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What began 20 years ago as a disruptive innovation pioneered by for-profit universities and a handful of 
entrepreneurial private and public, adult-focused institutions has now become mainstream; more than 
80% of public universities and half of private colleges offer at least one fully online program (Clinefelter, 
Madga, & Aldridge, 2013). With the advent of new questions in the 2012 Department of Education’s 
Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) survey, official data are now available regarding 
the number of U.S. college students studying online. These data show that in 2012, 5.5 million students 
(26% of all college students) took at least one online course and 2.6 million students (13%) studied fully 
online. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) IPEDS, approximately 2 million 
of the students who studied fully online were undergraduates and 600,000 were graduate students 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Clearly, online teaching and learning exert a strong influence on 
higher education in the United States.

Although the percentage of students studying online continues to grow rapidly, the rate of growth is 
slowing. This is a logical outcome as the size of the online population gets larger and, thus, does not 
reflect any lessening of interest or demand. As the growth rate slows, there will come a point of balance 
where the growth rate of online enrollments matches that of the total student population. Roughly 
one-third of online students report that they probably wouldn’t consider an on-campus program even 
if it were available. To complement this percentage, there is undoubtedly a significant number of on-
campus students who probably wouldn’t consider an online program even if it were available. We 
estimate that eventually, about one-third of college students will study fully online, one-third will study 
only on campus, and one-third will do both.

In addition to providing an alternative path to a degree, online learning technology provides 
opportunities within the classroom. Even institutions that do not offer online programs still provide a 
learning management system for on-campus students. And as faculty members teach more and more 
online courses, they incorporate online teaching methods into their on-campus courses. 

As online programs have matured, two trends have emerged that forecast increasing competition 
among service providers. First, students are enrolling in institutions further from home. Second, the 
range of program offerings is expanding. Professional fields such as business, information technology, 
nursing and criminal justice have the largest online enrollments, but online degrees are now available 
in specializations such as interior design, game design, museum studies, sign language, real estate, 
substance abuse prevention, radiology, aeronautics, veterinary assistance and bioinformatics. 

As competition intensifies, the convenience of online study is less compelling to students. Outcomes 
such as placement rates and features such as price and credit transfer are gaining importance as 
attractive points of difference. Institutions need to articulate clearly what makes their online programs 
distinct and track student outcomes to provide quantifiable data to prospective students.

Introduction
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In spring of 2014, Learning House and Aslanian Market Research conducted online surveys with 1,500 
individuals nationwide who were at least 18 years of age; who had a minimum of a high school degree 
or equivalent; and who were recently enrolled, currently enrolled, or planned to enroll in the next 12 
months in either a fully online undergraduate or graduate degree program, or a fully online certificate 
or licensure program. 

This is the third annual survey of online students conducted jointly by Learning House and Aslanian 
Market Research. The 2014 survey repeats the sampling procedures of the 2012 and 2013 studies. 
Some questions have been repeated each year, and emerging trends are noted in this report. In other 
cases, responses have been consistent across years. Some topics are new in this year’s report. To gain a 
more complete understanding of the characteristics and preferences of college students in fully online 
programs, we recommend reading both previous annual reports. The 2012 report may be accessed at 
www.learninghouse.com/OCS2012 and the 2013 report at www.learninghouse.com/OCS2013.

The patterns and preferences of the sample of individuals interviewed is reflective of online students 
as a whole, and the data reflect a national template of the behavior and preferences of these students. 
College and university leaders can use this information to attract and serve this growing population. 
Individual institutions should also consider regional data and their positioning in the local marketplace.

Throughout this report, the trends noted reflect aggregated data, comprised of both undergraduate and 
graduate online student responses. If noteworthy differences between undergraduate and graduate 
students exist, the report calls attention to these differences.

Within the report, there are many recommendations for online programs based on survey findings and 
our collective experience. These recommendations are presented in green italicized text at the end of 
selected sections.

Key findings of the 2014 study include the following:

•	 Online students are enrolling at institutions further away from their residence. 

A slight majority of undergraduates report enrolling in a campus or center within 100 miles of where they live but 
less than half of graduate students do the same. Three-year trends show students are increasingly willing to attend 
an institution farther from home. (In 2012, 80% reported attending an institution within 100 miles of where they 
lived. This declined to 69% in 2013 and 54% in 2014.)

•	 Although cost and financial aid are important to online students, these are not deciding 
factors in their selection of an online program.

Although cost remained a top selection factor and the most-often-asked question of enrollment advisors, students 
demonstrated that they are balancing quality and cost. Sixty-six percent of undergraduate online students and 
79% of graduate online students who had already enrolled report that they did not select the least expensive 
program available. 

Financial aid was critical for about half of those surveyed, yet only 20% say they would not attend an institution if 
their financial aid needs had not been met. 

Key Findings and Observations

http://www.learninghouse.com/OCS2012
http://www.learninghouse.com/OCS2013
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•	 Online students are looking to improve their employment situation and are satisfied with 
their investment in an online degree. 

A large majority of students pursuing online degrees and certificates are doing so for employment-related reasons. 
They want full-time jobs, new jobs, better jobs, or need more training for their current jobs. Within a year of 
graduation, about 40% report improvement in their employment status, typically a raise or promotion. About 60% 
of undergraduates and 70% of graduate students report being completely satisfied with their investment of time 
and money.

•	 High job placement rate is the most appealing marketing message. 

Given a choice of 18 different marketing messages, the overwhelming favorite was “90% job placement.” Three 
messages were runners-ups: “Earn your degree in one year,” “study at your own pace,” and “free textbooks.”

•	 Although many universities prefer to price by credit hour, most students prefer to think of 
the total degree cost. In general, students appear to be confused about the price they pay. 

Most students, both undergraduate and graduate, prefer to think about cost in terms of the entire degree with per-
course pricing their second choice at 33%. Per credit is the least favored way to think about price. 

