 [1]. This shift is evident globally. In South Korea,
non-traditional learners have become a crucial demographic, accounting for approximately
25% of all new entrants in junior colleges—a trend that partially offsets the decline in the
traditional school-age population [2]. Furthermore, data from the OECD [3] confirm that
late entrants aged 25 years and older now comprise an average of 20% of all first-time
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entrants to tertiary education across OECD countries. Driven by rapid technological shifts
and labor market volatility, these trends position adult learners’ participation in higher
education as a core mechanism for enhancing human capital and social inclusion [4].

As higher education increasingly extends beyond traditional populations, elucidating
the reasons underlying adult learners’ entry to, persistence in, or withdrawal from educa-
tion has become a core scholarly and policy concern. Early qualitative research highlighted
adult undergraduates’ negotiated identity, participation, and belonging within univer-
sity contexts [5]. Subsequent studies extended this inquiry by examining adult learners’
classroom experiences, motives for participation, and institutional needs [6], as well as
by conceptualizing non-traditional students as a heterogeneous population within mass
higher education systems [7]. Adult learners typically navigate multiple and overlapping
responsibilities—including employment, caregiving, and financial obligations—which
renders their participation more complex, fragile, and context-dependent compared with
traditional-aged learners [8,9]. Consequently, the research on adult motivation has emerged
as an increasingly vital field for elucidating the evolving role of higher education.

Despite this increased attention, the literature remains diverse in terms of conceptual
and methodological approaches, and existing studies exhibit considerable variation in the-
oretical orientation and mainly focus on specific subgroups such as working professionals
or first-generation learners [10]. Although individual studies provide valuable insights,
the field in general lacks a comprehensive synthesis that maps the evolution of research
over time, particularly from the early 2010s onward—when research activity markedly
increased [11]. As a result, a macro-level understanding of the development of the field, the
most influential theoretical perspectives, and factors that have been consistently considered
to influence adult learners’ participation in higher education remains lacking despite the
volume of research accumulated across the past 25 years.

Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent acceleration of digital learning
have altered the conditions under which adult learners participate in higher education. The
expansion of online, blended, and hybrid formats of learning has diversified opportunities
available to adult learners and the motivational and situational barriers they encounter [12].
While foundational adult learning models—such as Houle’s motivational typology [13],
Cross’s Chain-of-Response model [14], and Boshier’s congruence model [15]—continue
to inform scholarly understanding of adult learners’ participation in higher education,
these frameworks were mainly developed within contexts characterized by face-to-face
instruction and relatively stable career trajectories. In contrast, contemporary adult learners
increasingly engage with higher education in technology-mediated and institutionally
complex ecosystems, which demand new forms of digital competence, learning agency,
and institutional responsiveness [16,17]. These shifts underscore the need to re-examine
the theoretical explanations underlying adult learners’ participation in the context of dig-
ital transformation following the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, although Houle’s
motivational typology and Cross’s Chain-of-Response model originated in classical adult
education contexts rather than contemporary higher education systems, they are em-
ployed in this review as heuristic starting points rather than comprehensive explanatory
frameworks. Specifically, they provide an analytical scaffold for distinguishing individual,
situational, and institutional dimensions of participation, thereby enabling systematic
comparison across diverse higher education studies.

In studies examining participation beyond the traditional undergraduate population,
a range of terms has been used, including adult learners, mature students, and non-
traditional students. In adult education research, the term adult learners has historically
been associated primarily with non-formal, continuing, or workplace learning contexts.
However, within higher education research, the term has increasingly been employed

https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5010019

https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5010019


Trends High. Educ. 2026, 5, 19 3 of 20

to describe learners enrolled in degree-granting programs whose participation is shaped
by adult life-course positions, such as employment, caregiving responsibilities, and prior
educational trajectories. Reflecting this evolving usage, the present review adopts adult
learners as an umbrella term to encompass mature-age and non-traditional students in
higher education. This conceptual choice emphasizes not only chronological age but also
the shared structural, situational, and institutional conditions that distinguish these learners
from traditional-age undergraduates. Adopting this term enables a coherent synthesis of
diverse empirical and theoretical contributions while acknowledging the heterogeneity of
the population under study. Accordingly, this review treats “adult learners” as an analytical
umbrella term situated within higher education research, rather than as a category derived
from adult education alone.

To address these research gaps, the study synthesizes peer-reviewed articles indexed
in the Web of Science and Scopus between 2000 and October 2025. By analyzing pub-
lication trends, thematic concentrations, and methodological characteristics, it intends
to provide a comprehensive mapping of the evolution of the research on adult learners’
participation in higher education in terms of scope and orientation. Building on founda-
tional perspectives in adult learning and participation [13,14], the study further examines
the use of diverse theoretical resources—including motivational, social–cognitive, and
identity-oriented perspectives [5,18–20]—to explain adult learners’ participation. Instead
of categorizing individual theories, this study analytically reconstructs these theoretical
influences according to their dominant explanatory focus, thereby elucidating continuity
and change in scholars’ conceptualization of the interaction among personal, situational,
and institutional determinants over time.

Guided by these objectives, this study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1. What are the global trends and methodological characteristics of research on adult
learners’ participation and motivation in higher education from 2000 to October 2025?
RQ2. Which theoretical frameworks and empirical factors (including personal, situational,
and institutional) have been associated with adult learners’ participation, and how have
they evolved over time?

