




Some reasons are more influential than others in students’ decision to pursue a master degree.  

Figure 1 shows that students who participated in our survey reported to be mainly influenced by professional 
aspirations and the pursuit of knowledge in their decision to enroll in their current master degree program. 
Other goals, such as preparing for a PhD program (educational aspirations); wanting to stand out from among 
graduates with only a bachelor degree (status attainment); and looking to meeting new people and finding 
new opportunities (pursuit of social capital) were also rated as having been influential on the decision to enroll 
in a master degree program. 

The last three motivational domains – wanting to experience being a student again, wanting to study or settle 
in another country, and wanting to become eligible for various benefits associated with being a student – were 
reported to have little influence on the decisions of the majority of our respondents.

THOSE WHO RETURN FROM WORK FOR A MASTER WANT KNOWLEDGE, EXPERIENCES

  
Figure 2. Average motivational scores of survey respondents by domain and age group

The student body of master degree programs is comprised of students who enroll immediately (or shortly) 
after earning their bachelor degree, and of students who return to higher education to pursue a master degree 
after having spent some time in the labor force. In our analytic sample (n = 544), 13% of the master students 
were 30 years or older. Our results confirm that there are important differences between younger and older 
students’ reasons for pursuing a master degree.

Figure 2 compares the average motivational scores of master students below and above 30 years of age. While 
the overall pattern of relative importance is similar, older master students attributed the greatest influence to 
the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, compared to younger students for whom professional aspirations 
were reported to have been the greatest influence. Master students over the age of 30 also reported that the 
desire to experience being a student again had at least some influence on their decision to pursue a master 
degree. On average, experiential rationales were less influential in the younger age group.

The pursuit of new connections and new opportunities had roughly the same influence on younger and older 
master students. Educational aspirations, status attainment, and instrumental motivations seem to have 
played a substantially smaller role in older students’ decision to enroll in a master degree program compared 
to their younger peers.
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