•	 About 80% of online undergraduates have earned credit elsewhere and transfer credit is 
important to them. 

As in 2013, a large majority of online undergraduate students bring credits with them. About half report having 
“most” or “all” of their transfer credits accepted. Almost 80% report it is very important that they can easily find 
information about transfer credits, have their questions answered quickly, and receive prompt decisions about 
transfer credit from institutions of interest.

•	 Business continues to be the most common field of study. 

Business and related fields continue to enroll the most online students with more than 25% of the total. Professional 
fields such as IT, criminal justice, and nursing are also popular. Although there are a handful of disciplines that 
attract large enrollments, students report more than 140 different fields or specializations of interest. Within the 
business discipline, for example, undergraduate students select a wide variety of specializations with accounting, 
business communications, and business administration being the most popular, while graduate business students 
are more likely to specialize in a functional area such as accounting, marketing, IT and leadership.

•	 Reputation and price continue to be key selection criteria. 

Although a number of factors influence the choice of a college, reputation and price continue to be most important. 
The primary driver of reputation is accreditation followed by recognition, rankings, and recommendations. 

•	 Some students have a clear preference for online study. 

Almost 90% of online students surveyed report that online study was equal to or better than classroom study. About 
one-third report they were not likely to have considered classroom or hybrid programs. Among those who started 
on campus but didn’t complete their degree in that format, most report issues such as personal events, a new job 
or relocation as the reason.

•	 A higher percentage of online students are unemployed. 

The number of individuals working full time declined from 60% in 2012 to 55% in 2013 and 46% in 2014. The 
number working part time has been constant, while the number of those who are unemployed rose from 16% to 
24% to 30% over the past three consecutive studies. 

•	 A higher percentage of online students rely only on financial aid to pay for school. 

Since 2012, there has been an increasing trend of students paying for school with “student loans and other financial 
aid only,” selected by 31% of respondents in 2012, 37% in 2013 and 40% in 2014.
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Level and Field of Study

Type of Credential 

The vast majority of those surveyed were pursuing degrees, 
whether in associate’s, bachelor’s, or graduate programs. 
Ten percent were pursuing certificates, with licensure a 
smaller percentage. 

The survey sample was deliberately weighted to include 
more graduate students as the graduate market is smaller 
than the undergraduate but also more deeply penetrated 
online. Based on the most recently published Eduventures 
estimates of the online degree market, as many as 29% 
of online degree-seeking students are enrolled in an 
associate’s degree, 42% in a bachelor’s, 27% in a master’s, 
and 3% in a doctoral program. In this survey, 24% of degree 
seekers are enrolled in or interested in an associate’s degree, 33% in a bachelor’s, 39% in a master’s, and 
4% in a doctoral program. More than 10% of students at both the undergraduate and graduate levels 
are interested in or enrolled in certificates or licensure programs.

Field of Study 

Business continues to be the largest field of study for online students, attracting more than one-quarter 
of all students at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. Seventeen percent of undergraduates are 
enrolled in health-related fields while 14% are enrolled in computer science and information technology. 
At the graduate level, education and teaching was the field with the second-highest enrollments with 
the remaining graduate enrollments spread fairly evenly among other fields of study.

Percent of Respondents
Subject Area of Degree Undergraduate Graduate
Business 28% 28%
Health-related professions 17 11
Computers and information technology 14 9
Social sciences, criminal justice and law 11 10
Arts and humanities 9 7
Education and teaching 8 22
Counseling and human services 6 8
Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 6 6

A significant percentage of students are enrolled in associate-level programs. Therefore, institutions 
that only offer degree-completion programs or require an associate’s degree are missing this population. 
Undergraduate students tend to enroll in certificate programs prior to earning a degree while graduate 
students tend to enroll in certificate programs after earning a master’s degree. Offering undergraduate 
certificates is an effective way to start students on a path to a degree.

Certi�cate
10%

Licensure
3%

Degree
88%

Type of Degree Earned

Note: In the 2014 survey, the list of major fields of study was expanded to include Computers and Information Technology as well as Counseling and 
Human Services. This contributes to the 2014 decline in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and social sciences percentages.
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Top 15 Majors

Undergraduate Graduate
Business administration 1 1
Nursing 2 2
Information technology 3 15
Criminal justice 4 6
Early childhood education 5 --
Psychology 6 6
Medical billing 7 --
Accounting 8 12
Computer science and engineering 8 --
Social work 10 10
Health information technology 11 --
Web development 11 --
Health administration 13 5
Networks/computer networking 13 --
Elementary education 13 3
Educational administration, K-12 4
Library science 6
General mental health counseling 9
Special education 10
Educational technology 12
Secondary education 12
Counseling/psychology/psychotherapy 15
Curriculum and instruction 15

Respondents were asked to identify a concentration or sub-field within their field of study. The largest 
concentrations are reported in the next chart. The number of individuals in these concentrations is 
typically small. Therefore, there are not significant differences in most cases. At the undergraduate 
level, concentrations with at least 0.007% of the sample (6 students) are included. At the graduate 
level, concentrations with 0.01% of the sample (6 students) are included. Business concentration 
areas are divided into Business Administration and Business Degree. Business Administration includes 
respondents majoring in business administration. Business Degree includes students majoring in 
related fields such as accounting, finance, human resources, etc. 

Fifty-eight percent of online business students indicate that programmatic accreditation, such as from 
AACSB or ACBSP, was very important for their business program although half did not know whether or 
not their program was accredited.

About half of Information Technology respondents indicate their Computers and IT program led to 
certification, with about 30% indicating Microsoft certification.