2. Methods
This paper presents a systematic review of peer-reviewed articles examining adult

learners’ participation in and motivation for higher education published between 2000
and October 2025. The review was conducted in accordance with the PRISMA 2020
reporting guidelines. The review protocol was not registered. A PRISMA 2020-compliant
flow diagram, generated using the PRISMA2020 R package and Shiny application, was
used to transparently document the processes of study identification, screening, eligibility
assessment, and final inclusion [21].

2.1. Search Strategy and Study Selection

A literature search was initially conducted using the Scopus and Web of Science
databases on 1 October 2025, selected for their broad coverage of international journals
in education and the social sciences. The initial search employed combinations of the
keywords adult, learning, higher education, participation, and motivation, and was limited
to studies published in English. Searches were conducted using keyword combinations
applied to titles, abstracts, and keywords, and were restricted to peer-reviewed journal
articles published between 2000 and October 2025. This search yielded 1013 records. Based
on a preliminary scan of the retrieved records, the initial search was considered insufficient
to fully capture the breadth of the relevant literature. Accordingly, the search strategy was
refined by expanding the keyword combinations to include engagement and retention,
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and a final, comprehensive search was conducted on 10 November 2025. The refined
search, again limited to English-language publications, yielded 1234 records. No additional
databases, trial registers, gray literature sources, or reference list searches were conducted.

After omitting 127 duplicate records, a total of 1106 unique records remained. Prior
to title and abstract screening, three non-English records were excluded, which resulted
in 1104 records screened at the title and abstract levels. At this stage, 1017 records
were excluded due to insufficient relevance to adult learners’ participation in or moti-
vation for higher education. Consequently, 87 articles were retained for assessment of
full-text eligibility.

Full-text screening was conducted on 87 articles. The first reviewer independently
assessed the full texts and compiled lists of included and excluded studies, along with doc-
umented reasons for exclusion. The second reviewer subsequently examined all inclusion
and exclusion decisions and their underlying rationales. In cases of differing judgments,
the two reviewers discussed the articles to reach a consensus. No unresolved disagreements
occurred during this process.

Articles were included if they reported empirical studies of adult or mature learners
enrolled in higher education degree programs, examined participation in or motivation for
higher education (including related constructs such as engagement, retention, persistence,
dropout, and enrollment factors), were published in peer-reviewed English-language
journals, and fell within the 2000–October 2025 publication period. For the purposes of this
review, adult learners were operationally defined as individuals aged 25 years or older, or
learners explicitly identified in the original studies as adult, mature, non-traditional, or
returning students enrolled in degree-granting higher education programs. When explicit
age thresholds were not reported, inclusion decisions relied on authors’ descriptions of
learner characteristics such as delayed entry, part-time enrollment, concurrent employment,
or caregiving responsibilities.

Based on these eligibility criteria, articles were excluded if they focused on informal
learning, workplace training, or K–12 education; lacked empirical data; or fell outside the
specified date range. At this stage, six articles were excluded due to unavailable full texts,
and seven were excluded for failing to meet the inclusion criteria, including studies that
focused exclusively on traditional-age undergraduates (under 25 years old) without an
explicit emphasis on adult learners. Consequently, 74 studies were included in the final
systematic review. Figure 1 presents the PRISMA flow diagram. No formal risk of bias
assessment was conducted, as the primary purpose of this review was to map research
trends and methodological characteristics rather than to evaluate intervention effectiveness.

2.2. Analytical Approaches for Research Questions

The 74 selected studies were subjected to full-text data extraction and analysis using
a structured, Excel-based coding sheet. For Research Question 1, the researchers extracted
data on year of publication; target learner population; research design; contributing conti-
nents and countries; and learning and data collection modalities (i.e., online, face-to-face, or
blended). These data were analyzed using frequency counts and percentage distributions
to identify global and temporal patterns in the literature.

To address Research Question 2, this study used a hybrid deductive–inductive analyti-
cal approach [22] to examine the empirical factors that influence adult learners’ participation
in higher education and theoretical frameworks used to explain these factors, including
their evolution over time. As a deductive point of departure, analysis was grounded
in foundational adult learning and participation theories, particularly Houle’s typology
of adult learners [13] and Cross’s Chain-of-Response model [14], which conceptualized
participation at the individual, situational, and institutional levels of explanation.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of the article selection process.

Guided by this framework, full texts were systematically coded in two complemen-
tary ways. First, the empirical factors reported to influence participation were identified
and coded as determinants or barriers and classified as personal, social/family, situa-
tional (life/work), and institutional dimensions. Second, each study was coded according
to its dominant explanatory focus, thus capturing the theoretical framework underpin-
ning its analysis. Through this process, the study developed analytically reconstructed
framework categories, including individual-level; identity- and engagement-oriented; life
course/situational; institutional/structural; and lifelong learning or employability-oriented
perspectives. Instead of classifying studies by specific theory labels, analysis focused on
the dominant explanatory logic of each study, thereby enabling a consistent comparison
across diverse empirical contexts.