Note: Because these specializations are self-reported, some specializations appear in multiple fields of study. 



page | 9Online College Students 2014: Comprehensive Data on Demands and Preferences

Undergraduate Fields of Study/Specializations

28%

17%
14%

11%

9%
8%

6%
6%

Business
Business Administration 
     Accounting, Business Communications, 
     Business Administration, Business 
     Leadership, Human Resources
Business Degree
     Accounting

Health & Medicine
Nursing, Medical Billing, Health 
Administration, Health Information 
Technology; Pharmacy

Computers & IT
Information Technology, Computer 
Science & Engineering, Web Development, 
Networks/Computer Networking, 
Programming/Coding

Social Science & 
Criminal Justice 
Criminal Justice, Psychology, Social 
Work, Paralegal Studies

Arts & Humanities
Graphic/Web Design, Liberal Arts, 
History, General Arts, Music

Education & 
Training
Early Childhood Education, 
Elementary Education

Counseling &
Human Services
Human Services Administration, 
Counseling/Psychology/Psychotherapy, 
Social Work, Marriage & Family Therapy, 
Substance Abuse Prevention & Treatment

STEM
Engineering, Forensic Science, 
Information Technology, Biology
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Graduate Fields of Study/Specializations

28%

22%
11%

10%

9%

8%

7%
6%

Business
Business Administration 
     Accounting, Marketing, Business 
     Leadership, Business Information 
     Systems, Human Resources
Business Degree
     Accounting, Human Resources, 
     Public Administration, Health 
     Administration

Health & Medicine
Nursing, Health Administration, 
Doctor of Medicine

Computers & IT
Information Technology, Computer 
Science & Engineering, Computer 
Security/Cybersecurity, Software 
Engineering, Technology Management

Social Science & 
Criminal Justice 
Criminal Justice, Psychology, Social Work,
Homeland Security, Law Arts & Humanities

Religious Studies, History, 
CommunicationsEducation & 

Training
Elementary Education, Educational 
Administration K-12, Library Science, 
Special Education, Secondary Education

Counseling &
Human Services
General Mental Health Counseling, 
Counseling/Psychology/Psychotherapy, 
Social Work, Marriage & Family Therapy, 
School Guidance Counseling

STEM
Engineering, Environmental Sciences, 
Biology, Engineering Management, 
Information Technology

A critical decision for college and university leaders relates to the selection of programs to offer online. 
Mission, history, and current offerings factor into the decision, as well as market research. The data above 
indicate the most popular fields of study that should be considered. These data also suggest topics for 
further investigation. For example, history made this list as a humanities sub-field at the undergraduate 
level. Institutions with a strong selection of faculty members specializing in history may consider offering a 
history degree with concentrations in museum management, archiving and curatorship. Computers and IT is 
a growing field in regard to the employment market. It may be difficult for an institution to offer a variety of 
online degrees in computer science, but certificates or a degree in specific programming languages may be 
feasible and meet a regional need. Offering the most popular degrees and offering niche programs are both 
viable strategies.
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Online Versus Other Modalities

Previous Enrollment in Online Study

Prior to enrollment in their current online program of study, a nearly identical percentage of students 
had not enrolled in any online study (43%) compared to those students that had taken individual 
online courses (45%). Less than 20% of students had completed a fully online program prior to current 
enrollment. 

Percent of Respondents
Previous Enrollment in Online Study All Undergraduate Graduate
Yes, I took individual online courses 45% 41% 45%
No 43 51 37
Yes, I completed another fully online program 17 11 25

Comparing Online to Classroom

Students were asked to compare the online learning experience to the traditional classroom experience. 
Ninety percent of students sampled indicate that the online experience was the same or better than 
classroom instruction. Undergraduates were more likely (50%) than graduate students (43%) to respond 
that online was better than classroom.

Percent of Respondents
Compare Online to Classroom All Undergraduate Graduate
Better 47% 50% 43%
About the same 43 41 48
Not as good 10 9 9

These students made the decision to enroll in a fully online program, so they were already favorably disposed 
to online study. Even with that caveat, satisfaction is extremely high with the online medium. These data can 
be useful to leaders with faculty who are reluctant to offer online courses and programs.
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Consideration of Classroom or Hybrid/Low Residency Programs

Students were asked to indicate the likelihood that they would consider a classroom program if the 
program they sought was not available in an online format. Overall, students seem to be equally split 
among not considering (37%), considering (35%), and being unsure (28%).

Similarly, another item asked students to indicate how likely they would be to consider a hybrid or low 
residency program if the program they sought was not available in an online format. Overall, students 
seem to be equally split among not considering (30%) and considering (30%) such programs. Forty 
percent of respondents were unsure.

Consideration of Hybrid/ 
Low Residency Program

Consideration of 
Classroom Program

Definitely not 12% 15%
Probably not 18 22
Not sure 40 28
Probably would 22 24
Definitely would 8 11

Challenges of Classroom-Based Programs

Students were asked to indicate why they did not complete their degree in a classroom-based program, 
selecting all applicable reasons. For both undergraduate and graduate students, the most frequently 
cited reason was “personal event prevented me from continuing” followed by “I got a new job that 
prevented me from continuing.” 

Percent of Respondents
Why Not Classroom? (Select all that apply) All Undergraduate Graduate
Personal event prevented me from continuing 43% 45% 35%
I got a new job that prevented me from continuing 22 19 29
I moved 20 19 22
Cost 18 20 13
Classes weren’t available when I needed them 15 16 12
My interests changed 15 17 7
Other 9 9 9
Quality of the instruction 4 5 4

Many institutions are still debating whether or not the addition of online programs would cannibalize existing 
programs. Roughly one-third of online students would definitely not or probably not consider a classroom or 
hybrid program. Any institutions not offering fully online program options should be conscious of potentially 
omitting a substantial share of students.  