For both research questions, analyses were organized according to three analytical
periods (i.e., 2000–2009, 2010–2019, and 2020–2025) to examine temporal changes. This
periodization reflects major shifts in higher education contexts, including the predomi-
nance of face-to-face learning during the early 2000s, the expansion of online and blended
learning formats during the 2010s, and the accelerated digital transformation that followed
the COVID-19 pandemic. Frequency counts and percentage distributions were used to
synthesize patterns in research contexts, empirical factors, and theoretical explanations
across periods. Table 1 summarizes the definitions of the analysis criteria, and Appendix A
provides the detailed coding scheme. Both researchers independently reviewed and coded
all 74 studies using a shared coding framework. Coding was conducted iteratively, with
frequent calibration discussions to refine category definitions and ensure consistent applica-
tion across studies. Because the coding process emphasized consensus-based interpretation
of complex and heterogeneous study designs, formal inter-rater reliability statistics (e.g.,
Cohen’s kappa or percent agreement) were not calculated. Instead, discrepancies were
resolved through systematic discussion until full agreement was reached for all coded
categories prior to analysis. To illustrate the coding process, when a study described adult
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learners’ difficulties in balancing full-time employment with evening or weekend course-
work, the researchers jointly coded this as a situational barrier, specifically a work–study
conflict. Similarly, studies reporting learners’ interest in learning, enjoyment of academic
activities, or personal fulfillment were coded as personal determinants, most commonly in-
trinsic motivation. This example illustrates how empirical descriptions were systematically
translated into analytical categories through consensus-based interpretation.

Table 1. Definitions of analysis criteria.

Category Analysis Criteria Definition

Research status

Temporal distribution of publications
Number of studies published each year between 2000

and October, 2025, grouped into three time periods
(i.e., 2000–2009, 2010–2019, and 2020–2025).

Target learner populations

The primary adult learner group examined,
categorized as adult learners in higher education

(general), mature/non-traditional undergraduates,
adult postgraduate learners, working adult

learners/professionals, older adult learners (50+), or
mixed adult learner populations.

Research design
Dominant methodological approach employed,

categorized as quantitative, qualitative, or
mixed methods.

Contributing continents and countries
Countries and continents associated with each study
based on authors’ institutional affiliations; multiple

country contributions were recorded when applicable.

Learning modality
Instructional context examined, categorized as online,

face-to-face (offline), or blended, based on explicit
methodological or contextual descriptions.

Empirical factors and
theoretical frameworks

Empirical determinants

Factors reported to facilitate adult learners’
participation in higher education, coded at the study

level and classified into personal, social/family,
situational (life/work), and institutional dimensions.

Empirical barriers

Factors reported to constrain adult learners’
participation in higher education, coded at the study

level and classified into personal (dispositional),
social/family, situational (life/work), and

institutional dimensions.

Dominant explanatory focus

The primary theoretical orientation used to explain
adult learners’ participation, categorized as

individual-level; identity- and engagement-oriented;
life course/situational; institutional/structural; or

lifelong learning/employability-oriented frameworks.

No formal quality appraisal (e.g., MMAT, CASP, or Newcastle–Ottawa Scale) was
conducted for the included studies. This decision was made because the primary aim
of the present review was to map research trends, empirical emphases, and theoretical
frameworks related to adult learners’ participation in higher education, rather than to
evaluate intervention effectiveness or estimate effect sizes. Accordingly, all included
studies were treated as sources of thematic and conceptual evidence rather than as units of
comparative methodological quality.

https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5010019

https://doi.org/10.3390/higheredu5010019


Trends High. Educ. 2026, 5, 19 7 of 20

3. Results
3.1. Research Question 1: Research Trends and Methodological Characteristics of the
Selected Articles
3.1.1. Temporal Distribution

The temporal distribution of the selected studies (N = 74) exhibited a notable in-
crease in research output after 2020. Before the mid-2010s, the number of publications
was sporadic, typically one to three per year. In contrast, this number markedly increased
from 2020 onward, reaching a peak in 2023 (n = 10) and remaining high in 2024 and 2025
(n = 9 each). This pattern indicated an increased scholarly focus on adult learners’ partici-
pation in higher education in recent years (Figure 2).

 

Figure 2. Number of studies published per year.

3.1.2. Target Learner Population

Table 2 presents the distribution of target learner populations across the three time
periods. Studies most frequently focused on adult learners in higher education (general),
accounting for 31.1% of the total sample (n = 23). From 2000 to 2009, research was limited
(n = 7) and primarily concentrated on general adult learners (42.9%); less attention was
given to other subgroups; and no studies examined postgraduate or working adult learners.
From 2010 to 2019 (n = 22), the range of target populations expanded, with increased
attention given to mature/non-traditional undergraduates and working adult learners
(22.7% each), along with the initial inclusion of postgraduate adult learners (9.1%). The
2020–2025 period displayed a substantial increase in research volume (n = 45) and sustained
diversification, including a continued focus on general adult learners (35.6%) and consistent
representation of mature undergraduates, working adults, older learners, and postgraduate
adult learners (each approximately 11–18%).
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Table 2. Distribution of target learner population across time periods.

Target Learner Population 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Adult learners in higher education (general) 3 (42.9) 4 (18.2) 16 (35.6) 23 (31.1)

Postgraduate adult learners 0 (0.0) 2 (9.1) 5 (11.1) 7 (9.5)

Mature/non-traditional undergraduate students 1 (14.3) 5 (22.7) 8 (17.8) 14 (18.9)

Mixed adult learner populations 2 (28.6) 3 (13.6) 5 (11.1) 10 (13.5)

Older adult learners (50+/senior learners) 1 (14.3) 3 (13.6) 6 (13.3) 10 (13.5)

Working adult learners/professionals 0 (0.0) 5 (22.7) 5 (11.1) 10 (13.5)

Total 7 (100.0) 22 (100.0) 45 (100.0) 74 (100.0)

Taken together, these findings underscored an evident temporal shift from a general-
ized focus on adult learners toward increasingly differentiated learner populations.