Institutions should consider policies that make it easy for departing on-ground students to switch to an 
online program within that college or university.
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Location of Institution

Proximity to Institution of Enrollment

With regard to proximity between the student’s current residence and the nearest campus or center of 
the institution in which they are enrolled or are planning to enroll in an online program, fewer students 
live close to campus. This trend is more pronounced for graduate students than undergraduates. Among 
undergraduates, about half live within 50 miles of the campus or center and this has held constant over 
the past three years. However, there has been a shift from 25% to 31% living more than 100 miles away. 
Among graduate students, there has been a downward shift from 40% to 34% of students living within 
50 miles while the percentage of those living more than 100 miles away has risen from 35% to 48%. 

2012 2013 2014
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Undergraduate Graduate

Online students, particularly online graduate students, are considering institutions farther from their home. 
Marketing professionals should consider or test expanding the geographic region for reaching prospective 
online graduate students.
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Selecting an Institution

Selection Factors

Students were asked to select the top three most important criteria in their selection of an online 
institution. As in previous years, the most important factors are reputation, tuition and fees, and no set 
class meeting times. Graduate students were somewhat more likely to indicate that “overall reputation 
of the college or university” and “recognized in your field as a high-quality college or university” as more 
important than were undergraduate students.

Four items have been ranked among the most important factors each year. They are reputation, price, 
no set meeting times and recognition as a high-quality institution. Two other items—simplicity of the 
admissions process and the amount of transfer credits accepted—have also been among the top 10 
items each year.  

Importance to Selection of Program (choose up to 3) Percent 
*^Overall reputation of the college or university 25%
*^Tuition and fees 24
*^No set class meeting times 19
*^Recognized in your field as a high-quality college or university 14
*Students never have to visit campus during their study 13
Recommendation of a friend/family member 12
*A personal academic advisor who contacts me regularly 11
Positive interactions with financial aid personnel 10
*Availability of courses that teach workplace skills such as 
problem solving, critical thinking, and teamwork 10

*^Simplicity of admissions process 10
^Historically successful career placement 9
*^Amount of transfer credits accepted 9
Documented student learning outcomes 8
Classes are not demanding/classes are easy 8
*Class sessions with set times providing facilitated group interaction 7
Faculty that teach full time and hold a doctorate 7
^Faculty that teach part time and are practitioners in their field 7
Graduation rates 7
Availability of credit earned by examination or professional life experience 6
Employee tuition discounts/benefits 5
Known to be a rigorous program 5
Availability of “brush up” basic writing, math, and reading courses 4

* Among top 10 selection factors in the 2013 survey 
^ Among top 10 selection factors in the 2012 survey 
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Institutional Reputation 

Because reputation is continually the highest-ranked selection criteria, it is important to understand 
which factors establish a good reputation. For the second year, online students were asked to select the 
top three factors determining the reputation of a college or university. As in 2013, “it is accredited” was 
the most frequent response, selected by approximately three quarters of respondents. 

Four other factors received a high percentage of responses: “Recognized in my field as a high-quality 
institution,” “recommendations of friends, colleagues, and relatives,” “it holds a high ranking in the U.S. 
News and World Report annual rankings” and “it has high academic standards.” Recognition as a high-
quality institution and U.S. News and World Report rankings were more important to graduate students 
than undergraduate students. 

Percent of Respondents
Importance to Institutional Reputation (Choose up to 3) Undergraduate Graduate
It is accredited 72% 73%
Recognized in my field as a high-quality institution 32 40
Recommendations of friends, colleagues, and relatives 27 21
It has high academic standards 20 21
It holds a high ranking in the US News and 
World Report annual ranking 19 27

Accomplishments of its alumni 14 16
Faculty who are full-time, tenured, who hold PhDs 12 17
Strong ties with employers 12 10
It has a campus 11 7
Classes are demanding and difficult 10 14
It has high tuition 5 5
Faculty are part-time practitioners 4 4
Other 2 1

In both the 2013 and 2014 surveys, accreditation was overwhelmingly the most important factor in defining 
reputation. However, it is difficult for institutions to differentiate themselves in this regard. Two factors 
that institutions can use are quality and personal recommendations. Rankings and admission standards 
indicate quality, as do personal recommendations. Information about external recognition and personal 
endorsements of alumni should resonate well with prospective online students. 



page | 16Online College Students 2014: Comprehensive Data on Demands and Preferences

Transfer Credit

Because transfer credit is important to online students as a way to reduce time and cost to obtain a 
degree, the 2014 survey included a series of questions about transfer credits. Because most institutions 
restrict the number of transfer credits in graduate programs, the data and comments in this section refer 
to undergraduate programs only. 

As in the previous surveys, about 80% of undergraduate students report having credits to transfer with 
the typical number being in the range of 30–60 credits. The modality in which these credits were earned 
were primarily classroom (39%) and online delivery (31%). 

39% 31%

22%6%
2%

Classroom-based 
courses
Online courses

A mix of these 
course types

Partially online 
(hybrid/blended) 
courses

Other

undergraduate

undergraduate
How Existing Credits Were Earned

Completed Credits Prior to Enrollment

19%

17%
17%

15%

13%

11%9%

None

1–15 credits

16–30 credits

31–59 credits

60–90 credits

More than 90 credits

I don’t recall
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Acceptance of Transfer Credits 

Slightly more than half of students (52%) indicate that most or all of their credits were transferable 
into their current online program of study while about 20% report few or no credits transferred.  
These statistics may serve as a good benchmark for understanding where an institution falls on credit 
acceptance.

Importance of Transfer Credits to Enrollment Decision

We asked questions about transfer credit, including the amount of credit accepted, how quickly 
questions were answered and how long it took to learn the number of credits accepted. Each question 
about transfer credit was important to respondents. When analyzing responses by student’s institution 
type (for-profit, private not-for-profit and public not-for-profit), no significant difference in response was 
found. 