3.1.3. Research Design

Table 3 summarizes the research designs used during the three time periods. Quanti-
tative designs were most frequently used (33, 44.6%), followed by qualitative (25, 33.8%)
and mixed-method approaches (16, 21.6%). Quantitative studies consistently dominated
across the periods, which accounted for approximately 43–46% of the literature per pe-
riod. In contrast, the proportion of qualitative studies increased over time—from 28.6%
in 2000–2009 to 40.0% in 2020–2025. Mixed-method designs were most prevalent from
2010 to 2019 (31.8%) but declined in relative proportion after 2020 (15.6%). Taken together,
the findings indicated a consistent reliance on quantitative research designs along with
a gradual increase in qualitative approaches in recent years.

Table 3. Distribution of research design across time periods.

Research Design 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Mixed methods 2 (28.6) 7 (31.8) 7 (15.6) 16 (21.6)

Qualitative 2 (28.6) 5 (22.7) 18 (40.0) 25 (33.8)

Quantitative 3 (42.9) 10 (45.5) 20 (44.4) 33 (44.6)

Total 7 (100.0) 22 (100.0) 45 (100.0) 74 (100.0)

3.1.4. Contributing Continents and Countries

Table 4 summarizes the geographic distribution of the selected studies across con-
tinents and countries. Driven primarily by the United States (18.9%), North America
accounted for the largest proportion of studies, followed by Europe, with contributions
distributed across multiple countries, most notably the United Kingdom (10.8%). Asia also
represented a substantial proportion of the literature, particularly in 2020–2025, with China
emerging as a major contributor.

Across periods, the study noted an evident pattern of geographic diversification.
Articles published in 2000–2009 were concentrated in a small number of countries, pri-
marily North America, Europe, and Oceania. For 2010–2019, geographic coverage broad-
ened moderately, with increased contributions from European and Asian countries. The
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2020–2025 period yielded the greatest diversification, marked by a notable increase in
studies from Asia and the emergence of contributions from Africa and South America,
along with continued representation from Europe and North America.

Table 4. The geographic distribution across continents and countries.

Continents Countries 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Africa

Egypt 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Ghana 0 (0.0) 2 (9.1) 0 (0.0) 2 (2.7)

Tanzania 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Asia

China 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 6 (13.3) 6 (8.1)

India 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Lebanon 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (4.4) 2 (2.7)

Malaysia 0 (0.0) 3 (13.6) 2 (4.4) 5 (6.8)

Singapore 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

South Korea 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 2 (4.4) 3 (4.1)

Taiwan 1 (14.3) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 2 (2.7)

Vietnam 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (4.4) 2 (2.7)

Europe

Belgium 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Czech Republic 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Europe 0 (0.0) 2 (9.1) 0 (0.0) 2 (2.7)

Finland 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Greece 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 1 (2.2) 2 (2.7)

Ireland 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Netherlands 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Norway 1 (14.3) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Portugal 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Spain 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Sweden 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)

Switzerland 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Turkey 0 (0.0) 1 (4.5) 1 (2.2) 2 (2.7)

Ukraine 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (4.4) 2 (2.7)

United Kingdom 1 (14.3) 1 (4.5) 6 (13.3) 8 (10.8)

Global Global 1 (14.3) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 2 (2.7)

North America United States 2 (28.6) 4 (18.2) 8 (17.8) 14 (18.9)

Oceania Australia 1 (14.3) 0 (0.0) 3 (6.7) 4 (5.4)
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Table 4. Cont.

Continents Countries 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

South America Chile 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Not stated Not stated 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (2.2) 1 (1.4)

Total 7 (100.0) 22 (100.0) 45 (100.0) 74 (100.0)

These findings highlighted a progressive expansion of geographic representation over
time, although the literature remains dominated by studies from the United States and
Western Europe.

3.1.5. Learning and Data Collection Modalities

Table 5 summarizes the academic program modalities examined across the three
time periods. Offline (face-to-face) programs were most frequently examined (27, 36.5%),
followed by blended programs (22, 29.7%) and online programs (13, 17.6%). Temporal shifts
are evident. In 2000–2009, research predominantly focused on offline programs (57.1%),
with limited attention to blended and online formats. From 2010 to 2019, blended programs
became the primary focus (50.0%), while attention to offline programs declined (27.3%).
In the 2020–2025 period, research attention further diversified, with increased focus on
online programs (22.2%) along with a renewed emphasis on offline formats (37.8%), while
blended programs remained a substantial component (20.0%).

Table 5. Modality of academic programs.

Learning Modalities 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Offline 4 (57.1) 6 (27.3) 17 (37.8) 27 (36.5)

Online 1 (14.3) 2 (9.1) 10 (22.2) 13 (17.6)

Blended 2 (28.6) 11 (50.0) 9 (20.0) 22 (29.7)

Not stated 0 (0.0) 3 (13.6) 9 (20.0) 12 (16.2)

Total 7 (100.0) 22 (100.0) 45 (100.0) 74 (100.0)

In summary, these findings indicate growing diversification in academic program
modalities, with increased scholarly attention given to online and blended formats along
with continued interest in face-to-face programs.

3.1.6. Definitions of Adult Learners in the Included Studies

Across the included studies, adult, non-traditional, or mature learners were opera-
tionalized using divergent operational logics with varying emphasis on age, learner status,
and life-course characteristics (see Table 6). Age-based definitions, most commonly identi-
fying adult learners as individuals aged 25 years or older, were used in 28.4% of studies.
In 27.0% of studies, adult learners were defined predominantly through life-course or
participation characteristics, including delayed entry into higher education, part-time en-
rollment, concurrent employment, or caregiving responsibilities. Status-labeled definitions
relying exclusively on terms such as adult, mature, non-traditional, or returning students
without explicit operational definition were used in only 4.1% of studies. Accounting for
40.5% of studies, composite definitions combining two or more criteria were most common.
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Overall, this pattern indicates a field-wide reliance on multi-criteria and context-sensitive
definitions rather than a single standardized approach.

Table 6. Definitions of adult learners across time periods.

Category Definition Logic 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Age-Based

Adult learners are defined using an explicit
chronological age threshold (typically
25 years or older), regardless of additional
learner characteristics.

1 (14.3) 6 (27.3) 14 (31.1) 21 (28.4)

Life-Course/
Participation

Adult learners are defined based on authors’
descriptions of learner characteristics
indicating non-traditional educational
trajectories, such as delayed entry into higher
education, part-time enrollment, concurrent
employment, or caregiving responsibilities.

2 (28.6) 6 (27.3) 12 (26.7) 20 (27.0)

Status-Labeled

Adult learners are defined using explicit
labels such as adult, mature, non-traditional,
or returning students, without a specified
age threshold.

1 (14.3) (0.0) 2 (4.4) 3 (4.1)

Composite

Adult learners are defined using
a combination of two or more criteria,
including age thresholds, status
labels, and/or life-course or
participation characteristics.

3 (42.9) 10 (45.5) 17 (37.8) 30 (40.5)

Total 7 (100.0) 22 (100.0) 45 (100.0) 74 (100.0)

3.2. Research Question 2: Empirical Factors and Theoretical Frameworks
3.2.1. Empirical Determinants and Barriers

Tables 7 and 8 summarize the empirical determinants and barriers that influence adult
learners’ participation in higher education.

Table 7. Determinants influencing adult learners’ participation in higher education according
to period.

Category Determinants 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%) Representative Studies

Personal Intrinsic
motivation 9 (12.16) 22 (29.73) 26 (35.14) 57 (77.03) Park & Choi [23], Novotný et al. [24],

and Wang et al. [25]

Extrinsic/career
motivation 4 (5.41) 7 (9.46) 6 (8.11) 17 (22.97)

Schuetze & Slowey [26],
Aittola & Ursin [27],
and Wang et al. [25]

Learning
agency/self-
regulation

3 (4.05) 5 (6.76) 4 (5.41) 12 (16.22) Park & Choi [23], Elliott [28], and
Nguyen & Nguyen [29]

Social/family Family motiva-
tion/support 5 (6.76) 6 (8.11) 7 (9.46) 18 (24.32)

Kinser & Deitchman [30],
Fragoso et al. [31], and
Sagna & Vaccaro [32]

Institutional

Flexible learning
provision

(online/blended/
part-time)

2 (2.70) 7 (9.46) 12 (16.22) 21 (28.38) Park & Choi [23], Blieck et al. [33],
and Wang et al. [25]

Academic and
support services 1 (1.35) 1 (1.35) 2 (2.70) 4 (5.41) Wyatt [34], Park & Bang [35], and

Nguyen & Nguyen [29]
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Table 8. Barriers influencing adult learners’ participation in higher education by periods.

Category Empirical Barrier 2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%) Representative Studies

Situational
(Life/Work)

Work–study
conflict 3 (4.05) 7 (9.46) 6 (8.11) 16 (21.62)

Dæhlen & Ure [36],
Chen & Wang [37], and
Nguyen & Nguyen [29]

Time constraints 1 (1.35) 2 (2.70) 3 (4.05) 6 (8.11)
Aittola & Ursin [27],

Nguyen & Nguyen [29], and
Sagna & Vaccaro [32]

Financial
constraints

(situational)
2 (2.70) 3 (4.05) 3 (4.05) 8 (10.81)

Schuetze & Slowey [26],
Saar et al. [38], and

Sagna & Vaccaro [32]

Institutional Institutional
inflexibility 1 (1.35) 1 (1.35) 0 (0.00) 2 (2.67) Bowl [39]

and Mohd Nor [40]

Low interac-
tion/isolation 1 (1.35) 0 (0.00) 2 (2.70) 3 (4.00) Wyatt [34], Sagna & Vaccaro [32],

and Nguyen & Nguyen [29]

Technology and
access problems 4 (5.41) 5 (6.76) 8 (10.81) 17 (22.97) Bowl [39], Wyatt [34],

and Papé et al. [41]

Personal
(dispositional)

Low self-
confidence/fear

of failure
1 (1.35) 1 (1.35) 1 (1.35) 3 (4.00) Park & Choi [23], Mohd Nor [40],

and Sagna & Vaccaro [32]

Across the review period, personal determinants emerged as the most frequently
reported facilitators of adult learners’ participation in higher education. In particular,
intrinsic motivation—including interest in learning, personal fulfillment, and intellectual
stimulation—was the most consistently identified determinant and appeared in more than
three quarters of the reviewed studies. Although intrinsic motivation has been previously
prominent during the early 2000s, its prevalence further increased in studies published
after 2020, which indicated sustained scholarly attention to adults’ internal drivers of
participation. Extrinsic or career-related motivation, such as professional advancement,
employability, and credential attainment, was also reported across the three time periods,
reflecting the persistent relevance of labor market considerations in the decision of adults
to participate.