13%

20%
26%

26%7%
8%

None

Few

Some

Most

All

I don’t know yet

Transferable Credits

82% 

81% 

78% 
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Transfer credit is very important to online students. A high percentage have credits and they want to know 
how many will transfer. Speedy answers to questions about transfer credit and credit reviews are also very 
important to the enrollment process. Although there are many factors that affect credit transfer, colleges and 
universities that want to serve this market should review their policies and procedures to ensure they don’t 
have institutional barriers limiting credit transfer. About 40% reported some, few or no credits transferred. 
Each credit not accepted for transfer represents additional time and money students need to spend on 
their degree. Institutional leaders should review credit approval policies to ensure they are reasonable and 
appropriate.

Question Found to Be Important
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Perceived Value of Online Study

Primary Motivation for Enrollment

Among the entire sample of students, the most commonly cited primary motivation for enrolling in an 
online program was the desire to enter a new field of work (24%). The satisfaction of completing a degree 
was the second-most commonly cited reason (19%), followed by being unemployed or underemployed 
and needing further education to find a new job (14%). Undergraduate students had similarly distributed 
responses. At the graduate level, the most frequent response was seeking a promotion or new position 
(23%), followed by the satisfaction of completing an education (22%), and wanting a career in a new 
field (19%). 

Percent of Respondents
Primary Motivation for Enrollment Undergraduate Graduate
I wanted a career in a new field 26% 19%
The satisfaction of completing my education 19 22
I was unemployed/underemployed and needed more 
education to get a new job 17 9

I wanted to keep up to date with the skills and requirements 
of my current job 10 13

I was re-entering the job market and needed more education 7 7
I was seeking a promotion/new position in my field 6 23
It was a requirement by my employer/profession 6 6
I had just finished high school/GED 6 < 1
Other personal reasons not related to career 3 1

Although job placement and satisfaction are obviously important, students feel an emotional attachment to 
earning a degree. Institutions who appeal to that pride may be able to keep a more engaged, invested online 
student body.
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Financial Investment

Among those surveyed who had completed their online study, the majority of graduates indicate that 
their online program was “completely” worth the financial investment. (56% of undergraduate and 65% 
of graduate students.) 

Time Investment

The majority of recent online graduates feel that their online program was worth the investment of 
time. Fifty-nine percent of the undergraduate students selected “yes, completely.” There was a higher 
level of agreement at the graduate level, with 72% selecting “yes, completely.”
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Undergraduate Graduate
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Employment Status Change

Similar to last year’s study, in 2014 the majority of online students indicate that their employment status 
has not changed following program completion (58%). Of those indicating a change in employment, 
the most frequent changes are finding a new job in another industry while already employed (11%) and 
moving to a full-time position from a part-time position (11%).

Income and Employment Changes

Students who had completed their online study were asked to indicate if they received a raise or 
promotion as a result of completing their studies. Sixty-seven percent reported not receiving a raise or 
promotion. This number was higher at the undergraduate level (76%) than the graduate level (59%). 
Significantly more respondents reported receiving a raise or promotion in the 2013 survey.

I moved to a 
full-time position from 
a part-time position

I found a new job in 
another industry while 
I was already employed

I found a new job 
after being unemployed

I obtained my �rst job

No
64% Yes

31%

Other
5%

10%

8%

9%
4%

No
54%
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37%

Other
9%

9%

13%

10%
5%

undergrad gradUndergraduate Graduate
Employment Status

About one-third of the respondents had improved their employment and one-third received a raise or 
promotion within a year of graduation. These are positive outcomes that affirm the decision to enroll in an 
online program. However, institutions should be careful to not overpromise the possibility of a promotion or 
raise once a degree is obtained.
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59%

21%

13%7%6%

No

Yes, a raise

Both, a raise 
and promotion
Yes, a promotion

undergrad grad

Income and Promotion
Undergraduate Graduate



page | 21Online College Students 2014: Comprehensive Data on Demands and Preferences

Marketing to and Enrollment of Online Students

Length of Time From Search to Enrollment

Online students are very quick to select and enroll in an online program. Forty-two percent of online 
students report that the time it took from the “start” of their search for a program to “enrolling” was 
less than four weeks, with 65% reporting that the search process took less than eight weeks. Graduate 
students appear to have taken slightly longer, with only 57% of graduate students reporting that the 
search process took eight weeks or less. It is important to note, however, that these data are self-reported 
and prospective students may not be cognizant of the actual time spent, including both on their side 
and the institution’s side.

When these data were analyzed by institutional type, 46% of for-profit students made a decision within 
four weeks or less, followed by 42% of the public not-for-profit students and 31% of the private not-for-
profit students. This may indicate that not-for-profit institutions take more time to respond to students 
or that they enroll a higher percentage of graduate students. 

Although this question was asked differently in 2013, it does appear online students are shortening 
their time to enroll. Last year, 51% of students enrolled within three months, compared to 77% this year.
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Online students are making decisions very quickly. To gain the majority of these students and to compete 
with other institutions, the enrollment process should be completed within eight weeks. Also, having frequent 
term starts is helpful so that prospective students don’t have to wait long to start classes once they have 
made a selection.
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Appeal of Marketing Messages

With increased competition, developing successful marketing messaging is crucial. To better understand 
what messages resonate best with online students, respondents were presented with three marketing 
messages that fell within a specific category and asked to select the most appealing. For example, 
regarding cost, students were asked whether a “$400 scholarship,” a “free iPad” or “free textbooks” 
resonated most. In some categories, there were definitive favorites. In the above cost category, 50% 
of students selected “free textbooks.” In others, no messaging was an overall winner. In the quality 
category, all three selections (“Faculty have real-world experience,” “ranked among the best by U.S. 
News” and “programs developed in collaboration with industry leaders”) resonated with about one-
third of respondents.

Looking across all the given marketing messages, there were some clear winners. The most appealing 
message across all categories was “90 percent job placement” with 25% of respondents selecting it 
across all of their favorite messages. Three messages each accounted for about 10%: “Earn your degree 
in one year,” “study at your own pace,” and “free textbooks.” Interestingly, there was little to no difference 
between graduate and undergraduate students in the selection of which marketing messages were 
most appealing.

All Marketing Messages Percent 
90 percent job placement 25%
Earn your degree in one year 10
Study at your own pace 10
Free text books 9
Study only what you need to learn 6
Qualify for a $400 scholarship 5
Year-round class offerings 4
Career assistance for life 4
Faculty have real world experience 4
Ranked among the best by U.S. News 4
Free iPad 3
Easily transfer your credits 3
Personalized learning 3
Tutors available to online students 3
Programs developed in collaboration with industry leaders 3
Internships available 2
Personalized academic adviser 2
Extensive alumni network 1

Certain marketing messages resonate better with online students. Marketers only have a short amount of 
time and limited words to gain the interest of a prospective online student. Although it is natural to think that 
a personalized academic advisor and internship opportunities are valued, from these data there are many 
other assets that appear to be more appealing.
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Questions for Enrollment Advisor 

By understanding the types of questions online students have, institutions can be more prepared with 
the necessary information and training of enrollment advisors. As expected, the most frequently asked 
question was: “How much does it cost?” Undergraduate students were more likely to select “how much 
financial aid can I get?” with 61% of undergraduates and 45% of graduates posing this question to an 
enrollment advisor.

Enrollment Advisor Questions (select all that apply) Percent 
How much does it cost? 64%
How long will it take to complete? 60
How much financial aid can I get? 54
How many hours will it likely take each week to complete my work? 43
How much transfer credit can I bring in? 34
I never spoke with an enrollment advisor. 5
Other 2

Application Process

To better understand what is commonly included in an online program application, students were asked 
about the required elements. A large majority (77%) indicate transcripts needed to be submitted and 
about 40% were required to submit standardized test scores. About twice as many graduate students 
(48%) as undergraduates (27%) were required to submit essays as part of the application process.

Although the financial aid staff can answer detailed questions, consider ensuring all enrollment advisors 
can talk knowledgably about cost and financial aid possibilities. Consider adding a tuition planner to the 
enrollment staff to serve as a liaison between the enrollment and financial aid departments.

The majority of schools do not 
appear to require standardized 
tests or essays as part of the 
application process. Institutions 
that do should re-evaluate if this 
is a necessity. If it is, take the time 
to explain to the prospective 
students what these items 
mean to your institution and 
why they are important for your 
institution. Consider performing 
transcript collection services 
for prospective students to 
help streamline the application 
process.
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Paying for Online Programs

Funding Sources

For the third year, the survey asked online students how they plan to pay for their online studies. Since 
2012, there has been a trend of an increasing percentage of students paying for school with “student 
loans and other financial aid only” (31% in 2012, 37% in 2013 and 40% in 2014). Graduate students are 
less likely to use only loans and financial aid and more likely to use other sources such as personal funds 
and employer assistance.

There was a question about the importance of financial aid and one about sources of funding if financial 
aid didn’t cover the cost. About half of respondents report that financial aid was essential for their 
enrollment but only 17% report they would not attend if financial aid did not cover the cost. 
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Cost as Enrollment Criterion

Cost has been among the top three selection criteria for the past three years. To better understand how 
online students think about the cost of their program, this year’s survey delved a little deeper. 

Students were asked how they thought about cost when making an enrollment decision. Although 
the majority of online students think of cost as the total cost of obtaining the degree or certificate, a 
substantial percentage also think about cost per course. Only about one quarter think of cost per credit.

Students were asked to indicate how much they paid per credit, per course and per degree. These 
findings should be interpreted with caution because they are self-reported and the numbers may not 
accurately represent the actual cost of tuition. Scholarships and previously earned credit made it difficult 
to ascertain actual cost per degree across the entire student population, so we have not reported the 
per degree number here. Graduate students report paying higher costs whether per credit, course or 
degree.

Percent of Respondents
Mean Cost Undergraduate Graduate
Per credit $251.57 $314.13
Per course $569.81 $813.38

24%

38%
33%

6%

Total degree cost

Per course

Per credit

Total certi�cate/license cost

Thinking About Cost

Develop tools to help prospective students understand the cost of studying at your institution in a variety of 
ways.
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In an attempt to understand how price influences enrollment choices, online students were asked if they 
selected the most inexpensive option. The vast majority (70%) of students sampled do not select the 
most inexpensive degree or program. This number was even higher at the graduate level, with nearly 
80% reporting that they did not select the most inexpensive program.
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Methodology

In spring 2014, Aslanian Market Research and Learning House conducted surveys with 1,500 individuals 
nationwide. Respondents were at least 18 years of age, had a minimum of a high school degree or 
equivalent, and were recently enrolled, currently enrolled, or planned to enroll in the next twelve 
months in a fully online undergraduate or graduate degree, certificate, or licensure program.

According to the U.S. Department of Education, graduate students represent 16% of the total college 
population but 23% of online population. The sample for this survey was weighted to include 
approximately 40% graduate students to ensure a large enough sample for meaningful conclusions. 
The data are presented for both undergraduate and graduate students combined unless there were 
noteworthy differences.

Resolution Research of Denver, Co., identified the sample of 1,500 respondents. The organization drew 
the sample from its actively managed, 100% market-research-only panel that represents the U.S. Census 
Bureau, which enables the selection of groups that prove difficult to source. Resolution Research has 
collected up to 250 behavioral and demographic data points on each consumer panelist, which allows 
it to target respondents for specific research objectives.

To recruit for this study, Resolution Research invited its panel of consumers from across the nation to 
participate in an online survey through custom email invitations. Invitations were sent randomly across 
the U.S. to reflect the basic population distribution targeting persons 18 years of age or older. Panelists 
were then allowed to participate in the study if they had participated in or were planning to enroll in 
online in a fully online degree, certificate or licensing program. 