Determinants related to learning agency and self-regulation, including self-directed
learning, persistence, and time-management strategies, were evident across the periods
but became more visible from the 2010s onward. Within the social/family domain, family
motivation and support functioned as important facilitators across periods. In particular,
emotional encouragement, practical support (e.g., childcare), and reciprocal motivation
were increasingly emphasized in recent studies. Institutional determinants exhibited the
most evident temporal shift. While early studies rarely highlighted institutional enablers, re-
search published after 2020 increasingly emphasized flexible learning provision—including
online, blended, hybrid, and part-time formats—as a key facilitator, with academic and
support services appearing less frequently but primarily in the most recent period.

In contrast, situational barriers related to adults’ life and work contexts were consis-
tently reported across the periods. Work–study conflict emerged as the most frequently
identified barrier, which reflected persistent challenges in balancing between employment
and academic demands. Time constraints and financial pressures—including tuition costs,
living expenses, and income loss—were also reported throughout the review periods,
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which underscored long-standing economic constraints, frequently implicitly associated
with broad institutional and policy arrangements.

Within the institutional domain, barriers related to inflexibility and limited support
were more common in 2000–2009 and 2010–2019, while technology- and access-related
barriers notably increased after 2020. These barriers included challenges in the use of
digital platforms, Internet connectivity, and decreased interaction or social isolation in
online learning environments. Personal (dispositional) barriers, such as low levels of self-
confidence and fear of failure, appeared less frequently than did situational or institutional
barriers; nevertheless, they were present across the periods.

These results reveal a clear temporal pattern in the empirical factors that influence
adult learners’ participation. The determinants shifted gradually from an emphasis on
individual motivation to increased attention to institutional enablers, specifically flexible
learning provision, after the post-2020 period. By contrast, barriers exhibited greater
continuity, with situational constraints persisting across periods and institutional barriers
evolving primarily through the emergence of technology- and access-related challenges in
digitally mediated learning contexts.

3.2.2. Theoretical Frameworks

Table 9 summarizes the theoretical frameworks used to explain adult learners’ partici-
pation in higher education across the three periods. The findings indicate that the literature
does not converge on a single theoretical tradition; instead, it reflects distinct explanatory
emphases that have shifted over time.

Table 9. Theoretical frameworks used to explain adult learners’ participation in higher education by
period (2000–2025).

Theoretical Framework
(Dominant Explanatory Focus)

2000–2009
n (%)

2010–2019
n (%)

2020–2025
n (%)

Total
n (%) Representative Studies

Individual-level frameworks
(e.g., motivation and

self-directed learning)
8 (10.81) 9 (12.16) 6 (8.11) 23 (31.08) Park & Choi [23], Elliott [28],

and Wang et al. [25]

Identity and
engagement frameworks 2 (2.70) 7 (9.46) 4 (5.41) 13 (17.57) Kasworm [5], Fragoso et al. [31],

and Sagna & Vaccaro [32]

Life course/
situational frameworks 6 (8.11) 9 (12.16) 5 (6.76) 20 (27.03)

Schuetze & Slowey [26],
Dæhlen & Ure [36], and
Nguyen & Nguyen [29]

Institutional/
structural frameworks 1 (1.35) 5 (6.76) 8 (10.81) 14 (18.92) Bowl [39], Blieck et al. [33],

and Papé et al. [41]

Lifelong learning/
employability frameworks 0 (0.00) 3 (4.05) 1 (1.35) 4 (5.41)

Schuetze & Slowey [26],
Aittola & Ursin [27],
and Wang et al. [25]

During the 2000–2009 period, studies predominantly used individual-level
frameworks—interpreting participation primarily from the perspectives of personal motiva-
tion, readiness, and self-directed learning. Table 9 depicts that these frameworks accounted
for the largest proportion of studies published during this period, indicating a strong
emphasis on individual agency in early explanations of adult learners’ participation.

In the 2010–2019 period, the use of identity- and engagement-oriented frameworks and
life course or situational perspectives markedly increased. Studies increasingly emphasized
adult learners’ negotiated identity, sense of belonging, and engagement experience, along
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with the influence of work, family responsibility, and other life circumstances, thereby
reflecting a broader explanatory focus on relational and situational contexts.

In the 2020–2025 period, institutional and structural frameworks became increasingly
prominent (Table 9). Research published after 2020 more frequently conceptualized par-
ticipation as a structurally mediated process, influenced by institutional flexibility, access
to online and hybrid learning environments, and organizational support mechanisms.
A small but notable subset of studies also adopted lifelong learning and employability-
oriented frameworks, associating adult learners’ participation with broad labor market and
policy contexts.

These findings reveal a progressive shift in theoretical explanations of adult learners’
participation—from predominantly individual-centered models to frameworks that fore-
ground identity, situational constraint, and, recently, institutional and structural contexts.
This temporal pattern aligns with the empirical trends observed in terms of determinants
and barriers and reflects broad transformations in higher education contexts.

4. Discussion
This systematic review synthesized the evolution of research on adult learners’ partici-

pation in higher education over the past 25 years, with particular attention to empirical
determinants, barriers, and theoretical frameworks. Across the reviewed studies, defini-
tions of adult learners were not applied consistently. As demonstrated by the coexistence of
age-based, life-course or participation-based, status-labeled, and composite operationaliza-
tion reported in the results, this definitional heterogeneity limits direct comparability across
studies and suggests that the synthesized findings reflect shared participation conditions
rather than a homogeneous population. Accordingly, the results should be interpreted
as indicative of dominant patterns and trajectories in the literature, rather than uniform
effects across clearly bounded learner groups. By integrating empirical factors with their
theoretical interpretations, this study advances the understanding of both the conditions
shaping adult learners’ participation and the evolution of the research landscape over time.

Although the final corpus consisted of only 74 studies over a 25-year period, this
volume is comparable to prior systematic reviews addressing adult participation and
lifelong learning, which similarly report relatively modest annual publication rates (e.g.,
Boeren [11]). Rather than indicating a narrow or incomplete coverage of the field, the
size of the corpus reflects the specificity of the present review’s focus on participation in
degree-granting higher education, as well as the application of strict inclusion criteria. In
this sense, the review should be understood as offering a focused synthesis of a distinct
subfield within adult and higher education research, rather than an exhaustive account of
all research on adult learning more broadly.

4.1. Long-Standing Personal Determinants and Persistent Situational Barriers

One of the most consistent findings across the three time periods is the persistent
prominence of personal determinants, particularly intrinsic motivation. Adult learners’
participation was repeatedly associated with internal drivers such as interest in learning,
personal fulfillment, and self-directed goals. This pattern closely aligns with classical adult
learning theory, which emphasizes adults’ self-direction and internal goal orientation, as
articulated by Houle [13] and Knowles et al. [42]. The persistence of intrinsic motivation
across the periods implies that individual agency remains an important component of adult
learners’ participation in higher education despite structural and technological changes.

In contrast to the relative stability of personal determinants, situational barriers—particularly
work–study conflict, time constraint, and financial pressure—also exhibited a strong con-
tinuity over time. These barriers reflect the complex life and work contexts in which
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adult learners are embedded and correspond to the situational constraints identified in
Cross’s [14] participation framework. The findings indicate that, while the delivery modes
for higher education have diversified, these fundamental constraints have remained promi-
nent, which underscores the limitations of strategies for expanding participation, which
solely focus on access or modality without addressing the broad life contexts of adults.

4.2. Increasing Emphasis on Institutional Determinants

While personal motivation remained central, the review identified a notable increase
in institutional determinants, particularly after 2020. Flexible learning provision—such as
online, blended, and part-time formats—emerged as an increasingly prominent facilitator
of adult learners’ participation. This shift is likely attributable to structural changes in
higher education triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the adoption of
digitally mediated delivery formats and foregrounded institutional responsibilities related
to digital infrastructure, instructional design, and learner support. As a result, participation
was increasingly conceptualized not solely as an outcome of individual motivation but
as a function of institutional flexibility and organizational capacity to accommodate adult
learners’ life circumstances, consistent with broader policy discourse emphasizing access
and flexibility in mass higher education systems (OECD [3]).

At the same time, the review revealed a paradoxical pattern: alongside the growing
emphasis on institutional enablers, studies increasingly reported institutional barriers,
particularly technology-related challenges and experiences of isolation in online learning
environments. These findings align with recent scholarship on online pedagogy, which
underscores the critical role of instructional design, social interaction, and sustained in-
stitutional support in fostering persistence among adult learners (e.g., Martin et al. [43]).
Consistent with emerging research on online dropout [17], the results indicate that insti-
tutional flexibility functions as a necessary but insufficient condition for adult learners’
participation unless accompanied by robust and ongoing support structures.

4.3. Shifts in Theoretical Explanations of Adult Learners’ Participation

The observed increase in qualitative research over time may reflect a broader episte-
mological shift in higher education research. As adult learners came to be understood as
heterogeneous and contextually situated actors, researchers increasingly adopted qualita-
tive approaches to capture lived experiences, identity negotiation, and meaning-making
processes that are not easily reducible to standardized survey measures.

Beyond mapping empirical patterns, this review reveals a clear temporal evolution
in theoretical explanations of adult learners’ participation, characterized by a cumulative
expansion of explanatory perspectives rather than the displacement of earlier models.
Early studies (2000–2009) predominantly employed individual-level frameworks, concep-
tualizing participation primarily as a function of motivation, readiness, and self-directed
learning. While these approaches provided valuable insight into learner agency, they
tended to underemphasize contextual and institutional influences.

From the 2010s onward, the literature increasingly incorporated identity- and
engagement-oriented frameworks, reflecting a growing recognition of adult learners as
situated actors who negotiate belonging, legitimacy, and participation within higher edu-
cation contexts. This shift aligns with research on adult learner identity and engagement
(e.g., Kasworm [5]) and with later engagement models emphasizing the relational interface
between learners and institutions (e.g., Kahu & Nelson [44]).

In the most recent period (2020–2025), institutional and structural frameworks gained
further prominence, paralleling the empirical rise of institutional determinants. Partic-
ipation was increasingly conceptualized as a structurally mediated process shaped by
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institutional policies, digital infrastructures, and broader lifelong learning agendas. The
emergence of lifelong learning and employability-oriented frameworks further situates
adult learners’ participation within labor market and policy contexts, consistent with
international perspectives advanced by UNESCO [45] and the OECD [3].