Respondents hailed from 49 states and the District of Columbia. The states that represent 52% of the 
nation’s population (according to the 2009 U.S. Census) represented 47% of the study’s respondents. 
These states included California, New York, Florida, Colorado, Illinois, Texas, Georgia, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania and Ohio.

The National Center for Education Statistics IPEDS data shows that in 2012, 2.6 million higher education 
students were enrolled in courses that were exclusively delivered via distance education. Eduventures 
(2014) estimated the size of the wholly or majority online program market for the fall of 2013 to be 3.2 
million students. Based upon these findings, a sample of 1,500 represents approximate sampling error 
of +/-3% at a 95% confidence level.

A similarly small margin of error was achieved in the 2012 and 2013 survey; therefore, differences 
between these survey results over six percentage points may be significant. Given that the Department 
of Education has only recently begun tracking online enrollments and only has reported data for 2012 
and this survey sample was drawn based upon estimates for more present day enrollments, we only 
address differences between the surveys that are at least 10 percentage points to err on the side of 
caution. The margin of sampling error is greater for subgroups.
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Demographic Profile of Online Learners

Based on the 2014 study, online students nationwide most often fit the following general profile: Online 
students are typically Caucasian females between the ages of 25 and 29 who are not the first in their 
family to attend college. They typically have a total family income of less than $40,000, live in a suburban 
community and work full time. English is their first language and they have not served in the military. 

The following tables present findings from the 2014 survey regarding the demographic profile of online 
learners nationwide. There are several instances where the data are significantly different from the 2012 
or 2013 survey and are noted below. (A difference of 10% or greater is considered significant. For a 
detailed explanation of how the significance was determined, see the Methodology section above.) 

Gender

The majority (68%) of students sampled identify themselves as female, with a slightly higher percentage 
of females at the undergraduate level (71%) than the graduate level (66%). In 2013, there was an increase 
in male graduate students but that appears to have shifted back in 2014.

Undergraduate Graduate
Gender 2012 2013 2014 2012 2013 2014
Female  74%  67% 71%  66%  53% 66%
Male 26  31 29 34    46 34
Prefer not to say --  1 < 1 --  1 < 1

Age

The most frequently occurring age ranges for students sampled were 25–29 (18%), 30–34 (16%), 21–24 
(13%), and 35–39 (13%). Sixty percent of the students sampled are between the ages of 21–39. Graduate 
students tend to be slightly older than undergraduates. Twenty-one percent of the undergraduates were 
ages 24 and lower, which was a 10% decline from 2013. However, the three year trend is 25%, 31%, and 21%.

Percent of Respondents
Age All Undergraduate Graduate
18–20 4% 6% 1%
21–24 13 15 12
25–29 18 18 18
30–34 16 15 18
35–39 13 12 16
40–44 12 11 13
45–49 8 8 8
50–54 9 8 8
55–59 5 4 4
60–64 2 2 1
65+ 1 1 --
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Environment of Residence

Nearly half (48%) of respondents indicated that they live in a suburban environment. There was a near 
even split between rural (27%) and urban (23%) environments.

Percent of Respondents
Rural, Suburban, Urban All Undergraduate Graduate
Rural 27% 28% 25%
Suburban 48 45 52
Urban 23 25 22
Prefer not to say 2 3 < 1

Marital Status

Fifty-five percent of respondents are married or partnered. This number was lower at the undergraduate 
level (48%) in comparison to the graduate level (63%).

Percent of Respondents
Marital Status All Undergraduate Graduate
Married/partnered 55% 48% 63%
Single 43 50 36
Prefer not to say 2 2 1

Number of Children Under Age 18

The majority (51%) of respondents do not have any children. Twenty percent have one child, 18% have 
two children, and 11% have three or more children under the age of 18.

Percent of Respondents
Number of Children (Under 18) All Undergraduate Graduate
None 51% 51% 51%
1 20 19 20
2 18 17 19
3 or more 11 12 10
Prefer not to say 1 1 1
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Total Household Income

The most frequently selected income levels are under $25,000 (19%), and $25,000–39,999 (19%). Sixty-
five percent of respondents have a total household income of less than $70,000. Six percent preferred 
not to report their total household income. At the undergraduate level nearly half (48%) of respondents 
had a household income of less than $39,999. 

Percent of Respondents
Total Household Income All Undergraduate Graduate
Under $25,000 19% 26% 12%
$25,000–$39,999 19 22 14
$40,000–54,999 15 15 14
$55,000–69,999 12 10 14
$70,000–84,999 9 6 11
$85,000–99,999 7 5 9
$100,000–114,999 5 4 6
$115,000–129,999 2 1 3
$130,000–149,999 2 1 3
$150,000 or more 4 3 8
Prefer not to say 6 6 7

English as Second Language

Seventeen percent of students sampled speak English as a second language. 

Percent of Respondents
English as a Second Language All Undergraduate Graduate
Yes 17% 17% 16%
No 83 83 84

Employment Status

The percentage of students employed full time has decreased each year from 2012 to 2014. A significant 
decline occurred from 2012 to 2013 among undergraduates and between 2013 and 2014 among 
graduate students.

Undergraduate Graduate
Employment Status 2012 2013 2014 2012 2013 2014
Employed full time 48%  38% 38% 73%  76% 59%
Employed part time 24 20 20 16 10 18
Not employed 27 35 39 11 10 18
Retired 2  4 2 1  2 2
Prefer not to say --  3 1 --  3 3
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Military Service

Students were asked to indicate their level of military service. The very large majority had no military 
service experience.