4.4. Integrating Empirical Factors and Theoretical Frameworks

The findings indicate a co-evolution of empirical focus and theoretical interpretation in
the literature on adult learners’ participation in higher education. While intrinsic motivation
and situational constraints have remained persistent features, theoretical explanations have
progressively expanded from predominantly individual-centered models toward more
integrative frameworks that foreground identity, institutional responsibility, and structural
conditions. Rather than displacing earlier motivational theories, recent scholarship appears
to extend them by embedding learner agency within digitally mediated, organizational,
and policy environments. This theoretical reorientation reflects both empirical changes in
higher education delivery and evolving epistemological commitments within the field.

This integrative perspective carries important implications for research and practice.
For researchers, it underscores the value of multi-level theoretical approaches that bridge
individual agency with institutional and structural contexts. For policymakers and higher
education institutions, it highlights the need to move beyond access-oriented reforms
and to address persistent situational barriers alongside the design of flexible, supportive
learning environments that respond to adult learners’ complex life circumstances.

5. Conclusions
This review demonstrates that adult learners’ participation in higher education is

influenced by the dynamic interaction among long-standing personal motivations, per-
sistent situational constraints, and increasingly salient institutional conditions, within
a research landscape that has expanded markedly and has diversified methodologically
since 2020. While intrinsic motivation has remained a stable driver of participation over
time, theoretical and empirical attention has progressively shifted toward contextual and
structural explanations, particularly in studies published after 2020. This evolution re-
flects broad transformations in delivery modes in higher education, including digitaliza-
tion, expanded access, and elevated institutional responsibility for adult learners’ engage-
ment. These results imply that advancing adult learners’ participation in higher education
requires approaches that extend beyond individual motivation to address multi-level
conditions—integrating learner agency with supportive institutional designs and policy
frameworks. By systematically mapping empirical factors and theoretical explanations
over time, this review provides a consolidated foundation for future research and practice
aimed to support diverse adult learners within the increasingly complex landscape of
higher education.

Despite its comprehensive scope, this review has limitations. First, while the study fo-
cused on international peer-reviewed articles in major databases, it may have only partially
captured region-specific gray literature or non-English publications. Second, the poten-
tially rapid evolution of digital tools after 2025 warrants further longitudinal investigation.
Future research should prioritize intersectional analyses of the interaction of demographic
variables—such as age, gender, and socioeconomic status—with newly identified insti-
tutional determinants to refine the current understanding on equitable access in higher
education. Third, this review has limitations related to its search strategy and inclusion
criteria. Although the search terms were expanded beyond the initial combinations, it
is possible that some relevant studies were not captured, particularly those focusing on
non-traditional, mature, or post-traditional students without explicitly using the terms
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adult or participation. This limitation reflects the broader lack of terminological consis-
tency in the field rather than an oversight unique to the present review. Consequently,
the findings should be interpreted as representative of dominant research patterns within
the defined scope rather than as an exhaustive mapping of all literature related to adult
or non-traditional learners in higher education. Finally, sensitivity analyses comparing
high-quality studies with the full set of included articles were not conducted. Given the
substantial heterogeneity in research designs, methods, and reporting practices, applying
uniform quality thresholds would have required arbitrary decisions. Future reviews fo-
cusing on specific outcomes or interventions may benefit from conducting formal quality
appraisals and sensitivity analyses to assess the robustness of synthesized findings.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Integrated codebook for empirical factors and theoretical frameworks.

Analytical Domain Category Dimension/Framework Elements (Indicators)

Empirical factors Determinants Personal
Intrinsic motivation; extrinsic/career motivation;

learning agency and self-regulation; positive learner
self-concept; and personal goals and aspirations

Social/family

Emotional support from family, practical/logistical
support (e.g., childcare), family-based motivation or

role-model effects, peer support, and sense
of belonging

Situational (life/work) Supportive work conditions; alignment between
work and study; life-stage compatibility

Institutional

Flexible learning provision
(online/blended/part-time); flexible scheduling and
pacing; academic and support services; recognition

of prior learning; and accessible information
and guidance
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Table A1. Cont.

Analytical Domain Category Dimension/Framework Elements (Indicators)

Empirical factors Barriers Personal (dispositional)
Low self-confidence, fear of failure, academic

anxiety, negative prior educational experiences, and
perceived lack of preparedness

Social/family
Caregiving responsibilities, conflicting family

expectations, limited social support, and competing
domestic roles

Situational (life/work)
Work–study conflict, time constraints, financial

constraints (tuition, living costs, income loss), and
health-related issues or fatigue

Institutional

Institutional inflexibility, insufficient academic or
administrative support, limited interaction or

isolation (especially online), and technology and
access problems

Theoretical frameworks Individual-level Motivation, self-directed learning, readiness to learn,
and individual agency

Identity- and
engagement-oriented

Adult learner identity, sense of belonging,
engagement, and relational experiences

Life course/situational Work–family balance, role conflict, life transitions,
and timing of participation

Institutional/structural
Institutional flexibility; access; organizational

support; structural barriers and enablers; and digital
delivery systems

Lifelong learning/
employability-oriented

Lifelong learning policy, employability,
reskilling/upskilling, and labor market demands
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