Percent of Respondents
Military Service All Undergraduate Graduate
Veteran 7% 6% 8%
Spouse or dependent of veteran 5 4 6
Spouse or dependent of active duty 3 3 4
Active duty military 2 2 2
None of the above 84 86 81

Ethnicity

Ethnicity demographics were similar in the student samples from 2012 to 2014. Across all three years, 
the vast majority of the sample is Caucasian, with a higher percentage of white students in 2013 and 
2014 than 2012.

Undergraduate Graduate
Ethnicity 2012 2013 2014 2012 2013 2014
White 65% 71% 69% 58% 77% 70%
African American 19 15 16 18 8 12
Hispanic 8 8 7 9 7 8
Asian or Pacific Islander 5 4 4 13 6 7
Native American 1 1 1 0 1 1
Other 2 1 2 1 1 2
Prefer not to say -- 2 1 -- 2 1

Institution Type

The student institution type has become more for-profit between 2012 (35%) and 2014 (47%). Due to 
the well-publicized reduction in the number of students enrolling in for-profit universities in recent 
years, this trend was unexpected. To ensure that potential over-representation of students enrolled in 
for-profit institutions did not influence or create bias within the results, several of the survey questions 
were cross tabulated. These included questions regarding the field of study, ratings of online versus on-
campus experience, appeal of marketing messages, importance of information about transfer credit, 
and the effect of expense on choice of institution.  Differences by type of institution in age, gender, and 
ethnicity were also calculated.  There were very few significant differences indicating students enrolled 
in for-profit universities don’t appear to behave or have different preferences than their counterparts at 
public not-for-profit and private not-for-profit institutions.

Is That College or University a: 
(self-identified)

Undergraduate Graduate
2012 2013 2014 2012 2013 2014

For-profit 35%  39% 50% 34%  38% 43%
Public not-for-profit 50 34 33 36 35 29
Private not-for-profit 12  8 15 26 20 27
Undecided 4 19 2 4  7 1
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Technical Notes

All percentages in this report have been rounded; therefore, the total percent figure in a table may not add up 
to exactly 100. Further, if the total percentage is substantially more than 100, it is because the question allowed 
respondents to choose more than one option.
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Partners

The Learning House, Inc. helps colleges and universities create, manage and grow high-quality 
online degree programs and courses. Partnering with more than 100 schools, Learning House enables 
institutions to efficiently and affordably achieve their online education goals. Services include product 
development and market research, marketing and lead generation, admissions and enrollment 
management, student retention, curriculum development and management, faculty training and 
professional development, learning management systems and 24/7 technical support.  As a thought 
leader in the industry, Learning House publishes an annual report on online college student preferences 
and demographics and presents an annual online higher education conference. 

Education Dynamics is a proven leader in helping higher education institutions find, enroll, and retain 
students. The organization maintains its industry leadership through a deeply rooted philosophy of 
serving our schools best by serving students first. This commitment has been at the heart of its success 
since it began more than a decade ago, and it continues today as we proudly serve more than 1,200 
colleges and universities of all types and sizes.

Aslanian Market Research (Education Dynamics’ market research unit) conducts market demand 
studies, institutional audits, program and marketing reviews, and professional development seminars 
and workshops for colleges and universities seeking information and data on how to expand adult and 
online student enrollments. Throughout the last 25 years, our staff has worked with more than 200 
colleges and universities of all types — public, private, large, small, rural, suburban, and urban — in 
every region of the U.S. Its seminars have provided thousands of college administrators with practical, 
hands-on tactics that they can implement at their institutions at minimal cost for maximum impact.

Authors

David L. Clinefelter is Chief Academic Officer of The Learning House, Inc. Prior to joining Learning 
House, he served as Chief Academic Officer of for-profit, online universities Walden and Kaplan, and as 
President of Graceland University, an early innovator in online education.

Carol B. Aslanian is Senior Vice President of Aslanian Market Research. She is a national authority on 
the characteristics and learning patterns of adult students, and she has made hundreds of presentations 
on the topic and led market research projects for more than 300 colleges, universities, and educational 
agencies.

For additional information, contact:

Aslanian Market Research	 The Learning House, Inc.
(201) 377-3321	 (502) 589-9878
caslanian@educationdynamics.com	 wparrish@learninghouse.com
www.aslanianmarketresearch.com	 www.learninghouse.com

061614



Data sdfsd sdf

A joint project of The Learning House, Inc. 
and Aslanian Market Research

David L. Clinefelter 
Carol B. Aslanian

LearningHouse.com 
427 South Fourth Street
Louisville, KY 40202
www.learninghouse.com

EducationDynamics.com
5 Marine View Plaza, Suite 212

Hoboken, NJ 07030
www.aslanianmarketresearch.com


	Introduction
	Key Findings and Observations
	Level and Field of Study
	Type of Credential 
	Field of Study 
	Top 15 Majors
	Undergraduate Fields of Study/Specializations
	Graduate Fields of Study/Specializations
	Online Versus Other Modalities
	Previous Enrollment in Online Study
	Comparing Online to Classroom
	Consideration of Classroom or Hybrid/Low Residency Programs
	Challenges of Classroom-Based Programs
	Location of Institution
	Proximity to Institution of Enrollment
	Selecting an Institution
	Selection Factors
	Institutional Reputation 
	Transfer Credit
	Acceptance of Transfer Credits 
	Importance of Transfer Credits to Enrollment Decision
	Perceived Value of Online Study
	Primary Motivation for Enrollment
	Financial Investment
	Time Investment
	Employment Status Change
	Income and Employment Changes
	Marketing to and Enrollment of Online Students
	Length of Time From Search to Enrollment
	Appeal of Marketing Messages
	Questions for Enrollment Advisor 
	Application Process
	Paying for Online Programs
	Funding Sources
	Cost as Enrollment Criterion
	Methodology
	Demographic Profile of Online Learners
	References 
	Partners


	Button 1: 
	Button 2: 


